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Guidelines for 
engagement 
with Māori 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Engage early. Be inclusive. Think broadly. 

Effective and genuine engagement supports relationships that are based on trust and confidence. 
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2 
Introduction  

 

These Guidelines will assist you to determine who 
you need to engage with, how to engage, and how 
to develop an effective engagement strategy. They 
have been designed to be read in conjunction with 
the Crown engagement with Māori framework. 
“Engagement” refers to the range of methods and 
activities that are used to interact with Māori. 

 
Effective engagement with Māori is key to producing 
better quality outcomes and realising Māori Crown 
partnerships. It will allow you to gather on the ground 
information, views, reactions and strengthens the 
legitimacy of decisions. Engaging effectively with Māori 
contributes to the development of effective policy 
options, assists agencies in providing robust advice to 
Ministers and helps deliver improved outcomes. 

 
For Māori, the process of genuine engagement with 
Māori by the government is: 

• an acknowledgement of their rangatiratanga and 
status as Treaty partners 

• an acknowledgement that mātauranga Māori 
makes an important contribution to solving policy 
and practical problems 

• an acknowledgement that Māori have the 
resources and capability to contribute; and 

• an acknowledgement that some issues affect Māori 
disproportionately and they are therefore better 
placed to develop the solutions. 

 
Several agencies have statutory and/or Treaty 
settlement obligations to engage with specific groups. 
Engagement should not be limited to achieving formal 
obligations. Processes that consider Māori participation 
and views are likely to be more effective. 

 
The goal is to have effective, efficient and inclusive 
approaches to Māori engagement across government 
which reflects the inclusion and consideration of Māori 
perspectives and cultural values. Good engagement 
should complement other ways your agency collects 
relevant information and data to inform policy 
development. 

Throughout the development of your engagement 
process you should be guided by the following 
principles: Engage early, Be inclusive, Think broadly. 

 
Engagement that is early, inclusive and broad will lead 
to the following: 

• A greater understanding of one another’s 
expectations and aspirations 

• Increased opportunities to co-design processes and 
systems 

• Increased opportunities to establish shared 
projects and programmes 

• Improved process based on understanding of one 
another’s priorities, expectations and available 
resources 

• More efficient use of government and Māori 
resources 

• Supporting Māori expectations and aspirations 
 

If engagement is not early, inclusive or broad there may 
be reduced opportunities to develop meaningful future 
relationships and the development of effective policy 
options may be compromised. 

 
The effort and costs of engagement will be reduced 
if agencies have established networks and ongoing 
relationships with Māori through which ideas can be 
tested as part of the normal work routine. 

 
The framework and these guidelines are most relevant 
to engaging on a specific policy issue or initiative 
but the principles are also relevant to more informal 
engagement with Māori or when Māori initiate 
engagement with the Crown. 
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3 
What is the kaupapa?  

 
 

 

The first step in preparing for an engagement process is 
ensuring that you clearly define the intended purpose 
of the engagement and what you want to achieve. 
Kaupapa in this context means the policy, purpose or 
matter for which you intend to engage on. 

 
The framework prompts you to consider your kaupapa 
across sectors - cultural, environmental, social and 
economic - to assist you in the next step of determining 

your target audience. You will find that different sectors 
generally have different audiences. 

 
Remember that issues can be complex, multi-faceted 
and overlap sectors. Aligning your kaupapa within 
sectors will encourage you to consider where there are 
intersecting interests that need to be considered and 
any treatment required to ensure that all the relevant 
interests are considered. 

 

 

Cultural 
 
 

Environmental 

Social 
 
 

Economic 
 
 

 
If you are unsure about whether you have fully mapped the scope of your kaupapa, discussing your assessment 
with other officials, agencies and Māori will assist. 

 
The most important thing to remember is to think broadly and consider any intersects across sectors as early as 
possible in your planning - it is easy to remove interests once the process has started, but it is difficult to introduce 
interests once a process is underway. 

 
 

Clearly define the intended purpose of your engagement and what you want to achieve. 

Aligning your kaupapa within sectors will prompt you to consider the full range of interests and intersects 
to ensure that all the relevant interests are considered. 

Questions you should ask yourself to help determine the scope and purpose of your engagement process: 

• What are you testing? 
• What are your key messages? 
• Are your key messages focused on the decisions required? 
• Who can you talk to within your organisation (or in another agency) to determine the potential 

significance of your kaupapa to Māori? 
• Are there legal requirements, Treaty settlement commitments or a policy/Ministerial directive driving your 

engagement? 
• What relevance does this have in the social, cultural, economic and environmental sectors? 
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4 
Who to engage with  

 
 

 

Who to engage with can depend on whether the 
kaupapa is specific to a geographic region. The 
overarching principle is that those who will be affected 
are entitled to be involved in the process. 

 
In the same way that aligning your kaupapa within 
sectors will prompt you to consider intersecting 
interests, determining the geographical relevance 

of the kaupapa will enable you to determine your 
audience on a local, regional or national scale. Think 
broadly - your kaupapa may have national and 
regional impacts or it may have several local impacts. 
Ensuring that the full range of people who have an 
interest in your kaupapa are engaged is imperative for 
ensuring that the full extent of views and feedback are 
canvassed. 

 

 
Local 

The issue affects Māori in a local area. 

e.g. Individuals, Whānau, Hapū and Iwi 

 

 
Regional 

The issue affects Māori in a particular area. 

e.g. Iwi organisations, Collectives, Organisations with a particular purpose 

 

 
National 

The issue affects all Māori in Aotearoa. 

e.g. National organisations dedicated to Social, Economic, Environmental, Cultural issues, or 
interested in all issues related to Māori 

 

 
Once you understand the relevant sector and geographical impacts of your kaupapa you should begin to make a 
list of individuals, whānau, hapū, iwi or Māori organisations to engage with. 

Determining the geographical relevance of the kaupapa alongside sectoral interests will enable you to 
determine your specific audience. 

Think broadly - ensuring that the full range of people who have an interest in your kaupapa are engaged is 
imperative for ensuring that the full extent of views and feedback are canvassed. 

Treaty settlement commitments and/or statutory commitments may also require that you engage with 
particular people or groups. 
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There may be many organisations or groups that represent an iwi, for example there may be a rūnanga, a post 
settlement governance entity and/or a mandated iwi organisation. In the first instance, you should talk to as 
many representative entities as possible. If the kaupapa is not relevant to one of them they will be able to tell you 
and they may also be able to tell you if you need to talk to others. Your organisation may already have existing 
relationships with Māori stakeholders or a specific Māori advisory team who may be a good first point of contact. 

 
Treaty settlement commitments and/or statutory requirements may also require that you engage with particular 
people or groups. Te Arawhiti is launching Te Haeata - Settlements Portal, to enable agencies to search relevant 
settlement commitments. You can learn more at www.tearawhiti.govt.nz/te-kahui-whakatau-treaty-settlements. 

 

Useful resources 

There are a number of Māori organisations whose interests are in a particular sector or kaupapa, there are 
also Māori organisations that have an interest in all kaupapa that affect Māori. Te Kāhui Māngai 
(www.tkm.govt.nz) is one useful resource available to assist you to find relevant contacts. You can also contact 
Te Puni Kōkiri or The Office for Māori Crown Relations Rōpū - Te Awawhiti. 

 
 

http://www.tearawhiti.govt.nz/te-kahui-whakatau-treaty-settlements
http://www.tkm.govt.nz/
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6 
How to engage  

 
 

 

“Engagement” refers to the range of methods and 
activities that are used to interact with Māori. 
Assessing the level of significance of your kaupapa 
to Māori will help select an appropriate engagement 
method. Generally, the more significant a kaupapa is to 
Māori the more intensive the involvement from Māori 
should be. 

The engagement framework provides a sliding scale 
assessment to help you consider the impact and 
engagement methods. There will be times where 
different methods of engagement are appropriate for 
different audiences and for different stages of your 
process, you should remain open and flexible to these 
situations, engagement is not a one size fits all model. 

 
The spectrum of engagement methods that are provided in the engagement framework: 

 
Inform The Crown will keep Māori informed about what is happening. Māori will be provided 

with balanced and objective information to assist them to understand the problem, 
alternatives, opportunities and/or solutions. 

 
Consult 

 
The Crown will seek Māori feedback on drafts and proposals. The Crown will ultimately 
decide. The Crown will keep Māori informed, listen and acknowledge concerns and 
aspirations, and provide feedback on how their input influenced the decision. 

 
Collaborate 

 
The Crown and Māori work together to determine the issues/problems and develop 
solutions together that are reflected in proposals. Each party retains its own decision 
making ability. 

 
Co-design 

 
The Crown and Māori will partner to determine the issue/problem, to design the 
process and develop solutions. The Crown and Māori will make joint decisions. 

 
Empower 

 
Māori decide and the Crown assists in implementing the decision made by Māori. 

 

There may be statutory or legislative mechanisms in 
place that require specific forms of engagement with 
specific groups, for example, issues that would generally 
require partner/co-design or empower methods of 
engagement but statutory or legislative mechanisms 
don’t require that method of engagement. In these 
circumstances, you should work with Māori to find an 

appropriate solution. Remember, processes that give 
appropriate consideration to Māori participation and 
views are likely to be more effective. 

 
Your assessment may also encourage you to consider 
whether amending the statutory or legislative 
mechanisms is required. 

A kaupapa that is significant to Māori will require more intensive involvement from Māori. 
Processes that give appropriate consideration to Māori participation and views are likely to be more 
effective. 
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7 
The engagement process  

 
 

 
 

Plan and Prepare 

Preparation is key 
to any successful 
engagement 
process. Drafting an 
engagement strategy 
can ensure that 
you have covered 
all necessary 
components for 
your engagement 
process. 

Discuss with 
Te Arawhiti 

Once you have 
drafted your 
engagement strategy 
you should send it 
to the engagement 
team at Te Arawhiti. 
We will provide 
feedback and advice 
to you. 

Engage 

Undertake your 
engagement 
process as per 
your engagement 
strategy. 

Feedback 

An important part 
of any engagement 
process is providing 
feedback to those 
that participated 
and show how their 
contributions have 
been reflected in 
final decisions. Or 
explain why they 
haven’t. 

Review 

Undertaking a review 
of your engagement 
process is central 
to ensuring that 
you are continually 
improving. 

Evaluation 

Te Arawhiti have an 
ongoing evaluation 
function. Upon 
completion of your 
review send it to the 
engagement team at 
Te Arawhiti. We may 
also make contact 
with you to discuss 
your engagement 
process. 

 

 
Developing an Engagement Strategy 

 
Once you have determined who you need to engage with and which engagement method you think is most 
appropriate, you should draft your engagement strategy. 

 
Your engagement strategy should contain the following: 

• principles for engagement; 
• timeframes; 
• audience and stakeholder analysis; 
• communication strategy and key messages; 
• risk analysis; 
• implementation plan; and 
• a feedback and review process for the engagement. 

 
Te Arawhiti has developed a template engagement strategy that you may use when drafting your strategy. It can 
be found on our website or at appendix one. 

 
Once you have completed your draft engagement strategy you should provide it to Te Arawhiti for review. Te 
Arawhiti will consider, amongst other things, whether the principles for effective engagement have been applied 
and if the process is broad and inclusive. They will also provide practical advice based on their knowledge of the 
current engagement landscape. Te Puni Kōkiri is also available to assist with developing your engagement strategy. 

 
You can provide your draft engagement strategy by email to The Office for Māori Crown Relations – Te Arawhiti at 
crownmāoriengagement@tearawhiti.govt.nz. 

Your engagement strategy will guide your engagement process, it is a living document that should remain 
open to change. 

You should look for options to co-ordinate within your organisation and across government and 
timeframes should allow sufficient time for your audience to engage effectively. 

mailto:crownmaoriengagement@tearawhiti.govt.nz
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Looking for opportunities to coordinate engagement 

 
The pressures for Māori to participate in engagement processes is constantly increasing and engagement fatigue is 
common. 

 
As well as considering the timing of your engagement process and avoiding clashes with other engagement 
process, look across Government to see if there are opportunities to join-up with other processes that are 
occurring in the same period of your planned engagement. 

 
 

 
 

Timeframes 
 

Your engagement strategy should show that you have given due consideration to appropriate timeframes, i.e. 
ensuring you have allowed sufficient time for people to engage effectively. 

 
Seek input early and not too late in the policy development process (it is important to go to Māori with initial 
thinking/proposals rather than a fully formed or fixed view). 

 
When establishing timeframes, you need to consider the capacity of your audience to participate in your 
engagement process and the timeframes should remain as flexible as possible to allow for unexpected situations. 

 
You should consider what other activities might be occurring within Māori communities that may impact on your 
process. 

 

 

 
Audience analysis 

 
Your engagement strategy should identify the appropriate Māori groups, organisations, communities or 
individuals that you are intending to engage with. You will have gathered this information when determining who 
to engage with. 

Things you should consider when looking for opportunities to coordinate engagement: 

• Is there any potential cross-over with any other engagement processes occurring around the same time? 
• Is the government currently engaging with this group on any other matters? 
• Has the government engaged recently on this issue or with the same audience, and what was the result? 
• Is there an opportunity to coordinate with other engagement processes occurring? 
• How can we maximise this opportunity for involvement and meaningful engagement? 

Timeframes should allow your audience sufficient time to consider your kaupapa and to prepare and 
provide a response. 

• What are your timeframes for engagement and how flexible are they? 
• Are you giving Māori sufficient time to consider the kaupapa and respond? 
• As a rule of thumb, invitations to any engagement should be distributed at least two-weeks prior to an event. 
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Communication strategy and key messages 
 

A clear communications strategy will contribute to the success of your engagement process. 
 

Your communications strategy should include the key messages you intend to deliver to your audience that are 
tailored to suit the audience you are engaging with. Your key messages should acknowledge the value that Māori 
perspectives can bring to your kaupapa. 

 
Included in your communications strategy should be consideration of the relevant information that you are going 
to share with your audience. This material should be developed as early as possible so that it can be distributed to 
your audience as early as possible so informed input can be provided. 

 
Any engagement material that you produce should be easily accessible to your audience, their accessibility to 
different forms of media should be considered. The form of communication used should be suitable for your 
audience and you should always offer more than one way. 

 
Finally, your strategy should include how you will manage any media interest in engagement. 

 

 
Risk analysis 

 
Your engagement strategy should show that you have considered and identified risks that may impact negatively 
on the successful completion of your engagement and ways in which they can be overcome or mitigated. 

 
Be flexible and prepared to change the engagement approach as required, particularly if any issues arise that need 
to be addressed more thoroughly. 

 

 
Implementation 

 

Things you should consider when thinking about the implementation of your engagement strategy: 

• What has worked well and why in any previous engagement processes? 
• Have you involved people from your organisation or key stakeholders group who are committed, who are 

effective at listening and communicating with the audience? 
• Do you need to establish a Māori design group to assist you to develop your policy and/or engagement 

process? 
• Have you determined what Māori protocols may need to be organised and do you have the appropriate 

staff? 
• How will Māori perceptions and expectations be identified and managed before, during and after 

engagement? 
• How can we maximise this opportunity for involvement and meaningful engagement? 
• Are you providing a range of opportunities for Māori to provide input in the circumstance they are not 

available to attend hui or meetings (ie. electronic feedback options)? 
• Have you included resource to record the discussions at the engagement so you can disseminate this back 

to participants and inform your feedback/evaluation? 
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Feedback 
 

An important part of meaningful engagement is feedback. Engagement is not a one-way process. Māori invest 
time and effort into the process. Your engagement strategy should outline how you will provide feedback to your 
audience about how their input has been used or not. 

 

 
Review 

 
Reviewing your engagement process is important to help agencies understand how they can improve their 
engagement processes going forward. 

 
Te Arawhiti has developed tools to support agencies in this review; a self-review template and an engaged group 
survey. 

 
Agencies should consider how they can leverage the review process to enhance their relationship with groups they 
have engaged with. 

 

Considerations on feedback and review for your engagement strategy: 

• How will results of the engagement be reported back? 
• The form and type of feedback needed in responding to input from engagement 
• What are the timeframes for feedback? 
• How will feedback be collected, analysed and summarised? 
• Who will be the contact person for any concerns? 
• Will there be a review of the engagement process? 
• Who will be involved in the review process? 
• How can your agency leverage follow-up and evaluation to enhance your relationship with Māori? 
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Evaluation 
 

 
From time to time, Te Arawhiti will undertake evaluations of engagement across Government to ensure that we 
are providing targeted support to agencies in their engagement processes and to determine how comfortable, 
confident and capable the Public Sector is in their engagement with Māori. 

 
Te Arawhiti asks that agencies provide their completed self-review templates and surveys to us after their 
engagement process is over. These, along with information such as engagement strategies, form the basis of our 
evaluation and reporting processes. 

 
To supplement this information collected from agencies, Te Arawhiti will undertake a hands-on review of a small 
number of individual engagements. This would involve either observing an engagement as it occurs, or reviewing 
it after the fact, culminating in a short report on the engagement. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
These guidelines do not create new legal obligations on Crown agencies or override existing statutory obligations or 
duties. They should instead guide and support Crown agencies processes and decision-making. Agencies will consider 
the specific context of the relevant issue, policy or initiative and decide how to apply the guidelines. 
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Colonialism and Education 
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Onyije, Liverpool Eboh 

Registry Department, Federal College of Education (Technical) 
Omoku, Rivers State, Nigeria. 

 
Abstract Colonialism and education has been identified as instruments used by European powers to dominate and subjugate 
third world countries and Africa in particular. Colonialism is the policy or practice of acquiring full or partial political control over 
another country, occupying it with settlers, and exploiting it economically. It was a response to the economic needs of industrial 
capitalist Europe who desire colonies in order to have access to raw materials of the colonies, to have markets for sale of 
manufactured goods of the home country and field for the investment of surplus capital. Colonialism ravaged Africa like wild fire 
with disastrous consequences and the instrument used for that purpose is education. This same education was later used as a 
weapon to fight colonialism. This paper is therefore to explore why and how colonialism was imposed on African nations and 
how education was used as a two-edged sword for the propagation and abolition of colonialism. “To know the present we must 
look into the past and to know the future, we must look into the past and present.” 

 

 
Introduction 

 
Colonialism and education are two main ways through which European powers perpetuated 
underdevelopment in Africa. Though education predates colonialism, but the European nations used their 
strong powers to introduce a system of education that were so foreign, whose aim was to ensure that African 
nations were subjugated and exploited. Colonialism arose out of the need for European nations to have direct 
political control over their colonies so as to ensure the protection of their economic interest. So, colonialism is 
not just merely a system of exploitation, but one whose main purpose was to repatriate the profits to the 
metropoles. By exporting the profits created by African Labour to Europe, the development of Europe was 
assured. 

The colonization of Africa was a response to the economic needs of industrial capitalist Europe. 
European nations desire colonies in order to have access to the raw materials of the colonies, to have 
markets, for sale of manufactured goods of the home country and field for the investment of surplus capital. 
With twist of fate, colonialism has assisted in the distortion of African economies to fit in with the demands of 
the world market, the demand which are not always compatible with the demands put own development and 
thus depriving our economies of the capacity for a self-sustaining growth which is a pre-condition to 
development. The weapon used by the Europeans for the realization of the purposes of colonialism in 
education. Education had been accepted world wide as the gate way to the development but for it to achieve 
its aim, the content must be tailored to the needs of the society and it has to be internally driven. European 
nations used force to suppress the traditional educational system on ground and hoisted a foreign 
educational system that is geared towards development of an internal material base, with the result that 
technologically and in relation to the developed world. 
This paper will explore colonialism and education holistically and its impact on the political, economic, social 
and cultural development of the continent. 

 

Colonialism  
“Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; 

they do not make under circumstances chosen by themselves but under 
circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past. 

(Karl Marx.)” 

 
41 
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With the spread of Hellenic and Roman culture and technology by the Roman Empire, the Renaissance and 
the enlightenment of the fifteen and sixteenth centuries and the industrial revolution of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, most of the world has at some point been colonized by a European country. The most 
notable colonial powers were Rome, Greece, Britain, France, Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands, Belgium and 
Denmark, whose combined empires covered at various times the whole of the North, Central and South 
America, Africa, Australia, much of Indonesia, India subcontinent as well as most of the countries lying in 
between 

Colonialism is a system of rules which assumes the right of one people to impose their will upon 
another. This must inevitably lead to a situation of dominance and dependency which will systematically 
subordinate those governed by it to the imported culture in social, economic and political life. 
According to concise Oxford Dictionary of Politics, colonialism is the policy and practice of a strong power 
extending its control territorially over a weaker nation or people. It came from a Latin Word “Colonia” simply 
meant a country estate. But colonialism became more often thought of as an attribute of the late nineteenth 
century imperialists who conquered large tracts of the globe to find themselves “new-caught sullen peoples, 
it is usually used pejoratively to denote an unwanted sense of racial superiority and the set of attitudes, 
beliefs, and practices that sprang from this sense. 

Colonialism is the policy or practice of acquiring full or partial political control over another country, 
occupying it with settlers, and exploiting it economically. Historically, this has often involved killing or 
subjugating the indigenous population. A colonial power must control populations with very different social-
systems from its own, which are distributed at great distances from the metropolitan and territorial capitals 
and which in the African case often manifested very low levels of social and economic differentiation. It has to 
overcome problems of authority distances and cost to persuade subject people to accept both its version of 
law and order and its control over dominant social institutions. 

Colonialism arose out of the need for the strong European Powers to have direct political control over 
another country or territory. With the industrial revolution in Europe, the economy of most industrialized 
nations became saturated. In Britain for example, inequalities in wealth and income distribution had 
weakened the consumption power of the working classes and this did not create room for producers to 
utilize fully their individual capacity. Lacking in domestic investment outlets, British capitalists turned their 
attention to the economically under-exploited regions of the world. Britain then established colonies as 
archives for their surplus capital. The need to expand capital and boost the domestic economy prompted 
European nation especially Britain, France and Portugal to venture into Africa where labour and raw 
materials were cheap. 

This was the situation until 1885 at Berlin conference that Africa was partitioned among the contending 
European powers. So in order to ensure full control over their territories and to avoid unnecessary intrusion 
each of the European powers initiated moves to have dominion over her territory. The imposition of political 
control by these European powers over African nations marked the beginning of “COLONIALISM”. It is 
therefore erroneous to believe that colonialism was introduced in order to develop Africa as speculated by 
some European scholars. The underlying principle is behind the introduction of colonialism which is not just 
merely a system of economic exploitation, but one whose main purpose was to repatriate the profit to the 
metropolis. By exporting the profit created by African labour to Europe, the development of European was 
assured, while dialectically, this meant the underdevelopment of Africa. Let it be noted that European Powers 
did not establish colonial states to carry out a programme of political development or change but to erect 
efficient and effective administrative states for purposes of economic exploitation and this largely explains 
many of the problems faced by African nations after independence. 

Impact of Colonialism 
 

Dependency theorists Frank G.A. argue that colonialism leads to net transfer of wealth from the colonized to 
 

42 
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the colonizers and inhibits successful economic development. Frantz (1967), Brett (1973 ) argue that 
colonialism does political, psychological and moral damage to the colonized. People are free to acknowledge 
that colonialism was good for Africa. These group of people, though acknowledge that there was exploitation 
and oppression but that on the other hand, colonial governments did much for the benefit of Africans and 
they developed Africa. Well, it is my contention that colonialism never meant well for Africa. It has only one 
hand – it was a one armed bandit. The negative impact of colonialism was so powerful and so pervasive that 
it turned the lives of all victims upside down and inside out. During the periods of pre-colonial trade, some 
control over social, political and economic life was retained in Africa in spite of the disadvantageous 
commerce with Europeans. That little control over internal matters disappeared under colonialism. 
Colonialism went much further than trade. It meant a tendency towards direct appropriation by European of 
the social institutions within Africa. Africans ceased to set indigenous cultural goals and standards, lost full 
control of training young members of the society. Those were undoubtedly major steps backwards. 

As for the apologist of colonialism who claimed that some measure of development did occur. Yes it is 
true that some form of development occurred under colonial rule, but this according to Offiong (1980) took 
place in sectors limited almost exclusively to production for export, the import trade and related collection and 
distribution services. 

European powers did not establish colonial states to carry out a programme of political development or 
changes but to erect efficient and effective administrative states for purposes of economic exploitation and 
every machinery was put in motion in ensuring that they realize their aim. In realizing their aim, Africa was on 
the receiving end. The negative impact of colonialism in political terms was quite dramatic. Walter explained 
that overnight, African political states lost their power, independence and meaning irrespective of whether 
they were big empires or small polities. Again that certain traditional rulers were kept in office, and the formal 
structure of some kingdoms was partially retained but that the substance of political life was quite different. 
Political Power had passed into the hands of foreign overlords. He maintained that colonial rule meant the 
effective eradication of African political power throughout the continent and that colonialism crushed by force 
all pre-existing states in Africa but that those that survived were puppet creations. (Walter 1992, pp. 246-
248). 

So the decisiveness of the short period of colonialism and its negative consequences for Africa spring 
mainly from the fact that Africa lost power. Power is the ultimate determinant in human society, being basis 
for relations within any group and between groups. It implies the ability to defend one’s interests and if 
necessary impose one’s will by any means available. When one society finds itself forced to relinquish power 
entirely to another society, that in itself is a form of underdevelopment. 

African women were also not spared from the evils of colonialism. Walter (1972:p248) explained that 
what happened to African women under colonialism is that the social, religions, constitutional and political 
privileges and rights disappeared, while the economic exploitation continued and was often intensified. He 
said it was intensified because the division of labour according to sex was frequently disrupted. 
Traditionally, African men did the heavy labour of felling trees, clearing land, building houses etc., apart from 
conducting warfare and hunting when they were required to have their farms to seek employment, women 
remained behind saddled with every task necessary for the survival of themselves, the children and even the 
men as far as foodstuffs were concerned. 

Colonialism reduced Africans to state of nothingness. It determined that Africans were no more makers 
of history than beetles – objects to be looked at under a microscope and examined for unusual features. 
In summary, the effects of colonialism are: 
a) Loss of political power 
b) It blocked the further evolution of national solidarity 
c) It distorted craftsmanship and destroyed the growth of technology in Africa. 
d) It destroyed internal trade 
e) It destroyed African culture 
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f) It introduced new value system 
g) The introduction and intensification for cash-crop production. 
h) It brought poverty into Africa via taxation, paid employment, alienation from the land and environment 

and discouragement of food-crop production. 
i) It created social stratification in Africa. 

 
Education 

 
Education is crucial in any type of society for the preservation of the lives of the members and the 
maintenance of the social structure. Under certain circumstances, education also promotes social change. 
The greater proportion of that education is informal, being acquired by the young from the example and 
behavior of elders in the society. Under normal circumstances education grows out of the environment, the 
learning process being directly related to the pattern of work in the society. 

Education has been universally accepted as the bedrock and engine of growth. It is a child’s passport 
out of poverty. The highly prized possession that anyone can have is an education. It is the foundation for 
higher living standards and an important tool in the long term eradication of poverty. Education provides you 
with knowledge and information which in turn brings about desirable changes in the way you think, feel and 
act. The importance of education cannot be over-emphasized. 

The discussion on education shall be centered on pre-colonial and colonial education. Indeed the most 
crucial aspect of pre-colonial African education was its relevance to Africans, in sharp contrast with what was 
later introduced. 

Walter (1972) identified the following features of indigenous African education which are: its close links 
with social life, both in material and spiritual sense, its collective nature, its many- sidedness; and progressive 
development of the child. He maintained that there was no separation of education and productive activity or 
any division between manual and intellectual education. Altogether through mainly informal means, pre-
colonial African education matched the realities of pre-colonial African society and produced well rounded 
personalities to fit into that society. 

Some aspects of African education were formal: that is to say, there was a specific programme and a 
conscious division between teachers and pupils. Formal education in pre-colonial African was also directly 
connected with the purposes of the society. Just like informal education, the programmes of teaching were 
restricted to certain periods in the life of every individual, notably the period of initiation or coming of age. 
Formal education was also available at later stages in life, such as on the occasion of passing from one age 
grade to another or of joining a new brotherhood. Specialized functions such as hunting, organizing religious 
ritual, and the practice of medicine definitely involved formal education within the family or clan. Such 
educational practices all dated back to communal times in Africa. 

As mode of production moved towards feudalism in Africa, new features also emerged within the 
educational pattern. There was, for instance more formal specialization because the proportion of formal to 
informal education increases with technological advance. 
Apart from hunting and religion, the division of labour made it necessary to create guilds for passing down the 
techniques of iron-making, working, leather making, cloth manufacture, pottery molding and professional 
trading. 

In pre-colonial Africa, literacy rate was high to the extent that there were universities in Egypt, Morocco 
and Mali - all testimony to the standard of education achieved in Africa before the colonial intrusion (Walter, 
1972:pp 261 – 263). 

Going by what is on ground, it did show that the colonizers did not introduce education in Africa, they 
rather introduced a new set of formal educational institution which partly supplanted and partly replaced 
those which were there before. The colonial system also stimulated values and practices which amounted to 
informal education. It was an educational system that never grew out of African environment or one that was 
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designed to promote the most rational use of material and social resources. It was not an educational system 
designed to give young people confidence and pride as members of African Society. But one which sought 
to instill a sense of difference towards all that was European and Capitalist. With few notable exceptions 
colonial education in Africa especially British enclaves was based on learning to read, write and calculate in 
the English Language. Later addition to the curricular were British Empire history and European geography 
plus a few practical subjects such as gardening, sanitation and personal hygiene. As African history was 
considered either non existent or unimportant, the great men who were studied in schools were kings of 
England. The great events and historical developments that were taught were European and colonial wars of 
pacification, the evolution of the British constitution, and the growth of the British Empire. In Literature, 
Shakespeare and the Bible held the stage. 

To some extent, Europeans thoughtlessly applied their own curricula without reference to African 
conditions. As content, the schools equipped the African with little more than an elementary knowledge of the 
English Language for an economic future in which a senior clerkship was the upper limit of his permissible 
advancement. In terms of need and desire, there were hundreds of candidates for every school vacancy. 
(Coleman, 1986). 

The process of colonization involves one nation or territory taking control of another nation or territory 
either through the use of force or acquisition. As a bye-product of colonization, the colonizing nation 
implements its own form of schooling within their colonies so as to suit their purpose. 

The colonizing government realized that they gain strength not necessarily through physical control 
but through mental control. This mental control is implemented through a central intellectual location- the 
school system. Kelly and Altbach (1984)states that “colonial schools sought to extend foreign domination 
and economic exploitation of the colony. They felt that education in the colonies seems directed at absorption 
into metropole and not separate and dependent development of the colonized in their own society and 
culture. They concluded that the process is an attempt to strip the colonized people away from their 
indigenous learning structures and draw them towards the structures of the colonizers. 

Just as the European controlled African participation in the new economic order, they carefully 
structured African education, so as to perpetuate their underdevelopment and dependency. The system of 
education was designed to impose upon Africans, the white man’s mythical, racial superiority and African 
inferiority. Whatever Africans were taught about themselves was designed to enable them to internalize their 
inferiority and to recognize the white man as their savior. Colonial schooling was education for 
subordination, exploitation, the creation of mental confusion and the development of underdevelopment. 

Colin (1968) therefore contended that certain amount of technical training was essential to provide 
cheap semi-skilled labour but that it could not be allowed to continue beyond a given standard or the Africans 
would soon be competing with whites. No matter whatever progress that was put in place, it could not change 
the fact that colonial education was an instrument to serve the European capitalist class in its exploitation of 
Africa. Whatever colonial educators thought or did could not change that basic fact. 

Often, the implementation of a new education system leaves those who are colonized with lack of 
identity and a limited sense of their past. The indigenous history and customs once practiced and observed 
slowly slipped away. The colonized became hybrids of two vastly different cultural systems. Colonial 
education creates a blurring that makes it difficult to differentiate between the new enforced ideas of the 
colonizers and formerly accepted native practices. 

Ngugi Wa Thiong’o, a famous African writer in his book ‘decolonize the mind’ displayed his anger 
towards the isolationist feelings colonial education causes. He asserts that the process annihilates a people 
of belief in their names, in their language, environment, heritage of struggle, unity, capacities and ultimately in 
themselves. (Ngugi, 1981). 

Colonial education makes them see their past as one wasteland of non-achievement and makes them 
want to distance themselves from that wasteland. It makes them want to identify with that which is furthest 
removed from themselves. Not only does colonial education eventually create a sense of wanting to 
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disassociate with native heritage, but it affects the individual and the sense of self-confidence. 
Colonial education far from giving people the confidence in their ability and capacities to overcome 

obstacles or to become masters of the laws governing external nature as human beings, it tends to make 
them feel their inadequacies and their ability to do anything about the conditions of their lives. No wonder an 
African educationalist, Abdou Moumini concluded this “colonial education corrupted the thinking and 
sensibilities of the African and filled him with abnormal complexes (Walter, 1972 p.273). 

The closer one scrutinizes the educational contribution of colonialism even in purely quantitative terms, 
the more it shrinks into insignificance. However education (both formal and informal) was powerful force 
which transformed the situation in post war Africa in such a way as to bring political independence to most of 
colonized African nations within decades. The few educated elites such as Kwame Nkrumah, Dr. Nnamdi 
Azikiwe, Casely Hayford etc, were able to galvanize support of the masses against colonial rule. The 
educated elites especially in West Africa came together under an umbrella known as National Congress of 
British West Africa and through this body ideas were articulated and actions taken which brought to an end 
colonial rules in the continent. European powers did not establish colonial states to carry out a programme of 
political development or changes but to erect efficient and effective administrative states for purposes of 
economic exploitation and every machinery was put in motion in ensuring that they realize their aim. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Colonialism and education have been carefully analysed in order to bring to bare the mission of colonialism 
and how education was used for the realization of that mission. 

To the apologists of colonialism, it has brought development and civilization to Africa and to these 
categories of people. Africa would have been nowhere if not for colonialism. Well, they are right in their own 
way, but from critical and deep understanding of colonialism, it was not meant for the good of Africa rather 
for the interest of the colonizers. Colonialism could be likened to a thief who come not to save life but to kill, 
destroy and maim. Colonialism has destroyed and crippled Africa and the weapon used for the mass 
destruction is education under the guise of Christianity. The colonizers never meant well for Africa and that is 
why the continent was oppressed, suppressed and disregarded. 

Britain and other nations carefully and craftily brought Africa to her knees by keeping the continent in 
the state of mental confusion. This was purposely done through the inculcation of foreign principles and 
values in order to dominate and exploit the continent. 

When the wind of de-colonization was blowing across the globe, Britain, France, etc, did not diminish 
their interest in perpetually keeping Africa under colonial rule. Political power was handed over to leaders 
who continue from where the colonial masters stopped. 

Basil commented that what the colonial powers thought wise and necessary was the formation and 
promotion to power of leading elites or middle classes (those whom the French have so revealingly called 
interlocuteurs valuables – negotiators worth talking to): groups of men who would ensure that post colonial 
government should be moderate and responsible - and should be, that is a reflection of colonial government. 
And that it is here in no small part that the seat of the troubles has lain. (Basil, 1971 p.131) 

This meant that Africa was formally decolonized without transforming the economy. The economy 
remained disarticulated and vertically integrated into Western industrial economies. Independence saw 
African leaders taking over political powers from colonial rulers without appropriating economic powers. While 
Africans controlled political power, Europeans controlled economic power. In the field of education, the 
educational system remained the way the colonial masters left it. Foreign personnel were recruited to teach 
her citizens. The early years of independence did not focus on building an adequate philosophical foundation 
of education that could positively stimulate the heterogeneous cultures of African nations. The stimulation 
was negative – rather than capitalizing on national pride and patriotism, the focus was on misguided 
capitalism and greed that created conditions for regionalism, sectionalism, tribalism, bribery and corruption 
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to flourish and this is where the real problems of development lies. 
Withdrawing in deep water, colonial powers left behind far greater problems than they had ever 

proposed to solve. This conclusion is borne out of the fact that the main solutions they proposed and also 
promoted are in themselves a large part of the troubles, difficulties and problems faced by Africans today. 

I have gone thus far to show how colonialism has left the colonial societies exploited, penetrated and 
neglected and also to make us appreciate the fact that the present myriad of problems confronting Africa 
today lies in the distant past. However, this is not to say that there is no hope. There is hope of reversing the 
trend and the surest way of doing that is abandoning the evil prescriptions from the colonial masters which 
are the ideology of stepping up exports, increasing aid and loans from the developed nations and arresting 
growth in population. African leaders should as a matter of urgency begin to transform the economy from its 
colonial externally – responsive structure to one which is internally responsive. There is also the need to 
embark on process of mental de-colonization by making Africans understand  that they can do it with 
emphasis on building capacity for self-sustaining growth. African educational system with sound philosophical 
base should be encouraged so as to develop a sense of community or whole person productivity among the 
generality of the masses. 
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Kura Kaupapa Maori are a distinctive and unique feature of the New Zealand 
education system. This report outlines a literature review that seeks to examine 
the position of such schools within the reformed New Zealand educational 
environment since 1988. The project focuses on the Tomorrow's Schools 
reforms, before giving a briefer review of the New Zealand Curriculum 
Framework, Assessment for Better Learning and the Report of the 
Literacy Taskforce. A number of themes emerge, including the increasing 
acknowledgement of Kura Kaupapa Maori in policy documents over time, the 
lack of specific provision for such schools, and the incongruence of Maori beliefs 
and aspirations and the philosophical foundation of the policy arena. 

 
he reform of New Zealand education in 1988 was based on a 

number of "features" or principles outlined in what has become 
known as the Picot Report: Administering For Excellence 

(Department of Education, 1988a). Two of these are of particular 
significance here. The first is that decisions be made at appropriate levels. 
The vision of the reformers was that greater decision making should be 
devolved to individual schools and communities so that schooling that 
was appropriate and responsive to community needs could be offered. 
A second principle of the reform process was that of openness and 
responsiveness. Here the vision was of "consumer choice". It was 

proposed that a "market" model of schooling could be constructed and 
that consumers - students and their families - could choose a "product" 
that suited their needs, and that market pressure would ensure that the 
varying needs of the "customer base" would be met. In such an 
environment we might have expected to see significant changes in New 
Zealand schools. 

In fact since 1988 diversification of primary schooling in New 
Zealand has been limited. In the main, schools have remained relatively 
homogenous, beyond the welcome variations in architectural style and 
colour schemes that dot our suburbs and towns today. But Kura 
Kaupapa Maori are an exception to this trend. The development of 
these schools is a radical departure for New Zealand, moving well 
beyond the philosophy of the Native Schools/Maori Schools of the past 
to an innovative model of schooling that responds to the cultural, 
linguistic and educational needs of a significant group of our 
indigenous students. 

Kura Kaupapa Maori emerged from the success of the Te Kohanga 
Reo movement which introduced Maori immersion pre-schools in the 
1980s. Parents and students graduating from Kohanga sought to 
develop a model of schooling that was an appropriate "next step". This 
was an intervention initiative concerned both with "Maori language 
revival and survival", and with offering an environment in which"'to be 
Maori' is taken for granted and the legitimacy of Maori language, 
knowledge, culture and values are assumed to be natural" (Smith, 1991, 
p. 7). Kura Kaupapa Maori were from the beginning based on six 
distinctively Maori principles: tino rangatiratanga/self-determination; 
taonga tuku iho/cultural aspiration; ako Maori/culturally preferred 
pedagogy; kia piki ake i nga raruraru i nga kainga/mediation of 
socio-economic and home difficulties; whanau/extended family; and 
kaupapa/collective vision (1991, pp. 12-13). 

The first Kura were private or alternative schools, operating outside 
of the state structure. The development was an attempt to "resist (the) 
inhibiting structural elements embedded in . (state) schools and which 
were . perceived as generally contributing to the poor performance of 
many Maori pupils" (1991, p. 7). This initial development of Kura 
outside the state structure ensured that Maori were able to design 
systems of administration, curriculum and pedagogy in accord with 
tikanga Maori. Although the Integration Act of 1975, designed to 
incorporate Roman Catholic and other church schools into the state 
system, set a precedent for schools of "special character" to be part of 

105 



20 
 

 

Kura Kaupapa Maori: Tomorrow s Schools and Beyond 107 

mainstream education, it was not until the Education Amendment Act of 
1989 that Kura were specifically included in legislation. By this time 
there were five Kura Kaupapa Maori operating in Auckland as part of 
a national trial. 

>RO ZYVSMSO] 
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The advent of Tomorrow s Schools (Department of Education, 1988) 
heralded the most profound reform of New Zealand education ever 
undertaken (MacPherson, 1998, p. 1). While the need for reform was 
widely acknowledged at the time, there was disquiet amongst many 
educational professionals at the direction the process was taking and at 
the underlying philosophy of the leaders of the reforms. In particular 
this was true of Maori commentators concerned with the issues 
surrounding the achievement of Maori students and the preservation 
of Te Reo Maori (Smith, 1988, 1989, 1991, 1992; Smith & Smith, 1990; 
Reedy, 1991). While acknowledging that the reform process was not as 
extensive as had been initially intended, the notions of "choice and 
voice" (Smelt, 1998, p. 10) that were implicit in the final reform structure 
suggested new opportunities were to become available for "interest 
groups" such as Maori to pursue initiatives like Kura Kaupapa Maori. 
In fact there was little provision for alternative Maori educational 
structures, and indeed certain impediments were identified within the 
Tomorrow s Schools model to such development. 

The Tomorrow s Schools model was underpinned by a philosophy of 
"functionalism, localism, centralism and efficiency. It did not include 
pluralism" (MacPherson, 1998, p. 7). It was essentially a "mainstream" 
initiative geared to the needs and aspirations of Pakeha and arguably, 
the middle-class. "Others" were included by default. It is conceivable 
that a broad policy like this might be couched in generic terms. 
However it seems inconceivable, in retrospect, that a New Zealand 
policy statement a little over a decade ago, did not overtly and directly 
address issues for Maori education in general, nor an initiative as 
important as Kura Kaupapa Maori more specifically. 

It should be noted that there is indeed a section in Tomorrow s 
Schools (3.2) addressing Maori Interests. Clause 3.2.1 allows that 
"opportunities will be made available to parents who wish to have their 
children learn or be educated in the Maori language. (and 3.2.2 
continues that) . Whanau will be able to have access to and participate 
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in education . through individuals within the whanau being eligible 
for election to the board of trustees" (Department of Education, 1988, 
p. 26). Maori commentators noted at the time that such a provision for 
Maori education and Kura Kaupapa Maori in particular was inadequate. 
Such clauses imply 

^RK^ this whanau representation on a ,oard of Trustees would be 
sufficient to implement a school programme where children can 
actually be taught in the Maori language. This of course does not 
necessarily follow and in fact would be very unliUely to happen. 
(Smith, 1989, p. 34) 

The issue of Kura Kaupapa Maori and Tomorrow s Schools is sometimes 
thought to be dealt with in sections 5.5 and 5.6 of the document. The 
first of these form the so-called "opt-out" clauses. "Groups of parents 
will be able to withdraw from an existing institution and set up a 
separate one if the particular educational needs of their children cannot 
be met locally" (Department of Education, 1988, p. 37). To include Kura 
Kaupapa Maori within such a provision was a seriously flawed policy. 
First, clause 5.5.3 notes that "the setting up of a new institution will be 
a last resort" (p. 37). The prospect of protracted negotiations with the 
Ministry of Education to "prove" that student needs were not being met 
in existing schools was unenviable. However, more importantly, Maori 
were incensed that recognition of the offScSal status of Te Reo Maori in 
1984, and its place among nga taonga protected in Article 2 of the Treaty 
of Waitangi was relegated to a "last resort" category. Secondly, it was 
feared that the requirement that new institutions "must be consistent 
with national guidelines" (p. 37), "would probably rule out the setting 
up of Kura Kaupapa Maori ... since the stated methods (and philosophy 
noted above) of Kura Kaupapa Maori currently lie outside the norm" 
(Smith, 1989, p. 34). Thirdly there was anxiety about funding. Smith 
notes that even if Kura Kaupapa Maori could be established under these 
clauses they would presumably be "funded in the same way as other 
institutions" (p. 34). Clearly such a notion is inadequate. Kura Kaupapa 
Maori had, and continue to have, particular funding needs. In 1991 it 
was observed that Kura Kaupapa Maori were chronically under-funded, 
with some battling to provide even adequate sanitation (Reedy, 1991, 
p. 8). Twelve years later Nga Haeata Matauranga (1999/2000) notes that 
there remains a shortage of skilled teachers of Te Reo Maori and of 
teaching resources (Ministry of Education, 2001, p. 11). In addition there 
continues to be a serious lack of assessment resources in Te Reo Maori 
(Bishop et al., 2000). It took 10 years for the funding issue to be 
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addressed with some adequacy. In 1999, "a new establishment process 
for kura kaupapa Maori ... (was) ... developed ... so new kura are 
identified and established using a consistent approach and sound 
viability criteria (both fSnancSally and educationally (Ministry of 
Education, 2001, p. 11) [italics added]. Such an approach was legislated 
for in the /ducatSon Act of 1999. 

Kura Kaupapa Maori are acknowledged directly in the Tomorrow s 
Schools document in clause 5.6.1. Here it is indicated that "the definition 
of 'special character' schools ... will be extended to include kaupapa 
Maori schools" (Department of Education, 1988, p. 37). As with the 
"opt-out" clause, many Maori were offended to find themselves an 
"add-on", to be included with integrated church schools and minority 
interest groups such as Steiner and Montessori schools. It should be 
acknowledged at this point, that the number of students in Kura 
Kaupapa Maori in 1988 was very small indeed. Even in 2000, only 3 
percent of Maori students were enrolled in Kura Kaupapa Maori. 

However this is not a case of "another minority interest". Maori and 
Pakeha are signatories to the Treaty of Waitangi and so partners in all 
social and political endeavour. Awareness of the significance of the 
Treaty of Waitangi and the issues arising from it were widely 
acknowledged politically and in the media in the 1980s. Bicultural 
education programmes were offered by institutions as diverse as the 
teacher unions and the mainline churches. By the time of the 1988 
reforms, the Waitangi Tribunal had been established, Te Reo was an 
official language (as was noted above) and the country was preparing 
to celebrate the sesqui-centennial of the signing of the Treaty in 1990. 
It is understandable that Maori commentators were angry as they 
critiqued the reform documents. 

Kura Kaupapa Maori should be established for its own worth and 
particular Maori character and not by default, because the state 
system couldn't fit us in. For a century now, things Maori have been 
"fitted in" to the general state system. The character of Kura 
Kaupapa Maori contains many of the taonga of our Maori ancestors 
and are not and cannot be "fitted in" - rather they must stand as of 
their own right. (Smith, 1989, pp. 34 3 ) 

Two further provisions of the Tomorrow s Schools reforms offered Kura 
Kaupapa Maori a potential avenue to express their needs and enter into 
dialogue with the new Ministry of Education. The Parent Advocacy 
Council was designed "to help groups and individuals whose needs are 
not being listened to elsewhere in the system" to have a voice 
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(Department of Education, 1988b, p. 22). The Community Forums were 
intended to "identify and gather together views . of all education 
sectors", to "discuss policy initiatives proposed by the ministry and 
provide feedback on these" and to "discuss broad educational issues" 
(pp. 14-15). The latter proposal was warmly received, but short-lived. 
?nfortunately both the proposed parent council and the forums were 
abandoned in 1990. 

We move now from the reform documents and legislation 
themselves to the wider philosophical arena of the reforms, and the 

impact of these on Maori and particularly Kura Kaupapa Maori. It is 
now widely recognised that much of the economic and social reform of 
the 1980s (internationally and in New Zealand) was driven by what is 

popularly called the "New Right". This movement, or perhaps more 
accurately, this paradigm shift, was primarily Treasury-driven with the 
support of Roger Douglas and others in the Labour Government of the 
time. Treasury thinking was dominated by "neo-Friedmanism or market 

liberalism, public choice theory, and reiterated the State Services' 
vertical structural efficiency principle" (MacPherson, 1998, p. 8). Such 

an agenda has been expressed as a drive towards the commodification 
of education, something which has been widely criticised both in the 

academic literature (Codd, 1998; Grace, 1990; MacPherson, 1998; 
Robertson,1999), by professional educators, and by social commentators. 

Maori have a particular and distinctive critique of this new 
philosophy and approach. Graham Smith, in discussing the report of 

the Picot taskforce, refers to the "inhibitive effect of Pakeha 
administrative structures on (Maori) language and culture" (Smith, 1988, 
p. 37). The verticality and individuality of the reform paradigm are the 
antithesis of the horizontality and collectivity of Maori spirituality and 
social processes. Accountability, though a major theme of the reforms, 
is not addressed from a Maori perspective. The notion of cultural 
accountability is implicit in the Treaty of Waitangi. Yet Tomorrow s 
Schools does not include any mechanism by which schools or the 

Minister can be held accountable for the "delivery of services" to Maori 
collectively. Tomorrow s Schools is built on a distinctive notion of social 

equity - implicit in what Lockwood Smith, as Minister of Education, 
later called the "level playing field". There is scarcely any 

acknowledgment of difference, and as has been noted above, none at 
all of pluralism. This is a concern for all New Zealand schools and 
particularly for Kura Kaupapa Maori. The notion of equity in the reform 
context is problematic. Rae notes the tension between equity mediated 



22 
 

 

1 

Kura Kaupapa MaorS: Tomorrow s Schools and Beyond  111 

through "procedural policies" and the principles of social justice (Rae, 
1998, p. 18). Equity, with its implication not only of fairness but also of 
impartiality is, in the view of the reformers, to be mediated by the 
"market". "Equity is best achieved through systems which combine 
enabling legislation with awareness and education" (Department of 
Education, 1988, p. 25). 

Such an approach has been described as consisting of "false notions 
of fairness, equality, equity. Processes of equivocation serve to 
moderate minority Maori interests and aspirations through a concern 
to be fair to 'all'. As a consequence Maori needs and aspirations are 
subsumed within the concern to be 'fair' to everyone". (Smith, 1988, 
p. 41) 

This policy is determinedly monocultural, devoid of thorough social and 
political analysis and clearly dismissive of any notion of equalSty of 
opportunity and outcomes for Maori students. Acknowledging that 
some reference was made to culture and language in the reform 
documents, Johnston notes that no "connection was made to structural 
factors" which Maori submissions to the Picot taskforce had identified 
as being necessary to expedite enhanced achievement for Maori 
students (Johnston, 1999, p. 81). It is testament to the power of the 
Treasury's agenda to control "fiscal exposure" in public education, that 
the guarantees of the Treaty of Waitangi were virtually ignored by the 
reformers (Wylie, 1997). 

A final comment on Tomorrow s Schools and its failure to address 
issues for Maori and particularly Kura Kaupapa Maori recalls the wealth 
of material that was available at the time of the reforms, highlighting 
the need for decisive action in order to address the special needs of 
Maori and education. The Hunn Report of 1960, Towards PartnershSp 
(1976), The Royal CommSssSon on SocSal PolScy (1988), and The Hirsh 
Report (1990), to name just a few, all recommended that urgent 
attention be given to issues of Maori retention and achievement within 
the New Zealand education system. Irwin notes that Johnson, reporting 
on Maori education over the period 1961-1982, 

identified seven areas of recommended changes which have 
emerged from reports: "curriculum, pedagogy and evaluative 
systems; the Maori pupil and English language; the need for a 
culturally competent teaching force; school staffing and support 
services; Maori language; preschool education; and school 
community relationships." (Irwin, 1999, p. 68) 
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It is probably fair to say that apart from passing references to Maori 
language, and a redefinition of "evaluation" as "accountability", 
Tomorrow s Schools addresses none of these issues. 

New Zealand Curriculum Framework 1993 

At the same time as the administration of schools in New Zealand was 
being reformed, a restructuring of curriculum was taking place, almost 
simultaneously. Previously the New Zealand school curriculum had 
been rather disparate and in need of revision. Indeed a curriculum 
review was being undertaken by the Department of Education when 
Tomorrow s Schools was introduced. The review was abandoned. The 
New Zealand Curriculum Framework (NZCF) project of 1993 arose out 
of a desire by the government to address a perceived "crisis" in student 
achievement and to enhance New Zealanders' abilities to compete in 
world labour markets, issues which are returned to below. 

The document was presented as the "foundation policy for 
learning", offering a "coherent framework for learning and assessment 
in all New Zealand schools." The introduction goes on "to acknowledge 
the value of the Treaty of Waitangi" and to suggest that the framework 
"allows schools the freedom to develop programmes which are 
appropriate to the needs of their students" (Ministry of Education, 1993, 
p. 1). Kura Kaupapa Maori are acknowledged in the document (pp. 3, 
8) and Maori generally have welcomed the inclusion of attitudes and 
values/nga waSaro me nga uara (p. 21) and the brief reference to Te Reo 
Maori (p. 10). However there is disquiet amongst Maori education 
professionals and commentators who believe that the framework and 
the subsequent documents on learning areas offer little opportunity for 
authentic Maori teaching and learning in a Kura Kaupapa Maori 
context. 

Soon after the implementation of Tomorrow s Schools the 
Government changed. However educational change continued to be 
high on the political agenda of the new National Government. The first 
step taken by the new Minister, The Hon. Lockwood Smith, was to 
introduce the AchSevement InStSatSve (Ministry of Education, 1991) with 
the object of "raising standards" and averting the supposed "crisis" in 
educational achievement in New Zealand. The AchSevement InStSatSve 
proposed that curriculum reform focus on science, mathematics, 
technology and literacy. These were subjects which the Minister 
deemed important "for students to succeed at in order for them to 
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participate productSvely and confidently Sn the modern competStSve 
envSronment" [italics added]. Curriculum reform, like school 
administration reform before it, was clearly being driven by an 
economic imperative. Through the intervention of Ministry of 
Education officials, curriculum reform was broadened to include the 
seven essential learning areas, a set of essential skills and some 
overarching principles. However vestiges of the "crisis" mentality 
remained. The third paragraph of the NZCF Foreword begins "Today, 
New Zealand faces many challenges. If we wish to progress as a nation, 
and to enjoy a healthy prosperity ... we need a work-force which is 
increasingly highly skilled and adaptable, and which has an 
international and multi-cultural perspective" (Ministry of Education, 
1993, p. 1). Nowhere however, does NZCF address the well 
documented and real "crisis" of the achievement of Maori students at 
the time. "Arguably, the most apparent crisis within New Zealand 
education in the 1990s is that which relates to the education of Maori as 
a group" (Smith & Smith, 1990). The Hirsh Report of 1990 notes that the 
issues of Maori achievement are of national importance. Yet in all the 
talk of the challenges New Zealand faced in the international 
community, there was no reference at all to the urgent and pressing 
challenges facing Maori students within our own country, which had 
been identified time and again since 1960. 

As noted earlier, Maori commentators have rendered problematic 
the philosophical foundations of the Tomorrow s Schools reforms. 
Likewise there is uneasiness at the epistemological and pedagogical 
direction taken by the New Zealand Curriculum Framework. Vercoe 
notes that Kura Kaupapa Maori generally approach teaching and 
learning in an integrated and holistic way. Here he is referring not to 
the notion of doing an occasional integrated study that is common in 
many mainstream classrooms, but rather a fundamental philosophy that 
understands the connectedness of all learning. Vercoe's is the notion of 
a non-time-tabled classroom, where, for example, algebra is learned in 
the context of a sea-shore study. And so he asks, "How can a national 
curriculum, based upon a collection code (as opposed to an integrated 
code) epistemology, adequately address the learning needs of Maori 
children?" (Vercoe, 1995, p. 128). A segmented national curriculum, for 
all its lip-service to flexibility and the interrelatedness of the learning 
areas (Ministry of Education, 1993, pp. 8-9) offers an added difficulty for 
Kura Kaupapa Maori, operating under already stressful conditions. 
Vercoe goes on to raise a fundamental question which vexes all 
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indigenous educators - "Who decides what it is that is worth learning?" 
Although the New Zealand Curriculum Framework makes some 

reference to values, attitudes and skills that are of particular significance 
to tikanga Maori (such as rangSmarSe and aroha), and the skill to 

partScSpate approprSately Sn a range of socSal and cultural settSngs (Ministry 
of Education, 1993, pp. 19, 21), there has been little attempt to define or 
legitimate distinctively "Maori knowledge" as being of "high status" and 
therefore worthy of inclusion in the curriculum (Vercoe, 1995, p. 129). 

Bishop and Glynn also have reflected on the pedagogical practice 
of Kura Kaupapa Maori, and their findings offer a further critique of the 
NZCF. They report that Kura Kaupapa Maori operate in distinctive 
ways that offer students an opportunity to "participate on terms 
determined by the students themselves, because the pedagogic process 
itself holds this to be a central value.  Learning and teaching are to be 
reciprocal and interactive; home and school learning are to be 
interrelated; learners are to be connected to each other and learn with 
and from each other" (Bishop & Glynn, 2000, p. 5). They are suggesting 
here that Kura Kaupapa Maori operate a constructivist model of 
curriculum in which students are "co-learners" with teachers, and 
where teacher/student roles are reciprocal. Such a model is 
collaborative. It is politically transparent and invites critical reflection 
and an ongoing critique of power relationships. This narratSve pedagogy 
is incompatible with a prescribed national curriculum. 

Perhaps the most surprising omission from the New Zealand 
Curriculum Framework is any substantive discussion of Te Reo Maori. 
Certainly the language is mentioned. 

Maori is the language of the tangata whenua of New Zealand. It is 
a taonga under the terms of the Treaty of Waitangi and is an official 
language of New Zealand. Students wSll have the opportunSty to become 
profScSent Sn MaorS." (Ministry of Education, 1993, p. 10) [Italics added] 

The first two sentences are strong and welcome. However the third is 
puzzling. It is unclear which students are being referred to and what it 
would mean to be "proficient". It certainly is not an endorsement of 
Kura Kaupapa Maori. In fact Linda Smith believes the Language and 
Languages statement in New Zealand Curriculum Framework represents 
a "marginalization" of Maori language. She acknowledges the 
importance of English language learning for Kura Kaupapa Maori 
students, but believes that the New Zealand Curriculum Framework, 
by "over-emphasising the significance of English language ... 
undermines the worth of Maori language" (Smith, 1992, p. 224). The 
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point raised earlier, that awareness of Maori issues has been on the 
"national agenda" for decades now, is apposite. The references to Maori 
language in the New Zealand Curriculum Framework are hardly 
adequate to meet the needs of Pakeha students preparing for life in a 
society marked by increasing cultural diversity. For Maori students, the 
document is profoundly disappointing. 

Infornation For Better Learning 1999 
Assessment and accountability have been constant themes of the 
educational reform process during the last decade of the twentieth 
century. The notion of national testing has had vociferous support from 
business leaders, the Education Review Office (ERO) and some within 
the professional education community. The New Zealand Curriculum 
Framework envisaged School-Based Assessment as being primarily 
diagnostic in character and purpose. Alongside this were proposals to 
develop Key Transition Point Assessments - which eventually became 
the Assessment Resource Bank Programme (ARB), and the development 
of a programme for National Monitoring through light sampling - 
which evolved into the National Educational Monitoring Project 
(NEMP). However, although the latter internationally renowned project 
had been in place since 1995, and although ARB resources were being 
developed and School Entry Assessment/Aro Matawai (SEA/AKA) was 
in its second successful year, the call for universal national tests had not 
abated. In 1998, a Green Paper Assessment for Success in Primary SchooVs, 
was presented for consultation. There was considerable support for all 
the proposed assessment initiatives except national testing. However, 
the National Government decided to press ahead with that proposal 
and it was presented along with the other initiatives - further 
Diagnostic Tools, Exemplars of Student Work, and a modified NEMP 
programme in the White Paper of 1999. With the change of government 
that same year, national testing was set aside. The other proposals are 
continuing with some modifications. In general Maori concerns and 
structures have been more carefully attended to in this area than in 
some previous policy initiatives. Kura Kaupapa Maori have particularly 
welcomed the provision from the beginning of a Maori language format 
for School Entry Assessment (Aro Matawaii) and the separate reporting 
by NEMP of the achievement of Maori students in Kura Kaupapa Maori 
from 2000. However, there remains a high degree of frustration at the 
limited number and range of assessment resources available to Kura 
Kaupapa Maori students and teachers. 
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That Kura Kaupapa Maori have been under-resourced generally has 
been reported since 1991 (Reedy, 1991). It is somewhat surprising 

therefore to find that in 2000, Bishop et al. report that significant change 
has not occurred. In the field of diagnostic assessment tools they report 
that availability is limited. In fact only three of the measuring tools 

surveyed have "widespread currency" in Maori medium schools (the 
study included a sample of all Maori medium education sites, not just 
Kura Kaupapa Maori): Nga Kete Korero (early literacy assessment), Aro 
Matawai (school entry assessment) and Hei Awhina Matua (writing 

assessment) ( 2000, p. 13, Table 1). Unfortunately, not all schools use 
even these few assessment resources, with cultural appropriateness and 
lack of professional development cited as reasons for their reluctance. 
The issue of "cultural validation" is addressed specifically in the report. 

Bishop et al. note the work of Graham Smith (1995) in recalling the 
purpose of Maori medium education. 

Tino rangatiratanga (self-determination) over what constitutes an 
appropriate model, as well as medium of education (Smith, 1995) is 
what is intended. By addressing that issue with survey respondents, 
they have been able to conclude that "tools developed in accordance 
with cultural aspirations ... have acceptance." (2000, p. 6) 

Clearly, "translating" existing diagnostic assessment tools into Te Reo 
Maori will not meet the needs of students in Kura Kaupapa Maori. The 
conclusion in the report that "cultural ownership" is a significant factor 
in the success of diagnostic assessment tools, and possibly of resources 
generally, is important if the resourcing issue is to be addressed 
successfully, and the learning achievements of Maori students 
enhanced. 

The initiative of NEMP in beginning to report Kura Kaupapa Maori 
results is most encouraging, though in the first report it is noted that 
initial difficulties were encountered and the results are tentative at this 
stage (Flockton & Crooks, 2000). However, although the Assessment 
Resource Bank project is well established, and has not thus far been 
diverted to the end of national "transition point" assessment, it is yet to 
offer items in Te Reo Maori. 

The "problem" of resourcing assessment mechanisms for Kura 
Kaupapa Maori was acknowledged by the ERO in 1995 and is reported 
in Nga Haeata Matauranga (1999/2000). It is therefore surprising and 
disappointing that 16 years after the establishment of the first Kura 
Kaupapa Maori, the political will is still lacking to adequately resource 
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these schools in something as basic and fundamental to sound learning 
outcomes as high quality diagnostic assessment tools. 

The Report of the Literacy Taskforce 1999 
In 1999 the National Government announced its goal that: "By 2005, 
every child turning nine will be able to read, write, and do maths for 
success." The new Labour Government retained the goal and set in 
place a literacy and numeracy strategy. This included revising the 
National Administration Guidelines (NAGs) to reflect the new focus 
schools would need to adopt in these curriculum areas, provision of 
significant professional development opportunities for teachers, and the 
initiation of a Literacy Leadership programme in primary schools. The 
report acknowledges that "in general, New Zealand children are 
successful readers and writers compared with children from countries 
with similar or better socio-economic conditions." However "Maori 
performed significantly below the international average, and Maori 
boys performed at a level below that of Maori girls" (Ministry of 
Education, 1999b, p. 10). The report suggests that such a disparity 
implies a need to attend to the teaching programmes of underachieving 
students, so that all students have access to high quality programmes 
that meet their needs. Unfortunately the report was unable to comment 
on the literacy levels of Kura Kaupapa Maori students, as data were not 
available at that stage. 

There are several specific references to Kura Kaupapa Maori (and 
Maori medium education) in the report. However, there appear to be 
no particular strategies proposed to deal with the literacy learning 
needs of students in Kura Kaupapa Maori. We have already noted the 
chronic shortage of resources for Kura Kaupapa Maori from the 
beginning. A 1996 report indicated that learning materials, and literacy 
resources in particular, were lacking in all Maori medium schools. The 
authors note particularly a lack of early instructional reading material 
and the paucity of supply of recreational readers for students in such 
schools (Hohepa & Smith, 1996). The Literacy Taskforce's own assertion 
that "Maori performed significantly below the international average", 
leaves us with the uncomfortable question: What is planned to be done? 
We can only hope that some other initiative is planned to target the 
literacy needs of students in Kura Kaupapa Maori, but it is extremely 
worrying to note that there is no mention at all in Nga Haeata 
Matauranga (1999/2000) of any such plan. 
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Conclusion 

This review of the literature covers a period of 40 years from the Hunn 
Report of 1960 to the work of Maori researchers in 2000. The focus has 
been the Tomorrow s SchooVs reforms of 1988, with a briefer examination 
of New ZeaVand CurricuVum Framework, Assessment for Better Learning and 
the Literacy Taskforce Report. A number of themes emerge in relation to 
Kura Kaupapa Maori. First, there is an increasing recognition of the 
existence of these unique indigenous schools within the wider 
education scene. Surprisingly, there is minimal recognition within the 
Tomorrow s SchooVs document, published at a time when Maori issues 
and concerns were high on the public agenda in New Zealand. The New 
ZeaVand CurricuVum Framework and Assessment for Better Learning make 
a more significant mention, while the Literacy Taskforce Report is pointed 
in its inclusion of Maori issues. A second theme concerns the provision 
policy statements make for Kura Kaupapa Maori. Arguably none of the 
policies reviewed actually provides for Kura Kaupapa Maori. Tomorrow s 
SchooVs and the New ZeaVand CurricuVum Framework "allow" for such 
schools, Assessment for Better Learning has some provision, but the 
Literacy Taskforce Report offers none at all. A third theme is the strongly 
articulated belief that the market driven, "New Right" philosophy 
underpinning the educational reforms is incongruent with Maori beliefs 
and aspirations. 

We must recognise the difficulty in designing inclusive policies that 
meet the needs of mainstream, bilingual, Maori immersion and Kura 
Kaupapa Maori students. Important issues of Maori autonomy need to 
be addressed. However, as was noted earlier, Kura Kaupapa Maori are 
not "just another minority interest group". Maori and Maori initiatives 
have a "partnership relationship" with the mainly Pakeha mainstream. 
If it is important to have new policies addressing the issues facing 
mainstream education, it is just as important, in fact more so, to have 
well resourced, culturally appropriate policies in place for Maori 
students in Kura Kaupapa Maori. 

To conclude: Tomorrow s SchooVs and the subsequent policies 
reviewed have not enhanced the development of Kura Kaupapa Maori. 
These schools have succeeded "in spite" of policy. Whether the policy 
direction of the last decade has inhibited such a development is more 
difficult to assess. However it is not unreasonable to suggest that amidst 
all the difficulties facing Kura Kaupapa Maori (experienced leadership, 
teacher supply, resourcing) the demonstrable lack of policy support 
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over the period of the review constitutes an inhibiting factor in the 
successful development of these important schools. 
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Multiculturalism, Biculturalism, 
and National Identity in 
Aotearoa/New Zealand 

Katherine Smits 
 
 
 

 
In February 1840, New Zealand’s newly arrived first governor, William Hobson, 
concluded a ceremony at which a treaty was signed between the British Crown and 
some Maori chiefs at Waitangi on New Zealand’s North Island, with the words: 
“He iwi tahi tatou”—We are one people now. Hobson’s optimistic claim (armed 
conflict between Maori and the British broke out a few years later) is still cited 
today to invoke national unity in New Zealand. Ironically, it set the stage for a 
public debate about cultural difference and national identity that has dominated 
the country’s politics throughout its short post-settlement history. For most of that 
period, cultural difference was taken to refer to Maori and the British, or Pakeha, 
but over the past twenty-five years, the claims and discourse of diversity have 
broadened to encompass a wide range of polyethnic communities created as a 
result of liberalized immigration policies in the mid-1980s. 

Multiculturalism can of course refer to the demographic realities of diversity, 
or to a set of governmental programs designed to protect, preserve, and promote 
minority cultures, or to the normative arguments for recognition that underlie 
these. The demographic facts of cultural and ethnic pluralism in New Zealand, 
which encompasses both indigenous and polyethnic groups, have particular 
implications for normative arguments and policies. In this chapter I focus on 
both normative claims and state-sponsored and public discourses around cultural 
diversity. The terminology is particular in New Zealand: although the term “mul-
ticulturalism” referred to settler-Maori relations when first introduced to public 
debate in the 1970s, it is now assumed to refer to polyethnic diversity resulting 
from non-British immigration. It thus usually excludes attitudes and policies relat-
ing to indigenous Maori.1 The latter are considered part of “biculturalism,” a policy 
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position developed in the 1990s and still effectively pursued, although the term 
is much less frequently used. In terms of demographics, New Zealand is both bicul-
tural and multicultural, but unlike Australia and Canada, it has no specific legisla-
tion addressing multiculturalism, nor have governments of any stripe developed 
dedicated umbrella policies to cover polyethnic diversity. There are, as we shall see, 
particular policies in the area of state services that refer to minority ethno-cultural 
groups, often providing special status for Pacific Islander peoples, and grouping 
them together with indigenous Maori. 

This chapter will explore bicultural as well as multicultural claims and argu-
ments, positioning indigenous and polyethnic recognition and rights claims in 
the context of a matrix of political and historical frames, and examining the way 
in which multiculturalism is shaped by, and shapes the normative and ideologi-
cal discourses around political value and meaning that prevail in New Zealand. 
A consistent theme will be the relationship between cultural pluralism and other 
state policy projects: political, economic, and nationalist. Multiculturalism is 
framed by the values and discourses of these projects, but is also developed and 
invoked in order to support them. In this latter sense, multiculturalism may be 
understood as a form of governmentality, sustained by a language of value.2 I rely 
in this aspect of my analysis (though I do not spell out its theoretical founda-
tions) on a loosely Foucauldian governmentality approach, in which the conduct 
and attitudes of citizens are shaped by discourses and practices supported by the 
state in order to maintain its legitimacy.3 Those discourses and practices reflect the 
distinctive and complex historical, social, economic, and global matrix in which 
New Zealand is located. I argue that multiculturalism as a set of normative claims 
and policy positions is intelligible only in the context that shapes it, and in which 
it shapes political action and meaning. 

Multiculturalism in New Zealand is framed by the country’s specific historical 
circumstances, as well as its current position in global politics and the world economy, 
and by the terms of its available public discourses. New Zealand is a settler society 
with a relatively recent colonial history, dating from the early nineteenth century. 
Colonization brought into contact the indigenous Maori and settler British, who 
came mainly via the Australian colonies, with their own recent and bloody history 
of the colonial destruction of indigenous peoples. Although there were some early 
non-British migrants, such as Chinese and Dalmatians, who migrated to work in 
the gold and gum industries, the first substantial influx of non-British migrants 
was the arrival in the 1950s of Pacific Islander (Pasifika) unskilled workers on 
temporary work visas, many of whom stayed.4 Broader ethnic diversity dates 
only from the mid-1980s—not coincidentally, a period of intense modernization 
in New Zealand’s socioeconomic history. Compression in terms of the pace of 
cultural diversification and social change, and the consequent emergence of cul-
tural anxieties around political and economic, as well as cultural change, are key 
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factors shaping public discourse about multiculturalism. Maori-settler relations 
are of course another, and polyethnic multiculturalism is very much shaped in 
the bicultural or bi-national context of indigenous claims.5 The status of Pasifika 
peoples as immigrants who are often grouped with Maori for service provision, is 
another key framing factor. 

Both multiculturalism and biculturalism are shaped by shifting and sometimes 
competing discourses around civic values and national identity, in the context 
of broader state economic and regulatory policy. The values of egalitarianism, 
social justice, and state support for communities are historically key parts of New 
Zealand’s national identity dating back to the 1930s. Despite the devaluing of these 
elements of national discourse by neoliberal governments since the mid-1980s, 
social justice is still invoked to justify affirmative action and service delivery to 
and equal rights for minorities. This is one of several paradoxes around multicul-
turalism and neoliberalism: the liberalization and acceleration of immigration to 
New Zealand was part of a raft of modernizing policies starting in the 1980s, and 
the cultural diversity this policy shift has produced has been appropriated for the 
construction of a national identity or “brand” that can be marketed abroad. At the 
same time however, polyethnic cultural diversity has exacerbated public anxiet-
ies about withdrawal of governmental support to communities and rapid changes 
in traditional (white) New Zealand cultural values. The relationship between the 
neoliberal state and indigenous biculturalism is similarly complex. The revival 
of Maori political claims, particularly to ownership of resources and culture, has 
accelerated in response to increased cultural diversity, as Maori have sought to 
distinguish their status from that of polyethnic groups. At the same time, in order 
to reinforce its legitimacy, the state invokes traditional Maori culture not only to 
promote trade and tourism, but also to provide a language of belonging and com-
munity membership that is otherwise absent from neoliberal discourse. 

These framing factors allow us to analyze multiculturalism in New Zealand in 
the context of its domestic history and politics. In turn, this facilitates comparisons 
with other settler societies, particularly Australia, with which New Zealand shares 
many aspects of national identity but against which it also tends to define itself 
globally. Multicultural policy is also, of course, influenced by international dis-
courses around cultural diversity, in particular the emergence of an international 
norm of indigeneity over the past few decades.6 

 
ETHNIC DIVERSIT Y AND IMMIGRATION POLICY  

For most of New Zealand’s post-European settlement history, the overwhelming 
majority of its immigrants have been British, and despite changed migration pat-
terns, this persists, although the gap between British and non-British immigrant 
numbers has substantially decreased. In 2015–16, 9 percent of all approvals for resi-
dence were granted to UK citizens (a steady decline from 26 percent a decade earlier), 
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compared to 18 percent and 16 percent for arrivals from China and India respec-
tively.7 Unlike Australia, New Zealand had no official “White New Zealand” policy, 
but government policies persisting well into the twentieth century aimed to encour-
age British and discourage Chinese immigrants.8 The 1881 Chinese Immigration Act 
imposed a poll tax on Chinese immigrants, and the 1899 Immigration Restriction 
Act restricted South Asian immigration. It is only in the past two decades that a 
change in the European/non-European proportions of the population has devel-
oped. In the most recent census (2013), 74 percent of New Zealanders identified as 
European, 14.9 percent as Maori, 11.8 percent as Asian (predominantly Indian and 
Chinese, followed by Korean, Filipino, and Japanese), 7.4 percent as Pacific Islander 
(mainly Samoan, but also Cook Islander and Tongan), and 1.2 percent as Middle 
Eastern, Latin American, or African. The population of Asian New Zealanders has 
almost doubled from the 2001 Census, while the population of other groups has 
increased more steadily.9 The proportion of Asian New Zealanders is expected to 
rise to 15.8 percent in 2026, up from 9.7 percent in 2006, while the proportion of 
European (mainly British) New Zealanders is projected to fall to 69.5 percent in 
2026, down from 76.8 percent in 2006.10 As New Zealand’s population rises, its eth-
nic diversity broadens: between 1996 and 2006, the number of North East Asians 
who immigrated increased 55 percent; sub-Saharan Africans by 71 percent; South 
and Central Asians by 66 percent; and Middle Easterners and North Africans by 
56 percent. The number of New Zealand residents who originated from the UK 
or Ireland increased by 9 percent. The proportion of Pasifika New Zealanders has 
increased, but as a result of this population’s high birthrate, rather than immigra-
tion. A high birthrate also fueled an increase of almost 40 percent in Maori New 
Zealanders between 1991 and 2013.11 

Increased ethnic diversity is accompanied, not surprisingly, by other forms of 
cultural diversity. In terms of religion, the 2013 Census showed that 49 percent 
of New Zealanders identified as Christians, down from 55 percent in the 2006 
Census. There was a corresponding increase in the number of New Zealanders 
identifying with non-Christian religions, particularly Sikhs, Hindus, and Muslims, 
and this is attributable to increased Asian immigration. In overall numbers, a little 
over 1 percent of New Zealanders identify as Muslim, and a little over 2 percent 
identify as Hindu. While the percentages are small, the rate of change is fast: the 
proportion of New Zealanders identifying with non-Christian religions tripled 
between 2001 and 2013, from 2 percent to 6 percent. In terms of languages, the 
number of people who could speak two languages rose by from 15.8 percent in 
2001 to 18.6 percent in 2013.12 

The sharp increase in ethnic diversity in New Zealand is the result of legis-
lative change in the mid-1980s, part of a raft of modernizing laws and policies 
and an economic shift to neoliberalism introduced by Prime Minister David 
Lange’s Labour government. The Immigration Act passed in 1987 ended explicit 
preference for British, European, and North American (white) immigrants and 
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introduced a system whereby skills, and then points, were assessed irrespective of 
race or country of origin. The new legislation aimed at a less discriminatory, more 
deliberately internationalist migration policy, targeting work skills needed to fuel 
national economic growth. This was in line with a new neoliberal policy empha-
sis on growth and on competitiveness in the international economy. The legisla-
tion was preceded by a review of immigration that described New Zealand as an 
immigrant society, dating from the earliest Maori arrivals.13 This signaled a shift in 
conceptions of national identity, normalizing polyethnic diversity as a fundamen-
tal aspect of modern New Zealand identity. Diverse immigration to New Zealand 
has increased rapidly since then, which makes for an interesting comparison with 
Australia. There, European immigration diversified from the early 1950s, broad-
ening out to Asian and Middle Eastern countries of origin in the 1970s. In New 
Zealand, public debates and anxieties about immigration generally have arisen 
at the same time as racist concerns and moral panics about non-European and 
nonwhite immigration. 

Until recently, the accepted policy towards immigrants across the political 
spectrum was assimilation, with no state recognition of polyethnic cultures. In 
1999, Augie Fleras and Paul Spoonley commented that cultural pluralism in New 
Zealand was cast not as a social good, but as a constraining factor or a potential 
problem to be managed.14 From around the turn of the twenty-first century, suc-
cessive left- and right-of-center governments have endorsed cultural and ethnic 
diversity as a social good for New Zealand. For example, the Ministry of Social 
Development, under the recent center-right National Party government reported 
that increased diversity can be a good thing for a society and its economy.15 This 
reflects to some extent the “sari, samosa and steelband” version of multicultur-
alism, which emphasizes the color and celebration of local cultures rather than 
reducing substantive inequalities.16 But state agencies and ministries also explicitly 
address the needs of diverse populations in areas such as social service provision, 
health, and education, in accordance with prevailing values of social justice in 
New Zealand. Integration, rather than assimilation is emphasized; state agencies 
promote the recognition of and dialogue across cultural communities. The Human 
Rights Commission now lists as a key goal the promotion of “harmonious relations 
between diverse groups,” and part of the brief of the Race Relations Commissioner 
is to pursue this. The promotion of diversity and intercultural dialogue was a key 
policy area for the Labour government of 1999–2008; the “Connecting Diverse 
Communities” project, introduced in 2007, aimed at “improving connections 
with cultural identity,” addressing discrimination and strengthening intercultural 
relationships.17 There is little difference currently between the two major parties 
on this issue: in recent national elections both have actively courted Asian votes, 
elevating Chinese and Indian New Zealanders to prominent positions on the PR 
party list (New Zealand uses a mixed-member proportional system of election 
to its unicameral parliament.) In government, the National Party has continued 
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to promote ethnic and religious inclusiveness, typically invoking the economic 
advantages of diversity. 

This shift to integration policies in New Zealand has coincided with a shift in 
the opposite direction, toward explicit rejection of multiculturalism in Britain, 
Europe, and Australia.18 In part this reflects New Zealand’s relatively small Muslim 
population—anxieties in the post 9/11 period about fundamentalist Islam in ethnic 
communities were much more muted here than in other countries (as I discuss 
below). But it also reflects the role that discourse about cultural difference plays 
in New Zealand. Recognition of indigenous Maori cultural claims and aspirations 
has meant that assimilation into a dominant culture cannot be advocated with the 
same degree of public legitimacy in New Zealand as it can in other countries. But 
if the bicultural context lends some protection to the recognition of polyethnic 
diversity, it also limits it: no government has introduced an umbrella policy of 
multiculturalism or legislation on the issue, and biculturalism remains the domi-
nant discourse of diversity. 

 
THE BICULTURAL CONTEXT 

Crucial to understanding both state policy and public responses to ethnic diver-
sity in New Zealand is the central relationship between the dominant white 
Pakeha society and the Maori. The liberalization of immigration in the 1980s fol-
lowed a decade of renewed Maori political mobilization, and a new conscious-
ness of indigenous identity as the grounding for sovereignty claims. This took 
place, of course, in the context of the global emergence of indigenous political 
movements in settler states. Because the relationship between Maori and poly-
ethnic claims in New Zealand has such an influence on attitudes to multicultur-
alism in New Zealand, it’s important to establish the distinction between them. 
While both kinds of groups argue for official recognition of cultural identity and 
practices, indigenous communities crucially argue for some degree of autonomy, 
self-governance, and self-determination. In theoretical thinking about this in 
democracies, we can stake out two key positions: liberalism’s argument based on 
individual autonomy, as set out by Will Kymlicka, and the argument for indig-
enous sovereignty based on the illegality of imperial conquest—associated with 
James Tully, among others. 

Kymlicka argues that the difference between polyethnic and indigenous (and 
minority national) communities is that only the latter constitute societal cul-
tures—that is, they form the entire and self-enclosed context in which the social 
identities, systems of meaning and value, and life plans of individual members 
are shaped.19 In order for members of such communities to exercise their auton-
omy, their societal cultures, their contexts for autonomy must be protected and 
preserved. Indigenous communities and national minorities constitute societal 
cultures, Kymlicka argues, because their members never chose—historically 
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or currently—any form of incorporation or integration. Polyethnic groups 
constituted through immigration are by contrast only partial communities; their 
members have chosen to affiliate to the larger societal culture. Their cultural 
identities and practices still merit recognition and protection, but only so that 
those members can be included and integrated as autonomous members of the 
broader societal culture. Here we can draw also on Charles Taylor: public recog-
nition of cultural membership is an essential aspect of individual members’ sense 
of personal worth and value.20 This focus on integration as recognition and inclu-
sion is reflected in the public policies toward polyethnic groups argued for and 
implemented in New Zealand. As the Ministry of Social Development’s Social 
Report of 2016 comments: “Cultural identity is important for people’s sense of 
self and how they relate to others. A strong cultural identity can contribute to 
people’s overall wellbeing.”21 

Critics like Tully reject the grounding of indigenous claims on the liberal values 
of Western postcolonial states, arguing instead that indigenous communities are 
entitled to self-determination on the basis of their original self-government and 
independence prior to their forcible incorporation into new states through coloni-
zation.22 The right to self-determination is central to a newly emerged global norm 
of indigeneity, reinforced by the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples of 2007, endorsed in 2010 by New Zealand. Maori invoke the argument 
based on prior-existing sovereignty specifically in relation to the terms of the 1840 
Treaty of Waitangi, over which there is some dispute: in the Maori-language ver-
sion, the Maori retained sovereignty, but ceded to the Crown the right of gover-
nance. In the English-language version, the Maori ceded sovereignty. The current 
role of the Treaty, although it is not entrenched as a constitutional document, is so 
central in New Zealand that Maori claims in general are often referred to as Treaty 
claims. As Kymlicka notes, there are some disadvantages, however, to shaping the 
distinctive claims of indigenous peoples in terms of treaties, which tend neither to 
reflect current political realities, nor to address the current needs of indigenous 
peoples, inequalities, and issues in justice in contemporary terms.23 As we shall 
see, the Treaty of Waitangi has been invoked to support both biculturalism and the 
distinct position of binationalism. 

The prominence of the Treaty of Waitangi in Maori claims is recent; it was 
declared a nullity by the chief justice of the New Zealand Supreme Court in 1877, 
and subsequently a policy of Maori assimilation was accepted and pursued.24 The 
Treaty was recovered, however, as a grounding for political claims during Maori 
political mobilization in the 1970s, and it has been incorporated into legislation 
since the mid-1980s. A key aspect of this historically has been the development 
of the policy of biculturalism. The Labour government elected in 1984 had com-
mitted itself before the election to reviving the Treaty, incorporating it into a bill 
of rights, and expanding the powers of the Waitangi Tribunal, established in 1975 
with limited powers to consider claims based on breaches of the Treaty.25 Once in 
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government, Labour focused on the Tribunal and on incorporating the principles 
of the Treaty of Waitangi into legislation. In 1986, the Puao-Te-Ata-Tu report on a 
Maori perspective for the Department of Social Welfare recommended strategies 
to incorporate Maori cultural dimensions into the department’s operations, and 
this became the model across state institutions.26 

Also in 1986, the Royal Commission on the Electoral System “Towards a Better 
Democracy” heard submissions in Maori as well as English, and recognized the 
special status of the Maori as indigenous to New Zealand. In 1987, Te Reo Māori 
was accepted as an official language of New Zealand. These policies of cultural rec-
ognition and incorporation constitute the cultural redress dimension of Waitangi 
Tribunal recommendations, and form a key strand of what became the dominant 
policy of biculturalism. Biculturalism, the official recognition of both the domi-
nant Pakeha and Maori cultures within public institutions purports to reform state 
institutions, policies, and regulations so that they include greater participation by 
Maori people, as well as Maori concerns, forms of expression and cultural prac-
tices.27 This has meant a two-stranded strategy: the devolution of service provi-
sion to Maori organizations in partnership with the state, and the incorporation of 
Maori cultural practices into state institutions and processes—originally focused 
on those that deliver services to Maori, but now more widely adopted. Some of 
these cultural inclusion policies are more substantive, such as funding for Maori 
broadcasting and arts, and the inclusion of Maori history and culture in the school 
curriculum. The preschool curriculum is explicitly centered on Maori cultural 
values. Maori values are explicitly incorporated into the Resource Management 
Act, and into the activities of the Department of Conservation. In the social ser-
vice provision ministries of Education, Social Development and Health, the use of 
Maori ceremonies, rituals, and language is more symbolic, although policies con-
sistently emphasize the importance of establishing links to the extended family, or 
whanau, in Maori communities.28 

Biculturalism was deemed by the 1986 report to be “the essential prerequisite 
to the development of a multi-cultural society.”29 The rhetoric of state institutions 
continues to emphasize the “unique place” of Maori culture, and the situating 
of polyethnic diversity within a bicultural context.30 However, the relationship 
between the two founding cultures and subsequent cultural diversity was not 
spelled out, and the emphasis on cultural expression, recognition, and inclusion in 
multicultural terms has attracted some recent criticism on the part of Maori. Maori 
culture has become more visible in public life, but critics argue that rather than 
challenging Pakeha cultural and political hegemony in New Zealand, it reinforces 
it by positioning the Maori as a secondary, junior partner to the Crown.31 Maori 
cultural identity is asserted in the context of Western political and bureaucratic 
institutions, rather than as a basis for self-determination through independent 
political structures. Critics argue that the changes introduced by biculturalism are 
merely window dressing, and that real power relations remain intact.32 Cultural 
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inclusion, or what Mason Durie calls “cultural capture” is in fact a strategy for 
managing and deflecting resistance.33 Tom O’Reilly and David Wood claim that 
biculturalism’s focus on cultural responsiveness is merely tokenism and point to 
the superficial use of cultural symbols and practices to satisfy Maori claims for 
recognition.34 Nor is the problem simply the superficiality of cultural inclusion. 
Echoing a common critique of multiculturalism, Dominic O’Sullivan suggests 
that biculturalism assumes that Maori have developed into a single homogeneous 
identity and culture.35 Cultural traditions are assumed to be homogeneous and 
frozen in time, rather than the products of continual negotiation within and 
between cultural communities. As a result, real struggles and conflicts within Maori 
communities over the changing meanings of cultural traditions are repressed. In 
response to these concerns, and to disputes over the role of Maori ceremonies in 
state institutions, the Maori Party has called for an investigation into the use of 
Maori customs, or tikanga, across the state sector. The party claimed that Maori 
customs are being used by the state to co-opt Maori into institutions that remain 
essentially hostile to them.36 

The Treaty of Waitangi is interpreted by some Maori activists as authorizing 
claims not to the recognition and protection of culture, strategies which are seen 
as more suitable for polyethnic multiculturalism, but rather to self-determination 
and autonomy, based on retained sovereignty. This position sidesteps the question 
of diversity in non-Maori society: Maori are cast not as an ethnic group jock-
eying for recognition within an increasingly diverse society still dominated by 
Pakeha culture, but as an independent people negotiating with the Crown. These 
Maori claims are beyond the scope of this chapter, but I would note that they do 
not include secession, but focus rather on ownership of resources and the self-
management of tracts of lands, resources, and social services. Nevertheless, they 
do incorporate real transfers of power, and the New Zealand state’s reluctance to 
pursue self-determination (demonstrated by its refusal for three years to endorse 
the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples) is not surprising. 

Maori attitudes towards multiculturalism understood in terms of ethnic diver-
sity and state recognition of minority cultures, are complex and evolving. There 
has been a long history since the nineteenth century of close relations between 
Maori and non-British immigrant groups, particularly the Chinese.37 However in 
the 1990s, when the impact of liberalized immigration legislation was first becom-
ing apparent, Maori concern about immigration emerged, on the grounds that a 
more diverse population would not necessarily support the fundamental status for 
Maori of the treaty relationship with the British Crown. Some Maori commenta-
tors, noting developments in Australia, where polyethnic multiculturalism long 
preceded recognition of indigenous rights, have fiercely opposed any characteriza-
tion of New Zealand as multicultural. Ranginui Walker castigated the government 
in the late 1980s and 1990s for failing to consult with Maori over the extension of 
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immigration policy to cover non-Europeans. Some of this reflected racist anti-
Asian sentiments also expressed by Pakeha. Immigrants from Asia were, Walker 
claimed, driven by “egocentric” motives, rather than “a sense of altruism towards 
the host country.”38 They were insufficiently proficient in English, and their con-
tribution to economic growth was low, since they “usually employ their own 
people.”39 In response, defenders of multiculturalism argued that non-European 
immigrants were being excluded from the debate on the New Zealand’s identity 
and future. Drawing on the liberal philosophical arguments against recognition 
made by Chandran Kukathas, Ramesh Thakur argued that the state should give no 
preferential recognition to the language and culture of any ethnic group, including 
Maori, whom he characterized as immigrants.40 

A succession of political groups, including the current Maori Party, have 
requested formal Maori input into immigration policy, and in 1991, a Waitangi 
Tribunal claim was launched in relation to the Immigration Act.41 In 2015, a gov-
ernment report found that Maori (and Pacific) New Zealanders were less likely 
than other groups to hold positive views of migrants.42 Maori concern about Asian 
immigrants and their commitment to the Treaty continued into the early twenty-
first century.43 In 2014, a survey found that Maori respondents disliked Asian 
immigrants more than any other demographic group.44 Nevertheless, over the past 
decade, public Maori discourse has shifted and has become more explicitly anti-
racist, perhaps in response to the expression of Pakeha racist sentiments against 
both immigrants and Maori. In 2007, the Maori Party co-leader Tariana Turia called 
for European migration to New Zealand to be reduced, claiming that the govern-
ment was trying to stop the “browning of New Zealand” by stepping up immigra-
tion from Australia, Britain, and Canada.45 In response to the 2010 Department 
of Labour report, prominent the Maori activist and academic Margaret Mutu 
advocated a cap on white immigrants to New Zealand, on the grounds that they 
brought with them “white supremacist attitudes.” She added that Maori were 
“generally supportive” of immigration from Asian countries.46 Then Maori Party 
co-leader Pita Sharples agreed that there was concern about “western” immigration 
to New Zealand, although the party was, he said, happy with Pasifika immigration, 
since it recognized commonalities of experience between Maori and Pasifika 
peoples.47 Current Maori Party policy on immigration requires only that all new 
migrants complete a course on the history of the Treaty of Waitangi.48 

The change in attitude among Maori leaders to multiculturalism, and especially 
the dropping of opposition to non-British migrants, undoubtedly reflects a shift in 
Maori political claims to binationalism and self-determination. While bicultural-
ism seeks recognition for indigenous peoples on the grounds of cultural status, a 
strategy always open to extension to other cultural minorities, self-determination 
invokes a quite distinct set of political demands and justifications, and one that is 
not subject to competition from polyethnic groups. 
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THE LIMINAL STATUS OF PASIFIKA CULTURES  

Pasifika peoples occupy a particular position in terms of cultural diversity: as 
immigrants they constitute a polyethnic community, but as Polynesians and the 
subjects of colonization elsewhere in the region, they are more closely linked to 
Maori than are other ethnic groups, and are key to the “branding” of New Zealand’s 
identity as a Pacific nation. Moreover, they tend to be concentrated in low-skilled, 
low-wage employment, and are relatively disadvantaged in socioeconomic terms. 
This has meant that they are often grouped with Maori as the beneficiaries of affir-
mative action programs. The 1993 Human Rights Act prohibits discrimination on 
the grounds of race and ethnicity, among other categories, but specifically exempts 
provisions that are designed to ensure the equality of disadvantaged groups, 
such as training schemes and employment assistance measures. Several of these 
schemes, such as university entrance programs, have been set up to target Pasifika 
peoples as well as Maori. Pasifika peoples are also identified as the subjects of ser-
vice provision: government departments such as Health, Social Development, and 
Education specifically target Pasifika as well as Maori New Zealanders, and there 
are special Pasifika courts for young offenders, similar to Maori courts. 

These accommodations for Pasifika communities suggest that the immigrant/ 
indigenous distinction is less important in shaping multiculturalist practices and 
policies than the ways in which national values and identity can be mobilized by 
the groups involved. As integrative multiculturalism has been justified in the past 
decade in terms of traditional New Zealand values of social justice and equality, 
provisions for immigrant groups that are systemically economically disadvantaged 
have been piggy-backed upon policies for Maori without objection. Potentially, 
this will benefit other disadvantaged polyethnic groups as well, such as refugees 
from Africa and the Middle East, but Pasifika peoples can also draw on discourse 
around national identity under globalization. Successive New Zealand govern-
ments have mobilized Maori, and increasingly, Pasifika culture, to promote the 
country as distinctive in the global trade and tourism market. 

 
PUBLIC REACTIONS TO CULTURAL DIVERSIT Y 

Maori concern about immigration must be interpreted in the broader context of 
anti-immigrant sentiment, particularly directed at Asians, in the wider community. 
As is not surprising in an overwhelmingly white and British postcolonial society 
positioned close to Asia and the Polynesian and Melanesian Pacific, New Zealand 
attitudes have historically reflected suspicion of and skepticism about nonwhite 
outsiders. The speed of policy changes in the 1980s and subsequent diverse immi-
gration led to some strong social reactions around racial difference, sometimes 
expressed as moral panics. A notable example was the article “Asian Angst,” by the 
conservative former politician Deborah Coddington, published in the mainstream 
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magazine North and South, in which Coddington argued that Asian immigrants 
were involved in a “tide of crime.” Coddington pointed to an increase in arrest 
figures for Asian New Zealanders over the prior decade—without mentioning, 
however, that the number of Asian New Zealanders had also increased in this 
period, and that the arrest rate of Asians as a proportion of the population had 
halved over the decade.49 The article prompted much public debate, but it is worth 
noting that it attracted strong public opposition and was condemned by the Press 
Council. Anti-Asian sentiment has been boosted recently by the fast rise of house 
prices in New Zealand’s major cities, which is commonly blamed on Chinese off-
shore investors—a target often expanded by politicians and the popular media to 
include local New Zealander buyers of Asian ethnicity.50 

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and in London and Bali in 2002 
and 2005, and the Danish cartoon controversy the same year produced some anti-
Muslim sentiment in public discourse in New Zealand. Opposition to multicul-
turalism increasingly took the form of verbal attacks on the Muslim community 
for its alleged support—or at least failure to criticize strongly enough—extremist 
Muslim radicalism. This became a focus for criticism by the populist politician 
Winston Peters, who emphasized the theme in the lead-up to the 2005 election, 
linking increasing Muslim immigration into New Zealand with the threat of ter-
rorism, suggesting that Muslim immigrants came from cultures with no respect 
for liberal values.51 

Nevertheless, the government’s 2015 Community Perceptions of Migrants and 
Immigration survey found that respondents were generally positive in their atti-
tudes to migrants.52 This suggests that there has been a recent decline in pub-
lic anxieties about the cohesiveness of political community in New Zealand. 
Although these concerns focused on—or scapegoated—multiculturalism, they 
originated in broader social and economic changes. They arose in response to 
the neoliberal economic and administrative reforms imposed in the mid-1980s, 
which emphasized the country’s need to compete in global markets, and reduced 
the state provision of social services and institutional support that had become 
accepted as part of the national identity in New Zealand. Community was rede-
fined in terms of voluntary association, but was given no substantive content.53 

The cultural anxieties this produced were articulated, ironically, by neo-liberal 
advocate and then-leader of the conservative National Party Don Brash, in a well-
publicized and controversial 2004 speech. In terms familiar from international 
critics of multiculturalism who argue that a common language and culture are 
essential to the shared practices that constitute the civic nation, Brash argued that 
state recognition and promotion of diversity detracts from a sense of common 
identity that holds the nation together.54 Like other critics of multiculturalism 
from this perspective, Brash invoked liberal-democratic values as the content of 
that common identity, but implied in his argument that these are tied to a sub-
stantive culture. 
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While Brash drew on a discourse of civic nationalism to reject biculturalism and 
express skepticism about state-sponsored multiculturalism, cultural diversity has 
also played positively in an emergent discourse about civic responsibility, citizen-
ship, and movements for citizenship education in schools. These strands of civic 
nationalism emphasize intercultural dialogue, respect for difference, and demo-
cratic values over substantial cultural content.55 In a 2002 statement of economic 
policy intent the Labour government under Helen Clark referred to New Zealand as 
“a land where diversity is valued and reflected in our national identity.”56 Moreover, 
while neoliberalism has seen a move away from state-sponsored discourse about 
egalitarianism and state support, these long-standing national values continue to 
have popular traction and are still invoked to justify social support and welfare 
policies addressing migrants and polyethnic communities, as well as the Maori.57 

In this way, discourses of distributive equality are not contrasted to recognition, as 
is frequently claimed by critics of multiculturalism,58 but are mutually reinforcing. 

 
MINORIT Y CULTURAL PRACTICES AND 

HUMAN RIGHTS 

Critics of multiculturalism point to potential conflicts between the cultural prac-
tices of traditional society and prevailing Western norms of gender equality.59 

Controversies have arisen in New Zealand involving both Maori and polyethnic 
communities around particular cultural practices that have been interpreted as 
being contrary to central national values, entrenched in human rights law. In the 
case of Maori, this has occurred around the role of women in traditional Maori cul-
tural practices. In 2005, a Pakeha female officer in the Department of Corrections 
protested publicly when she attended a farewell ceremony for male offenders 
organized by the Department. The ceremony, a poroporoaki, required women to 
sit behind men. Pakeha feminists spoke in support of her position; however, the 
overwhelming public response of Maori women was to reject their arguments, 
and to interpret the officer’s actions as a refusal to accept the public expression of 
Maori culture.60 This is despite the documented history of Maori women making 
feminist critiques of gendered roles in Maori ceremonies—and indicates that 
indigenous identification tends to trump gender in New Zealand.61 In 2006, two 
conservative women members of Parliament refused to sit behind men at a Maori 
welcome ceremony, or powhiri, during a parliamentary visit to a Child Youth and 
Family Services event. New Zealand’s Human Rights Act of 1993 prohibits dis-
crimination on a number of grounds, including sex and culture, and these cases 
are usually interpreted to reveal an ongoing tension between biculturalism and 
Western human rights norms. But they also point to the difficulty of identifying 
fixed and stable interpretations of cultural meaning (another common critique of 
cultural recognition policies). As historians point out, the position of women in 
Maori culture shifted considerably after colonization.62 
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Similar conflicts have involved polyethnic cultural practices. In 2004, two 
women witnesses in an insurance fraud case in the Auckland District court 
requested permission to give evidence while wearing the burqa. Defense coun-
sel objected, and the judge heard arguments about the issue outside the trial. 
Supporters of the women invoked the Human Rights Act of 1993 and the Bill of 
Rights Act of 1990, which prohibit religious discrimination. The judge decided that 
although wearing the burqa in court was a matter of right for the witnesses, this 
was outweighed by the impact it would have on the weight of evidence, since it 
prevented physical personal behavior and facial expression being assessed in cross-
examination and was incompatible with the required public nature of the proceed-
ings. In a compromise decision, the women were allowed to give evidence, without 
the burqa, behind screens, so that they were visible only to the judge, counsel, and 
female court staff.63 

Cultural dress for women has in general attracted much less controversy in 
New Zealand than in Britain and Europe, and there is no movement to prohibit 
the head scarf, burqa, or other forms of concealing dress in public institutions. 
The Human Rights Commission advocates a “human rights framework” to 
balance and assess the conflicts caused by increasingly diverse ethnicity in New 
Zealand society, according to which rights to cultural expression are balanced 
against other individual human rights. (This framework has not, however, been 
explicitly invoked in response to disputes involving Maori.) State authorities 
in New Zealand have taken a generally pragmatic and conciliatory attitude to 
cultural dress requirements—women are allowed to wear the head scarf in pass-
port photographs, for example, as long as the full face is shown, and female staff 
process the application if necessary. 

 
CULTURE AND STATE LEGITIMACY  

As we have seen, cultural diversity has played a complex role in conceptions of 
civic nationalism in New Zealand, deployed by both opponents and supporters of 
cultural recognition. As the nation moved in the 1990s to market its products in 
a global economy, a strong national identity was required to project New Zealand 
as a player on the international stage and distinguish it from competitors.64 

Particularly as New Zealand sought to enter Asian markets, cultural diversity has 
been emphasized as a key aspect of national identity, central to economic pros-
perity.65 Polyethnic multiculturalism has been effectively marketed in Australia 
as a key aspect of modern national identity, as it has in Canada. In tourism and 
trade promotion, and in international trade shows, settler societies have empha-
sized their cultural diversity.66 While polyethnic diversity is also promoted by New 
Zealand (notably in the area of selling education, at both school and university 
levels), particular emphasis has been given to Maori culture. To some extent this 
reflects long historical practice: since its colonial days, New Zealand has drawn on 
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its Maori heritage to differentiate itself from Britain and other settler societies. As 
David Pearson points out, part of the process of emerging national independence 
in settler societies is the appropriation of indigenous culture. This allows these 
societies to distinguish themselves from the imperial center, on the basis of the 
particularities of insider/outsider relations between settlers and natives.67 In the 
contemporary context, national identity is drawn upon in the global market as 
part of the “brand state”—the nation-state’s image is a key aspect of its presenta-
tion to the world.68 Jacqui True and Charlie Gao have shown that New Zealand has 
cultivated its image as “clean, green” and “100% Pure New Zealand,” and aspects 
of Maori culture are also key to this distinctive brand.69 The haka dance has been 
effectively deployed as a cultural symbol for New Zealand, as well as being mar-
keted by Maori themselves. The ubiquity of this performance in international 
sporting events has been noted by critics, but generally, the marketing of national 
culture has mainly been criticized by Maori. Their concerns were recognized in 
the 2011 Waitangi Tribunal case Wai 262, which recommended, inter alia, that 
Maori be granted ownership over cultural practices and knowledge, which are to 
be treated as intellectual property, and protected from commercialization without 
the consent of their Maori owners.70 

While niche national marketing accounts for New Zealand’s promotion of 
Maori culture abroad, more complex reasons must be sought for the emphasis 
placed on biculturalism at home. As we have seen, biculturalism was developed as 
part of the response to Treaty of Waitangi claims, but its high level of support from 
both the state and Pakeha public suggest deeper social and ideological factors at 
work. Key here is the public concern noted above over the loss of traditional values 
of community and social support that has characterized political discourse in New 
Zealand since the neoliberal economic reforms of the mid-1980s.71 Public attitudes 
to the role of the state and the value of community have not altered substantially 
to match the values inherent in neoliberalism. A study conducted by Louise 
Humpage suggests that despite the individualist and minimal state rhetoric of neo-
liberalism, support for the public provision of social services such health and edu-
cation continued unchanged—66 percent of respondents favored free health care 
in 2005, despite over a decade of neoliberal “user pays” rhetoric. Similarly, support 
for increased government spending on education remained constant.72 

These figures suggest that a majority of New Zealanders have continued to 
expect government to provide key social services notwithstanding the neoliberal 
rhetoric around personal responsibility and some popular enthusiasm for lower 
tax rates. Neoliberal rhetoric does not seem to have led New Zealanders to aban-
don their concern about the social impact of these reforms, especially upon fami-
lies and children.73 Moreover, support for the responsibility of the state to provide 
citizens with jobs remained fairly constant, despite the employment of “personal 
responsibility” rhetoric. Significant numbers saw the “laziness” of the unemployed 
as a factor in their circumstances, but Humpage’s own qualitative survey in 2010 
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found that 82 percent of participants agreed with the statement “Government 
should take responsibility to ensure that everyone is provided for.”74 Humpage 
concludes from this that popular attitudes to social and economic policy do not 
shift neatly in line with changes in official discourse.75 

In the context of this misalignment between the views of citizens and the state’s 
own description of its role in maintaining and reinforcing social relations, Maori 
values of community, family, belonging, and tradition are drawn on by the state 
to supply a language that is missing in neoliberal rhetoric, but which continues 
to compel Pakeha New Zealanders.76 The traditional cultural values supplied or 
quoted in Maori cultural practices adopted, promoted, and appropriated by the 
state are easily identified as those that neoliberalism had rejected: communal iden-
tification and responsibility, social hierarchies, reverence for history and tradition, 
spirituality, and an ontological connection to geographical place. Whereas liberal 
individualism is associated with rationality and communities of choice, Maori cul-
ture is presented as a positive alternative to this. As emotional, spiritual, given 
rather than chosen, and closely linked to the land, it “appreciates the mystical 
dimension and transcends reason.”77 As this suggests, cultural pluralism is useful 
to the state on several levels. By promoting polyethnic and Maori diversity abroad, 
New Zealand positions itself as a modern nation with a range of skills essential 
in the global market, but also with a distinctive attractive culture. Domestically, 
the promotion of Maori culture maintains legitimacy for the state by providing a 
discourse of belonging. 

 
CONCLUSIONS  

The absence of a comprehensive multiculturalism policy in New Zealand is best 
understood as resulting from the sensitive political relationship between long-
standing indigenous claims and the newer demands of polyethnic diversity. As 
the latter have become more salient as an aspect of the social landscape, govern-
ments have responded by acknowledging multicultural realities, while maintain-
ing the unique status of Maori under the Treaty of Waitangi. As the Ministry of 
Social Development’s 2016 Social Report puts it: “They [the outcomes of social 
policy] recognise New Zealand is a multicultural society, while also acknowl-
edging that Maori culture has a unique place. For example, under the Treaty of 
Waitangi, the Crown has an obligation to protect the Maori language.”78 The duties 
owed to other minority cultures are not spelled out. Current developments sug-
gest that there is likely to be increasing public recognition of multiculturalism: 
the increasing shift in Maori political claims away from cultural inclusion and 
toward self-management and self-determination, evident in the Wai 262 recom-
mendation and in accordance with international norms of indigeneity could 
potentially decrease tensions between the bicultural and multicultural aspects 
of New Zealand’s identity. Moreover, the human rights framework advocated by 
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the Human Rights Commission allows scope for greater formal minority cultural 
inclusion in public institutions. 

As we have seen, the complex, mutually constituting relationship between cul-
tural diversity policy on the one hand, and broader social values and governmental 
policies on the other, provide strong sources of impetus both for increased formal 
recognition of multiculturalism, and for a more systematic policy approach. Most 
importantly, New Zealand’s need for growth will promote continued migration 
based on skills, which will, along with high birthrates in Maori and Pasifika com-
munities, increase demographic diversity. The promotion and marketing of New 
Zealand in a competitive global market, as against other multicultural societies, 
will require it to emphasize its cultural and linguistic diversity, as shorthand for 
modernity, adaptability, and a skilled and flexible labor force. At the same time, the 
dislocations and upheavals of the global market under neoliberalism are likely to 
continue to reinforce the appeal of cultural values of community, belonging, and 
tradition. At the same time, the framing of cultural diversity as a contemporary 
grounding for national civic ideals of inclusiveness, social justice, and egalitarianism 
allows for pragmatic policies of cultural recognition in terms of service delivery to 
immigrants. This has already taken place with respect to Pasifika immigrants, and 
there is obvious scope to include polyethnic cultures and languages in, for example, 
schooling and social service delivery. Given current trends, it seems likely that mul-
ticulturalism as a discourse and policy program will become a stronger and more 
permanent aspect of the policy agenda in New Zealand, with a more sustainable 
future in a binational, rather than a bicultural, context. 
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 SCOPE AND PURPOSE  
 

The Disinformation Project produced this snapshot report to help communities, and 
civil society organisations understand the significant rise of racist language, ideas, 
and imagery in Aotearoa New Zealand’s disinformation landscapes. 

This snapshot outlines key themes captured in our research from June to September 
2023 (inclusive), prior to the October 2023 General Election. 

Where appropriate, we have provided context from prior to this period in order to 
better situate and explain our conclusions. However, this report is a high-level 
capture of far more complex and inter-connected dynamics, growing at pace. 

 METHODOLOGY AND APPROACH  
 

The Disinformation Project is an independent research group studying disinformation 
and its impacts in Aotearoa New Zealand. Our mixed-methods research 
methodology combines open-source, and quantitative data from a range of social 
media platforms, along with qualitative analysis of content, commentary, and 
engagement. 

 
Our study includes cross-pollination patterns, network pathologies, super-spreader 
signatures, semantic study, and qualitative analysis of data, including discourse 
shifts over time, and around specific issues. 

We verify information through expert knowledge of the Aotearoa New Zealand 
information ecosystem, and internationally recognised frameworks of dangerous 
speech1, and disinformation2.. 

Our analysis includes concepts and language pertaining to race, ethnicity, and 
related narratives. Our work is grounded in a commitment to Te Tiriti o Waitangi, and 
the realisation of Tiriti justice. 

Our approach is one of partnership with impacted groups and communities, and 
information-sharing through networks of trust. 

 DEFINITIONS  

Disinformation can be defined as false or misleading information created or shared 
with the intent to cause harm, or which could reasonably be expected to harm an 
individual, group or community. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

1 https://dangerousspeech.org/guide/ 

2 https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/459/24/PDF/N2245924.pdf?OpenElement 
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 SUMMARY  

Our research shows that Aotearoa New Zealand is experiencing rising anti-Maori 
racism, and growth in white supremacist ideologies. 

Racism is being amplified, normalised, and spread through disinformation networks, 
as well as through mainstream groups and individuals, including politicians. 

Specifically, the growth of anti-Māori racism is centred on: 

• The promotion of a possible ‘civil war’ in Aotearoa New Zealand, which 
disinformation promotors and producers present as the inevitable result of moves 
towards Te Tiriti justice, and co-governance. 

 
• The converging, and linked narratives of anti-co-governance, ‘white genocide’, 

and ‘The Great Replacement’ which seek to drive division, radicalise individuals 
and communities, and harm Aotearoa New Zealand’s social cohesion. 

 
• Disinformation used to justify the denial of Māori indigeneity, and Māori identity. 

• Disinformation groups are emboldened by high-profile people such as Elon Musk 
and political leaders repeating or amplifying false, and revisionist ideas of history. 

• A growing connection between targeted harassment, and abuse online, including 
presentations of or incitement to violence, and offline consequences which 
include stalking, abuse, and physical violence. 

 
• The sustained, high-volume, networked targeting of high-profile wāhine Māori, 

including: 
 

 The threats of violence, sexual violence, and death. 

 Misogynistic harassment about their actions and appearance. 
 

 Offline instances of violence and stalking of wāhine Māori politicians. 

 Our research first captured targeted harassment aimed at Te Pāti Māori 
candidate Hana-Rawhiti Maipi-Clarke on 30 June. On 29 September it was 
reported that her home was invaded, and a threatening letter was left on 
the premises. Conservatively, it took only 90 days for racist dangerous 
speech to inform offline violence in this instance. 

 The significant prevalence, and persistence of harms, including instigation 
of violence against wāhine Māori, on Twitter/X. 

 
Our research also found that anti-co-governance rhetoric in Aotearoa New Zealand 
has cross-over with the highly active campaign in Australia to discredit the ‘Voice to 
Parliament’ and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representation in the Parliament 
of Australia. 
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In addition to anti-Māori racism, Muslim, and Jewish communities are 
experiencing a rise in racism. Our research has shown: 

 
• A higher prevalence of anti-Muslim rhetoric, including the distribution of 

footage of the Christchurch Masjidain Attacks, is far more evident in 2023, 
than it was in 2019 immediately after the attacks. 

 
• The discoverability of footage, and related content, much of which is classified 

as objectionable in Aotearoa New Zealand, and is therefore illegal to access, 
possess or engage with, has increased year-on-year around the time of the 
anniversary of the attacks. 

 
• The promotion of ideas that the Christchurch Masjidain Attacks were part of a 

government ‘false flag’ event. This idea has been amplified by mainstream 
disinformation producers, their influential networks, and other organisations in 
Aotearoa New Zealand. 

• ‘White genocide’, and ‘The Great Replacement’ theories, which also target 
Māori, are actively used to target the country’s Muslim and Jewish 
communities. 

• A significant rise in anti-Jewish rhetoric through a growth of Holocaust denial, 
the use of slurs, and overt antisemitism, which had previously been implied or 
coded. Public and explicit harms have grown, with producers emboldened by 
a culture of impunity on social media platforms. 

• Muslim, and Jewish communities in Aotearoa New Zealand have felt the 
impacts of this rise in hatred. 

• Measurable harm is likely to continue and worsen at pace, especially in 
relation to upcoming inquiries/appeals relating to the Christchurch Masjidain 
Attacks. 

 
 CONTENT NOTE  

 
This report contains racist language and ideology, as well as references to the 
Christchurch Masjidain Attacks. 

Readers are advised that should they search for more information on concepts 
outlined here, they may encounter further racist ideology. Please note that it is illegal 
to view, or be in possession of the Christchurch terrorist’s manifesto, and livestream. 

http://thedisinfoproject.org/
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 KEY NARRATIVES  

 
 

 

Discussion of co-governance has risen since 2022 and is a key social and political 
issue, with coverage and discussion of the topic seen across mainstream and social 
platforms. 

In 2023, a series of in-person town hall meetings promoted anti-co-governance ideas 
widely. These ideas have included a rejection of Te Tiriti o Waitangi and the denial of 
Māori as indigenous. On page 7 we expand on the denial of indigeneity. 

 
These meetings have been met with counter-protest action, and some events or 
locations have experienced antagonism and sometimes violence3. The meetings and 
counter-protests are widely covered in mainstream media, and disinformation 
information environments, and media ecologies. The contention and violence are 
strategically presented to audiences in ways which drive division and raise 
antagonism, anxiety and fear. 

 

At the in-person town hall meetings, and in media appearances, the individual 
behind the Stop Co-Governance movement has repeatedly talked about civil war. 

Carefully presented as hearsay, his language and ideas are now being widely 
discussed within disinformation media ecologies and information environments. 

 
“I’ve been told people are stock-piling guns” 

“…people have told me they are preparing for war” 

These comments are a form of dangerous speech – which is defined as any form of 
expression that can increase the risk that its audience will condone or participate in 
violence against members of another group4. 

The individual is a high-profile, and influential speaker, who has frequently discussed 
his financial means, and commitment to the cause.5 His discussion of a potential 
upcoming civil war has the impact of creating fear in his audience, developing an 
environment where radical views or measures might be seen as urgent, fair, or 
necessary. 

 

 
 
 

3 https://www.teaonews.co.nz/2023/07/25/fiery-scenes-arrests-at-heretaunga-anti-co-governance-meeting/ 

4 https://dangerousspeech.org/faq/?faq=200 

5 https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/300967320/anti-cogovernance-activists-legal-threats-against-tvnz 

ANTI-CO-GOVERNANCE 

Brief context and history 

Dangerous speech – a ‘civil war’ 
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References to citizens purchasing guns privately in response to a perceived threat 
can be interpreted as a thinly veiled incitement to violence. It is implied that people 
who have purchased guns are preparing for some form of physical conflict, which 
can serve to legitimise and normalise violent action in the minds of some audience 
members. For example, he has discussed in favourable terms the American 
Revolution and ordinary citizens taking up arms6. 

The language of division and conflict is repeated at in-person meetings, and in 
interviews across mainstream media, and disinformation media landscapes. 

This narrative is a powerful form of signalling. In one expression of it, a radio 
presenter asks if people discussing this potential conflict could be deluded, and the 
individual responds by describing them as "very stable, intelligent," minimising the 
potential harm or danger these individuals could pose7. 

 
This can be seen as an attempt to legitimise the fears and concerns of Stop Co-
Governance supporters, making them – and actions taken because of them - seem 
more reasonable or plausible to a wider audience. 

 

This amplification of anti-co-governance rhetoric, along with spreading disinformation 
about the pre-colonial discovery, settlement of Aotearoa New Zealand, and the 
colonisation of Aotearoa New Zealand8, has served to embolden existing anti-Māori 
disinformation communities. 

 
Disinformation promotors, and producers embrace, and then re-present the ‘civil war’ 
narrative as an inevitable result of moves towards Te Tiriti justice, and co-
governance. This is shown both the creation of new content, and the re-publication 
of material. 

 
Few commentators say explicitly that this war will be between Māori, and Pākehā, 
but the originating rhetoric, which is repeated by others, is of farmers, and workers 
going to war in 1918 and 19399; the use of ‘farmers’ is used as code for European 
New Zealanders and is linked to international rhetoric about white farmers in South 
Africa10. 

Anti-co-governance in Aotearoa New Zealand has cross-over with the highly active 
campaign in Australia to discredit the ‘Voice to Parliament’ referendum on the 
establishment of an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representational and law-
making body incorporated into the Parliament of Australia. 

 
 
 
 

6 Reference available on request. 

7 Reference available on request. 

8 https://www.thepress.co.nz/a/nz-news/350067961/julian-batchelor-and-apocalypse 

9 The symbolism here is a strong cultural trope – as in John Mulgan’s Man Alone (1939), and repeated depictions in media and culture of the ‘Southern 

Man.’ 

10 https://www.adl.org/resources/blog/racist-obsession-south-african-white-genocide 

Emboldening anti-Māori groups and linking to global anti-indigenous 
disinformation 
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The cross-over between anti-co-governance, and anti-Voice groups enables the 
greater sharing of divisive language, memes, tactics, and techniques between 
disinformation producers and networks in the two countries. 

 
On specific social media platforms like Telegram, accessing anti co-governance 
content now provides a direct pathway to content in Australia discrediting the Voice 
referendum. Many of these channels or producers are connected to far-right, 
accelerationist, and neo-Nazi networks. 

 
The scale and ease with which New Zealanders use apps like Telegram to explore 
local discussions of co-governance, which are now seamlessly linked to more 
extreme discourse, and communities in Australia, is an active radicalisation pathway 
which risks greater presentations of, and deeper engagement with white supremacist 
ideologies. 

 

 

Denial of Māori indigeneity and Māori identity has been a feature of anti-Māori 
racism since the time of colonisation and is now a key narrative in disinformation 
groups in Aotearoa New Zealand11. 

 
The recent history of groups disputing Māori indigeneity includes white supremacists, 
neo-Nazi figures, and groups in Aotearoa New Zealand since the mid-1980s12. 

Since 2020, disinformation media, and information networks have actively 
undermined Māori working towards mana motuhake (meaning self-determination, 
and sovereignty), and targeted specific Māori leaders, elders, activists, journalists, 
politicians, academics, journalists, and public figures. 

 

Denial of Māori as indigenous peoples is rooted in false narratives which claim 
previous permanent settlements, and deliberately denigrate the seafaring, and 
navigational skills of ancient Māori, which saw connections across Te-Moana-nui-a-
Kiwa, the Pacific Ocean. 

 
People in Aotearoa New Zealand across different generations, and lived experiences 
are likely to have heard false claims about Celtic, Aryan, and Melanesian 
communities who are said to have existed prior to Māori. Historians have discredited 
these claims, with Michael King summarising in The Penguin History of New Zealand 
(2003): 

 
 
 
 

11 For example, the writings of early colonial scientists such as Edward Treager, Elsdon Best, and Julius Von Haast. 

12 For example, a pamphlet text produced in 1987 by the then-leader of the National Front which falsely claimed there was evidence of a European i.e., 

white settlement prior to Māori. 

DENIAL OF INDIGENEITY 

Brief context and history 

False evidence 

http://thedisinfoproject.org/
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"Despite a plethora of amateur theories about Melanesian, South American, 
Egyptian, Phoenician and Celtic colonisation of New Zealand, there is not a 
shred of evidence that the first human settlers were anything other than 
Polynesian."13 

 
There is a significant publication industry producing texts supporting these false 
claims, and these texts are repeatedly referenced as evidence within anti-co-
governance discourses14. 

 

During the period June-September 2023, denial of Māori indigeneity, and attacks on 
individual Māori identity (especially towards wāhine Māori leaders) were dominant 
content and commentary within disinformation and mainstream media landscapes, 
as well as the country’s political discourse. 

 
When narratives are shared between these fields, a bridging effect takes place, 
connecting mainstream political statements and content to commentary produced by 
and platformed on disinformation networks. This can expose mainstream audiences 
to more extreme ideas and more divisive framing of familiar ideas. One recent 
example of this is examined below. 

In September 2023, a Māori political party leader told supporters at a public meeting 
that Māori are “not indigenous”. 

 
“Here’s the rub if you are Māori. We’re not indigenous,” Peters claimed, 
according to a report by Stuff. “We come from Hawai-iki. Where’s our Hawai-
iki? We think it is in the Cook Islands. We think it’s in Rarotonga, but we’re not 
from here. “And [if] you go back 5000 years, we came with our DNA from 
China.”15 

 
These comments, and subsequent social media posts, resulted in significant 
engagement with ideas which deny Māori indigeneity, the existence of indigenous 
peoples more generally, and made conspiratorial links between indigenous identities 
and rights and social change. 

 
Examples of comments we studied across both mainstream media, and 
disinformation media ecologies included: 

“Well according to a Google search to define the word indigenous. ... 2. (of 
people) inhabiting or existing in a land from the earliest times or from before 
the arrival of colonists. I guess it's up for debate. No mention of previous 
civilizations. There is still evidence, that has not been re-written,that indicate 
that the time of Maori of 800 years, was superseded by many visitors & tribes 

 
 
 

13 Michael King (1994). The Penguin History of New Zealand. Penguin Books. p. 29. ISBN 978-0-14-301867-4. 

14 https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/education/300899633/racist-propaganda-the-undercover-campaign-to-infiltrate-school-libraries; 

https://www.1news.co.nz/2021/12/12/company-accused-of-anti-maori-publishing-promoting-books-at-schools/ 

15 Election 2023: Winston Peters claims ‘Māori are not indigenous’ during Nelson meeting with NZ First supporters, https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/election-

2023-winston-peters-claims-maori-are-not-indigenous-during-nelson-meeting-with-nz-first-supporters/ZCEBFEUDZJGHXA2SY4KGOFETIQ/ 

Bridging these ideas into the mainstream 
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that made these Islands their home well before then. Most of History is a lie & 
normally only told by the conquerors” 

 
"Indigenous means... where you were born. We're all indigenous as we're all 
born somewhere. And we all have migrant ancestry. 

Not indigenous, Indigenous means, originating from or naturally occurring. 
Maori in Aotearoa are anything but Indigenous. You can't just change 
language definitions by shouting louder to fit a chosen narrative. 

The UN have conveniently changed the meaning of indigenous for their own 
agenda and millions of suckers have believed them…” 

 
 

Commentary on this politician’s statement reveals a significant engagement with 
revisionist history, particularly concerning the colonial past of Aotearoa New Zealand. 

 
Revisionist history, in this context, refers to the reinterpretation or re-framing of 
historical events. Here, denial of indigeneity is a key tool to delegitimise Te Tiriti, and 
Māori assertion of Tino Rangatiratanga. 

In connecting the denial of Māori as indigenous to conspiratorial ideas about the 
United Nations, and other multilateral bodies, this narrative furthers ideas about a 
grand, nefarious scheme to destabilise countries through racial conflict through the 
fuller realisation of indigenous rights. 

 
Key white supremacist, and neo-Nazi figures active in domestic disinformation 
landscapes posted their own content, and commentary supporting this politician’s 
claim. One even made explicit links to ‘white genocide’, as seen here: 

… correctly recognises that the concept of indigeneity, especially as it's 
pushed in the United Nations mindset. Is a threat to the New Zealand nation. 
In New Zealand, the concept of indigeneity sets Māoris and whites against 
each other at each other's throats, which is the plan. This is the case. Even if 
those Maoris and those whites have lived together next to each other in peace 
for seven or eight generations. Globalists need to destroy nations. In order to 
get them to accept mass immigration… And that the whites being non 
indigenous are just people who are here temporarily, essentially tourists, and 
not proper citizens. In Europe, they say that the Sami are the only indigenous 
people. The Swedes and the Finns. The Danes, everybody else, the French 
are not indigenous white people cannot be indigenous because the whole 
purpose of the term indigenous was invented specifically to disenfranchise 
white people. 

Revisionism and ‘white genocide’ 

http://thedisinfoproject.org/
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Our research shows clearly that Māori, and non-Māori women of colour are primary 
targets of sustained, high-volume, networked targeting, with content and 
commentary instigating hate, harassment, and harm. 

This includes intense and misogynistic media and social media commentary on the 
actions, appearance, and integrity of high-profile leaders including politicians. 

 
Slurs, threats of death, violence, and sexual violence are normalised towards a 
group of specific women with intersectional identities who have a high or public 
profile in Aotearoa New Zealand. These slurs, and threats target them as individuals, 
and as representatives of a community or a type of person who is framed as harmful 
or evil. 

For example, Nanaia Mahuta, the Labour MP for Hauraki-Waikato, and current 
Foreign Minister was repeatedly targeted in public posts on X (formerly Twitter) over 
September 26-27 with tweets predominantly featuring dehumanising, denigrating, 
body-shaming, and vulgar slurs. Memes, doctored images, and other visual content 
including emojis are used, as well as text. This kind of content has multiple 
meanings, with symbols and repeated visual concepts used to communicate to an in-
group audience. 

 
A key feature of targeted harassment for high-profile women is public stalking, where 
members of the public will take photographs and post to social media or post the 
location of the individual targeted. This tactic serves to intimidate, and presents risks 
given the increase in offline violence and targeting of particularly women politicians 
and candidates16. 

International research on technology-facilitated gender-based violence shows that: 

“Women in public and political life, including journalists, politicians and 
parliamentarians, and women and LGBTQIA+ human rights defenders and 
activists, are more likely to experience TFGBV due to their roles and public 
visibility. A recent global survey with women journalists found that the majority 
of respondents (73%) had experienced online violence in the course of their 
work”.17 

 
The Disinformation Project specifically notes that of those women journalists who 
experienced online violence in the course of their work, one in five reported offline 
abuse or attacks.18 The chilling effect – which sees women increasingly excluded 
from or opting out of public roles and public life – is a documented feature of 
technology-facilitated gender-based violence. Additionally, our research shows 
increasing connection between being a target for online harassment and abuse and 

 
 
 

16 https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/political/499100/green-party-and-te-pati-maori-call-out-harmful-emboldening-of-extremism-after-incidents 

17 Global Partnership TFGBV Preliminary Landscape Analysis, July 2023 https://www.sddirect.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-

07/Global%20Partnership%20TFGBV%20Preliminary%20Landscape%20Analysis.pdf 

18 The Chilling: A Global Study on Online Violence Against Women Journalists https://www.icfj.org/our-work/chilling-global-study-online-violence-against-

women-journalists 

MISOGYNY AND THE TARGETING OF WĀHINE 
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becoming targeted by offline stalking, abuse, and harassment. This is causing 
individual harm to wellbeing and safety, as well as collective social, political, and 
cultural harm. 

 
Our research shows that in Aotearoa New Zealand today, X (formerly Twitter) 
significantly contributes to harms against wāhine Māori, including the instigation of 
hate and violence. For example, in the instance of Hana-Rāwhiti Maipi-Clarke 
(discussed further below), we found more targeted harassment on X, than within our 
Telegram location of study. This is a significant change from just a year ago. 

 

Online discourse impacts the well-being, and safety of wāhine Māori, and contribute 
to offline violence, and stalking. 

 
For example, it was recently reported that Hana-Rāwhiti Maipi-Clarke, a Te Pāti 
Māori candidate, was targeted by a home invasion19. 

“The father of Te Pāti Māori candidate Hana-Rawhiti Maipi-Clarke said that a 
man yelled racial slurs while attempting to break down a fence at their family 
home in the early hours of yesterday morning. Potaka Maipi said that there 
have been three other recent incidents at the house: two break-ins while the 
family was out and a threatening letter left in the mailbox. "The first time we 
were shocked, the second time we thought ‘what the hell is going on’, by the 
fourth time we’d had enough," he said. "We've spoken to the police, the police 
said this is the first time they've ever seen anything like it. We should have 
come to them earlier." He believes the attacks are coming from those who are 
angry his daughter is standing up against poverty and racism. "For a young 
woman to call that out, some people are finding it highly offensive, like 'how 
dare you challenge me?” 

 
A news report on Stuff noted, “To our knowledge, this is the first time in our history 
that a politician’s home and personal property has been invaded to this extent.”20 

The home invasions and threatening letter reported by Maipi-Clarke21 is informed by, 
and an offline expression of online targeted harassment The Disinformation Project 
documented since her candidacy was announced in late June. 

In 90 days, themes of racism, and misogyny we observed as social media responses 
to Maipi-Clarke’s political aspirations have now manifested in both offline violence – 
home invasion, and stalking – and in online discussions on across all platforms, and 
product surfaces studied by The Disinformation Project, including Twitter/ X, 
Telegram, Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube comments. 

 
 
 
 

19 'Racial slurs shouted' during invasion of Te Pāti Māori candidate's home, https://www.1news.co.nz/2023/09/30/racial-slurs-shouted-during-invasion-of-te-

pati-maori-candidates-home/ 

20 Te Pāti Māori candidate's home invaded, threatening letter left, party says, https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/politics/300980315/te-pti-mori-candidates-

home-invaded-threatening-letter-left-party-says 

21 https://www.teaonews.co.nz/2023/09/29/te-pati-maori-candidate-targeted-in-home-invasion/ 

Offline impacts 
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We note that reports of the violence towards Maipi-Clarke have been met in these 
communities without compassion or empathy and used as a way to further target 
her. Maipi-Clarke’s experience of offline violence is dismissed, questioned, and 
minimised. Her ethnicity, and gender are targeted as reasons she should be used to, 
and should expect to experience, violence. Her act of publicly disclosing her 
experiences of offline violence have drawn further expressions of potential offline 
violence. 

 
Other women politicians have reported offline violence, and abuse, seen through the 
recent slapping, and shaking of Labour MP Angela Roberts22 and Labour MP Willow-
Jean Prime’s statement that she has experienced the worst racism of her career 
during this election campaign.23. 

 
We are studying in Aotearoa New Zealand a growing connection between targeted 
harassment, and abuse online, including presentations of or incitement to violence, 
and offline consequences which include stalking, abuse, and physical violence. 

The increasing amount of content, and amplification of content, which uses false and 
misleading information to harass and target individuals and communities has real-
world impacts, online and offline. The Disinformation Project has documented this 
over time, and has noted the predictable impact of increasingly misogyny, racism, 
xenophobia, and anti-LGBTQIA+ slurs as normal discourse in Aotearoa New 
Zealand’s social media. 

 

 

‘The Great Replacement’ is the false, white supremacist idea that motivated, and 
inspired the Christchurch terrorist. 

The term is used by white supremacists, and those subscribing to violent extremist 
ideologies, to describe a viewpoint that white people in Europe and settler states 
such as Aotearoa New Zealand, are being ‘replaced’ by immigrants. In particular, 
Muslim, and other non-Christian migrants. 

 
The "Great Replacement" theory has its roots in early 20th-century French 
nationalism and books by French nationalist and author Maurice Barres. However, it 
was French white supremacist Renaud Camus whose 2011 text "Le Grand 
Remplacement," or "The Great Replacement," made the phrase, and associated 
concepts accessible to international white supremacist movements. 

 
The "Great Replacement" ideology was quickly adopted and promoted by the white 
supremacist movement, in part because it connected so well with other ideologies 
such as a 'white genocide'24 which is described later in this report. 

 
 
 

22 https://www.1news.co.nz/2023/09/30/police-making-inquiries-after-labour-candidate-slapped-at-event/ 

23 https://www.teaonews.co.nz/2023/09/20/unhinged-willow-jean-prime-facing-worst-racism-of-her-political-career/ 

24 “The Great Replacement:” An Explainer, https://www.adl.org/resources/backgrounder/great-replacement-explainer 

‘THE GREAT REPLACEMENT’ 

Brief context and history 
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Since 2017, when rioting white supremacists chanting “Jews will not replace us” 
killed a person in Charlottesville, U.S, ‘The Great Replacement’ ideology has been 
responsible for a large number of mass killing terrorist events, including the 
Christchurch mosque attack25. 

 

The manifesto that the Christchurch terrorist wrote and posted online was titled ‘The 
Great Replacement’. 

The Christchurch terrorist emailed a copy of the manifesto to then Prime Minister 
Jacinda Ardern, the Leader of the Opposition, the Speaker of the House of 
Parliament, and approximately 70 mainstream media outlets26. 

 
Despite its status as illegal to obtain or distribute in Aotearoa New Zealand, it 
continues to be widely circulated online, including specifically across the domestic, 
and transnational disinformation ecologies studied by us. It has also been used as a 
recruitment tool by white supremacist groups27 and is part of a growing trend of 
similar white supremacist manifestos used to spread extremist ideologies, instigate 
hate and incite violence28. 

 
 

‘The Great Replacement’ ideology in Europe is usually expressed through 
antisemitism, Islamophobia, and xenophobia. 

Jewish communities, and groups who are described as ‘elites’ are blamed for their 
commitment to diversity and inclusion, including the responsibilities of states to take 
in refugees. 

 
This has seen advocates of ‘The Great Replacement’ ideology also promote 
agitation about, and resistance to, the United Nations, and the European Union. In 
particular, this resistance targets the Global Migration Compact29 which seeks to 
provide international agreement and human rights protections for migrants, and 
refugees in the face of growing social, political and environmental events which 
cause displacement. 

 
 

 
 
 

25 108 people have been killed in mass shooting or terrorist events between 2017-2022 which have been ascribed to ‘The Great Replacement.’ These 

include Charlottesville; Tree of Life Synagogue, Pittsburgh; El Paso; Poway; Buffalo; all in the United States; Ōtautahi/Christchurch, Aotearoa New Zealand; 

Halle and Hanau, Germany. 

26 The Christchurch Attacks: Livestream Terror in the Viral Video Age, https://ctc.westpoint.edu/christchurch-attacks-livestream-terror-viral-video-age/ 

27 The “Great Replacement” conspiracy: How the perceived ousting of Whites can evoke violent extremism and Islamophobia, 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/13684302211028293 

28 Testament to Murder: The Violent Far-Right’s Increasing Use of Terrorist Manifestos, https://www.icct.nl/sites/default/files/import/publication/Jaocb-Ware-

Terrorist-Manifestos2.pdf 

29 https://refugeesmigrants.un.org/migration-compact 

Use by the Christchurch terrorist 

Use in Europe 
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While ‘The Great Replacement’ is antisemitic, it also targets people of colour, 
particularly non-Christian people of colour. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
‘The Great Replacement’ ideologies are a dominant content, and commentary 
characteristic in Aotearoa New Zealand’s disinformation ecologies, and information 
environments. 

Critically, our research has found that explicit publication and implicit or encoded 
references to ‘The Great Replacement’ are far more prevalent in 2023 than in 2022. 

In Aotearoa New Zealand, ‘The Great Replacement’ has taken on some specific 
characteristics which allow the ideas and related beliefs to be presented in both 
explicit and implicit ways. 

 
For example, over the course of the Covid-19 pandemic, particularly during the 
implementation of the Covid-19 Protection Framework, the idea of ‘The Great 
Replacement’ was conflated or mixed with ‘The Great Reset’, the World Economic 
Forum’s language for the changes to society instigated by Covid-1930. 

 
This mixing of meanings, and metaphors has resulted in people connecting their 
fear, and hatred of Covid-19 mitigations, with ideologies claiming there is a grand 
conspiracy to remove white people from the planet. As noted earlier, this often 
manifests as a belief that Covid-19 vaccination was a tool to bring about this 
replacement/reset. 

These connections, once made, are highly resistant to change31. The mixing of far-
right ideas about ethnicity, religion, and birth rates with conspiratorialism about 
secretive global elites and public health interventions are also present internationally, 
most notably through QAnon32. 

 
Both overt, and coded use of the language from ‘The Great Replacement’ is present 
in Aotearoa New Zealand on all social media platforms we study. 

For example, the following screenshot is from a post on X (formerly Twitter) in 
September 2023 by a leading disinformation account in the country, whose account 
is defined by misogyny, racism, and anti-LGBTQ+ harms: 

 
 
 
 
 
 

30 https://www.weforum.org/focus/the-great-reset 

31 https://www.nature.com/articles/s44159-021-00006-y 

32 Willaert, T., Peeters, S., Seijbel, J., & Van Raemdonck, N. (2022). Disinformation networks: A quali-quantitative investigation of antagonistic Dutch-

speaking Telegram channels. First Monday, 27(5). https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v27i5.12533 

Use in Aotearoa New Zealand 
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Here we see migration patterns, returning to pre-Covid numbers, are framed as ‘The 
Great Replacement’, with the image used in the tweet, linking to Statistics NZ data 
on migration, taken from a Guardian article on ‘The Great Replacement’ theory in 
Europe33. 

 

Another customisation of ‘The Great Replacement’ in an Aotearoa New Zealand 
context includes a focus on how realisations of Te Tiriti Justice and mana motuhake 
would impact the New Zealand European identity. This includes co-governance, the 
growing use of Te Reo Māori, and other indicators of social change such as the 
updated school history curriculum34. 

These actions are framed as an over-prioritisation of the rights of Māori, and an 
erasure of New Zealand European identity. In this version of ‘The Great 
Replacement’, Māori are blamed, as are non-Māori who are leading, and 
implementing the perceived ‘replacement’. 

 
In Australia, disinformation groups and individuals targeting The Voice referendum, 
described earlier in this report, use similar language to associate moves towards 
post-colonial justice with ‘The Great Replacement’35. 

 

 

 

The theory of ‘white genocide’ shares many similarities with ‘The Great 
Replacement’ theory. It is a white, Christian, identity-based form of violent extremism 

 
 
 
 
 

33 A deadly ideology: how the ‘great replacement theory’ went mainstream, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jun/08/a-deadly-ideology-how-the-

great-replacement-theory-went-mainstream 

34 https://www.education.govt.nz/our-work/changes-in-education/aotearoa-new-zealands-histories-and-te-takanga-o-te-wa/ 

35 ‘Disinformania’ has taken over the internet - can ‘no’ voice opportunists maintain control of an unleashed far right flank?, 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/sep/27/voice-to-parliament-referendum-disinformania-no-campaign-australia-far-right and The right’s No 

campaign is a Trojan horse, https://www.crikey.com.au/2023/09/19/no-campaign-trojan-horse-eugenics-thinking/ 

‘The Great Replacement’, and Te Tiriti justice 

‘WHITE GENOCIDE’ 

Brief context and history 
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based on the false idea that there is a plot to reduce white populations and destroy 
white civilisation36. 

The ideology is antisemitic in origin and has been popularised in recent years by the 
American Neo-Nazi and convicted terrorist, David Lane37. 

Like ‘The Great Replacement’s’ proponents, ‘white genocide’ believers seek to 
reduce migration. They also focus on reducing ethnic diversity and seek to ‘restore’ 
settler countries to ‘white ethnostates’. 

 
 
 

While the theory itself, like ‘The Great Replacement’, is understood as a form of 
terrorist violent extremism, the language and imagery of ‘white genocide’ can operate 
as disinformation when used to spread false and/or misleading content about 
individuals, groups, and communities, or to promote harm. 

For example, a post from Twitter/X owner Elon Musk describing an adjacent theory 
of white genocide was shared on Telegram in early August by a New Zealand-based 
disinformation-promoting account. 

Musk was replying to a widely shared post which presented an anti-apartheid, 
political protest song, in existence for decades, as one which was a literal call for the 
murder, and execution of white farmers in South Africa38. 

 

 
The screenshot of Musk’s post was shared widely across domestic Telegram 
accounts, and other social media platforms, including Facebook. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

36 White Genocide, https://www.isdglobal.org/explainers/white-genocide-conspiracy/ 

37 White Genocide, https://www.populismstudies.org/Vocabulary/white-genocide/ 

38 ‘Kill the Boer’ Song Fuels Backlash in South Africa and U.S., https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/02/world/africa/south-africa-kill-boer-song.html 

Amplification by Elon Musk 
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Musk’s post was used within Aotearoa New Zealand’s disinformation ecologies to 
make explicit links between the claim of ‘white genocide’, and conversations about 
co-governance. An example of this includes: 

 
“In South Africa, my 'white privilege' will get me killed by race obsessed 
political parties, fomenting hatred. NZ will do the same in the next 5yrs.” 

Commentary on Telegram, and Facebook linked Musk’s post to co-governance, and 
discussed a range of conspiracies about Covid-19, and vaccination as tools to bring 
about ‘white genocide’. 

Studying written commentary on local Telegram channels using Natural Language 
Processing (which cannot capture video, image, or memetic content) our research 
discovered over 100 mentions of ‘white genocide’, including the platforming of 
hidden video repositories which host ‘white genocide’, and other white supremacist 
content. 
This included links to the livestream of the Christchurch terrorist, which is classified 
as objectionable in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

 

The way in which ‘white genocide’ has become a common frame for land reform in 
South Africa is a key context for Aotearoa New Zealand. 

In September 2023, a leading disinformation news network hosted the South African 
commentator René van der Vyver. 

Van der Vyver is an Afrikaners-rights activist who advocates that ‘white genocide’ is 
taking place in South Africa. 

 
In the interview Van der Vyver was asked about an Afrikaners-only town in the 
Northern Cape of South Africa, named Orania39. Van der Vyver stated: 

“…in the rest of South Africa we are marginalised" and that their "heritage is 
being destroyed." 

 
The interviewer described the foundation of Orania as: 

“finding new ways... untethered from the state." 
 

A 2019, a Pulitzer Centre article describes how news about land reform in South 
Africa has been “refracted through the lens of a narrative promoted by white 
conservatives about a supposed ‘white genocide’ – killings of mostly Afrikaner 
farmers – equating land redistribution with race war.”40 

 
 

 
 
 

39 Orania: The Little Town that Racism Built, https://www.vice.com/en/article/8g7bnk/orania-the-little-town-that-racism-built 

40 https://pulitzercenter.org/stories/myth-white-genocide 

Misappropriation of South African land reform 
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The idea of ‘white genocide’ in South Africa, which has been extensively refuted as 
false by fact-checkers, has been actively promoted by far-right groups in South Africa 
and the United States and is a common talking point for white/European nationalist 
groups worldwide. 

 

‘Apartheid’ is a specific term that refers to the racially-based legal system of 
separation which operated in South Africa from 1948 to 1990. 

 
Our research shows this term is misappropriated to falsely represent co-governance 
or Te Tiriti as a racially-based separate system in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

In doing so, those who use the term are appropriating the suffering of Black and 
ethnic minority South Africans. This appropriation is similar to the ways we have 
seen the Holocaust appropriated by anti-vaccine, anti-mandate, and anti-mask 
groups during Covid-19 public health restrictions. 

 
Another term which is used in a similar way is ‘Rhodesia’, the name for the racially 
separated state established by Ian Smith in 1965, which is now the state of 
Zimbabwe. 

Rhodesia, like ‘white genocide’, ‘The Great Replacement’, and apartheid, is a term 
that has been used with symbolic power by white supremacist terrorists. The mass 
shooter who killed three Black people in Jacksonville, Florida on August 26 202341, 
wore a Rhodesian army symbol and had scrawled words and symbols on his 
weapon, in a reference to the Christchurch terrorist. 

 
The 2015 Charleston white supremacist mass killer, who also targeted the Black 
community, called his manifesto ‘The Last Rhodesian’. 

 
The flag of Apartheid-era South Africa and military paraphernalia associated with the 
long war between the Rhodesian army and Zimbabwean independence groups are 
both widely used as white supremacist symbols in their countries of origin and 
elsewhere. 

 
In Aotearoa New Zealand these are referenced and promoted in disinformation 
communities, often in ways that a highly creative or an ‘in-group’ joke, making 
detection of meaning more difficult. 

 
In Tauranga Moana, a small private museum operates, called ‘The Lion and the Tusk 
– the Museum of the Rhodesian Services Association’42, with militaria from the 
Rhodesian army on display. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

41 https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/racist-jacksonville-shooter-wore-rhodesian-army-patch-symbol-white-sup-rcna102134 

42 https://www.nzherald.co.nz/kahu/museum-given-public-money-despite-links-to-group-which-upholds-white-supremacy-

narrative/AAUXSRFGNZWZC5TIZL47HLURXY/ 

Misappropriation of language from South Africa and Zimbabwe 
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Aotearoa New Zealand is seeing the amplification and promotion of ‘white genocide’, 
misappropriation of the term ‘apartheid’, and other emotive ideas about land, family, 
and ethnicity at a time when co-governance is a critical political and social topic of 
discussion. 

 
These terms and ideas, which have been present within domestic disinformation 
networks since 2021, are now manifesting in more mainstream social and political 
conversations, including in some cases, within mainstream media or mainstream 
political parties. 

 
 
 

 

Denialism has its roots in fake or flawed ‘scholarship’ which denies the events such 
as the Holocaust, climate change, and Covid-19. 

 
Aotearoa New Zealand disinformation communities, initially formed around Covid-19 
denialism, have also expressed denial of the Holocaust, and climate change for 
some time. 

Critically, we are now seeing the denial of the official record of events of the 
Christchurch terrorist attack. 

 

In August, an incident resulted in the widespread sharing of a link to a pseudo-
documentary that contains the Christchurch terrorist’s livestream footage. 

 
The pseudo-documentary is classified as objectionable in Aotearoa New Zealand, 
and is therefore illegal to possess or distribute. The premise of this pseudo-
documentary is that the Christchurch Masjidain Attack was part of a ‘false flag’43 

event, with victims presented as ‘crisis actors’. 
 

This is a key example of denialism44 as an emergent theme which will have 
significant social, political, policymaking, and cultural repercussions. 

Denialism labels the people victimised by an event as irrelevant – here the murder of 
51 people - in order to pursue a specific goal. In the case of the denial of the 
Christchurch Masjidain Attack, the goal is to promote the idea of government 
censorship, and control (e.g., on the sale of guns) through a ‘false flag’ event. 

 
The August incident mentioned above saw wide-ranging sharing of a link to the 
pseudo-documentary, with commentary around the ‘censorship’ of content. 

 
 
 

43 https://www.adl.org/glossary/false-flag 

44 https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/aug/03/denialism-what-drives-people-to-reject-the-truth 

DENIALISM 

Brief history and context 

Denial of the Christchurch Masjidain Attack 
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Critically, this was done by groups and organisations in Aotearoa New Zealand that 
have not previously engaged in public support for a ‘false flag’ interpretation of the 
events of the Christchurch Masjidain Attack. Disinformation groups, and individuals 
who had previously shared footage of the attacks also took the opportunity to share it 
again. 

 
The Christchurch Masjidain Attack Coronial Inquiry45 is due to start in October, and 
the judicial review of the terrorist’s application to appeal is likely to be scheduled for 
later this year. 

Given that denialism about the attack is spreading beyond white supremacist 
networks, and into more mainstream spaces, this is likely to have significant impacts 
on the Muslim community, and beyond. 

 

Holocaust denial and antisemitism are also increasing, with the Holocaust Centre of 
New Zealand reporting in mid-September an increase in antisemitism in New 
Zealand schools46. 

Our research echoes this, and we have noted a significant, and continuous increase 
in the use of antisemitic slurs in social media posts since May 2022, as well as the 
increasing accessibility of content which denies the Holocaust. 

 
Our research shows that where we previously observed implied antisemitism, we 
now additionally analyse explicit modern and historic antisemitism, and denial of the 
Holocaust. 

Reporting on hate crime statistics earlier in 2023 saw that Jewish, and Muslim 
communities experienced disproportionate levels of hate crime, as did Asian, and 
South Asian communities, and noted that hate crimes against Māori are under-
reported47. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

45 https://coronialservices.justice.govt.nz/masjid-attacks-coronial-process 

46 https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/education/300963864/antisemitism-on-the-rise-in-kiwi-classrooms-it-made-me-ashamed 

47 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jun/08/exclusive-racism-homophobia-fuelling-thousands-of-crimes-in-new-zealand-each-year-figures-show 

Holocaust denial 
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 CONCLUSION  

 
Racism, supported by false and misleading content, is on the rise in Aotearoa New 
Zealand. 

Disinformation which seeks to harm Māori, non-Māori people of colour, Jewish, and 
Muslim communities is growing in both volume, visibility, and violence. 

 
This content is increasingly moving from Telegram to more mainstream platforms like 
X (formerly Twitter) and Meta. We have found this content cross-pollination and 
migration to include explicitly and implicitly racist rhetoric, as well as extreme content 
previously only or mostly found on Telegram or 4Chan. 

 
The lead-up to the 2023 General Election is characterised by increased antagonism 
and tension on issues of co-governance, resulting in offline violence which 
disproportionately impacts wāhine Māori. 

There are clear international signals regarding the adoption of myths of ‘The Great 
Replacement’, ‘white genocide’, and the misappropriation of language, symbols, and 
events in South Africa and Zimbabwe. 

Additionally, there are parallels between the targeted use of disinformation to 
discredit ‘The Voice’ referendum in Australia48, and the use of false, and misleading 
information to discredit Māori identity, indigeneity, and policies which support co-
governance49 in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

 
Alongside anti-Māori rhetoric, antisemitism and islamophobia is also growing in 
Aotearoa New Zealand. This is seen through the reproduction of international 
ideologies in local disinformation networks, and an increase in the use of slurs and 
extermination ideation towards Jewish and Muslim people. 

 
Critically, the period covered in this report saw more sharing of content relating to the 
Christchurch Masjidain Attacks than was present immediately after the attacks in 
March 2019. 

 
These high-level conclusions of more detailed research conducted by us, shows a 
clear and critical issue for Aotearoa New Zealand. During this pre-election period, the 
impacts of disinformation on our social cohesion are stark. 

 
There is a clear call to action for communities and civil society organisations and 
groups to demand respectful interactions and responsible expression, as Aotearoa 
New Zealand continues to discuss important social and political ideas. 

There is a critical need for the acknowledgement of the impact of online harassment 
and abuse, its differential impact for wāhine Māori, women of colour, and other 

 
 
 

48 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/sep/27/voice-to-parliament-referendum-disinformania-no-campaign-australia-far-right 

49  https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/aug/23/who-is-julian-batchellor-stop-co-governance-new-zealand-far-right-speaker-indigenous-voice-

to-parliament-referendum-no-campaign 
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intersectional identities, and the links from online to offline stalking, harassment, and 
expressions of violence. 

 
The rise in sharing of content related to the Christchurch Masjidain attacks warrants 
specific pause; this causes harm for survivors, whānau of those killed, and the wider 
Muslim and Christchurch communities. 

It also has significant wellbeing and safety impacts for those engaging with and 
sharing the content, some of whom will be children and young people. 

Let this report be a starting point for respectful interactions and responsible 
expression about harm. 

http://thedisinfoproject.org/
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Introduction 

Racism in Aotearoa New Zealand has a settler colonial foundation (Jackson, 2020). 
The subjugation of Māori (the Indigenous peoples of Aotearoa) began with the Doctrine 
of Discovery, which sought to exterminate Māori and dispossess them of their whenua 
(land), mātauranga (knowledge), and taonga (all that was valuable) as the British 
established their white supremacist agenda (Human Rights Commission, 2022). 
Colonization is not a single event from the past, as we continue to witness breaches 
of te Tiriti o Waitangi (e.g., the disestablishment of the Māori Health Authority and 
the repeal of Treaty obligations from the Oranga Tamariki Act) that undermine Māori 
tino rangatiratanga (self-determination) (Fitzmaurice-Brown, 2024). The populist coa-
lition government elected in 2023 also introduced a Treaty Principles Bill designed to 
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ABSTRACT 
Drawing from a subset of Twitter/X quotes (or tweets) on the politi-
cally controversial Three Waters Reform, this study identified forms of 
anti-Māori discourse through a deductive analysis. A complementary 
analysis was conducted to unpack how problematic reasoning fueled 
racism against Māori. Our results revealed distinct and interconnected 
themes—“resources,” “culture,” “stirrer,” “privilege,” and “one people”—
that portrayed Māori as undeserving, lacking expertise, threatening, 
and unworthy of equitable treatment, as New Zealand citizens are 
entitled to enjoy liberal democratic values. Anti-Māori speakers 
employed problematic reasoning tactics to obstruct the public from 
understanding the truth or to encourage others to form ill-informed 
opinions through emotions, supposed authority, and conspiracy. 
Exemplar tweets were provided to illustrate the myriad instances of 
false information related to patterns of anti-Māori discourse. Evidence 
from this study makes the case for addressing racism on social media 
and creating interventions to expand media literacy amongst the 
public to discern problematic reasonings. 
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replace te Tiriti articles with new principles, allegedly championing political equality 
but effectively demanding Māori assimilation (O’Sullivan, 2024). 

Within online spheres, The Disinformation Project (2023) has observed rising 
anti-Māori racism rooted in white supremacist ideologies. The racist messages are 
shrouded in misinformation (false information shared without malicious intent) and 
disinformation (false information deliberately created to cause harm) that promotes 
fears of a “civil war” in Aotearoa if te Tiriti justice is pursued, opposition to 
co-governance, and claims of “white genocide,” along with denying Māori Indigeneity. 
Racism online is further normalized through the dissemination of anti-Māori rhetoric 
by high-profile individuals in conservative groups, including politicians (The 
Disinformation Project, 2023). Anti-Indigenous sentiments in Aotearoa are part of a 
larger, global pattern, as noted by The Disinformation Project (2023), which found 
that far-right conspiracies, such as those spread by QAnon in the United States and 
groups discrediting the Voice referendum in Australia (Graham, In Press), are being 
repackaged and re-shared here. These sentiments intersect with other forms of systemic 
oppression targeting minoritised groups such as Islamophobia, anti-LGBTQIA+, and 
anti-immigration (Cheng, 2022; Hannah et al., 2021), with a shared objective of sus-
taining the status quo that upholds whiteness (Asafo & Tuiburelevu, 2022). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has created a condition where far-right ideologies can 
thrive, fueled by growing distrust toward the Labor Government (at that time) following 
lockdowns and mandatory vaccination measures (Hannah et al., 2021). The study of 
problematic reasoning that constitutes mis/disinformation in Aotearoa is more timely 
than ever. We have seen its impact in promoting anti-vax movements that contradict 
scientific evidence, provoking offline violence (e.g., the broken home case of Te Pāti 
Māori candidate Hana-Rawhiti Maipi-Clarke), and inciting violent clashes between 
police and protesters during the occupation at Parliament grounds in 2022 (Hannah 
et al., 2022). When left unaddressed, mis/disinformation on social media can radicalize 
individuals into far-right movements and harm the social cohesion of society (Hannah 
et al., 2022; Spoonley et al., 2020). It also endangers the safety of minoritized groups 
at the center of racist discourses (Phillips, 2023; The Disinformation Project, 2023), 
as there were extreme cases of conspiracy theorists calling for the extermination of 
Māori (Griffiths, 2022). 

 
Anti-māori and mis/disinformation 

Although there is a developing body of research that examines the various forms of 
anti-Māori (Black et al., 2023; Maydell et al., 2022; Moewaka-Barnes et al., 2012; 
Rankine, 2020) and anti-Indigenous attack (Mackay & Feagin, 2022), few local and 
international studies have linked this literature to mis/disinformation online which 
spread more rapidly to wider audiences. Internationally, there are pockets of research 
discerning forms of mis/disinformation, which provide tools for the public to verify 
if the statements are logical, reasonable, and plausible (Froehlich, 2020; Rodrigo-Ginés 
et al., 2024; Sturgill, 2021). Beyond this, however, existing research has largely focused 
on the psychological effects of false information and individual motivations to distort 
or disengage from facts (Ecker et al., 2022; Pettigrew, 2017). A notable gap remains 
for critical race-informed studies to explore how the spread of false information can 
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exacerbate racism against Indigenous peoples—especially as settler-colonial nations 
such as Australia, Canada, and New Zealand develop and implement reconciliation-focused 
policies (Graham, 2024; Human Rights Commission, 2022). 

Drawing on more than three decades of research on patterns in how Pākehā (white 
European New Zealanders) and tauiwi (non-Māori) talk about Māori (Moewaka-Barnes 
et al., 2012; Nairn & McCreanor, 2022; Nairn & McCreanor, 1991), Kupu Taea (2020)—a 
media research group—has collated 14 themes that Pākehā employ to assert dominance 
over institutions, resources, society, and culture. Examples include the proposition to 
treat all New Zealanders as a single, undifferentiated group, without recognizing Māori 
as Indigenous peoples (one people); the denial of Māori equitable access to resources 
despite the social disadvantages caused by settler colonialism and ongoing racism 
(Māori privilege); and the reduction of Māori to a backward and primitive tribal group 
(Māori culture). Each theme addresses a specific depiction of Māori, but in unison, 
they reflect broader, systemic entanglements with white supremacy, white fragility, and 
colorblindness (Asafo & Tuiburelevu, 2022; Crawford & Langridge, 2022). 

In this study, we drew on Sturgill’s two-category classification of mis/disinformation 
to detect problematic reasoning in how speakers spread false information. The first 
category includes distraction tactics that hinder audiences from getting close to the 
truth, such as ad hominem attacks (which critique the speaker rather than the idea) 
and red herrings (which introduce an unrelated issue as a smokescreen). The second 
category comprises misleading tactics that steer audiences toward forming opinions 
based on poor justifications. Examples are when a speaker tried to appeal to force 
(exaggerating negative consequences of an event to generate fear) or appeal to popularity 
(presenting themselves as the stronger candidate simply by pitching to the choir). These 
tactics violate key criteria for a good argument by creating or perpetuating false beliefs, 
or causing the loss of and impending the acquisition of actual facts (Sturgill, 2021). 

 
 

Three water context 

Twitter/X is a popular social media platform for people to share information about 
social issues and connect with others through microblogging (Mir et al., 2022). In this 
study, we used the Three Water discussion on X’s discussion as a case study to debunk 
the misconception that social media is a “neutral” platform that shares only “objective” 
information. In 2020, the Labour Government initiated the Three Waters Reform 
Programme to enhance the quality of our drinking water and to improve wastewater 
and stormwater management (Palmer, 2021). The program was spearheaded by the 
Local Government Minister Nanaia Mahuta and was one of several bills (e.g., alongside 
Māori Health Authority) that provoked controversy for proposing increased Māori 
representation in decision-making processes (Shine, 2023). Under the reform, the 
ownership of water infrastructure assets will be transferred to publicly owned regional 
entities, which will have equal representation from local councils and mana whenua 
(Māori with historic and territorial rights over specific land). This arrangement reflects 
Te Mana o te Wai (an Indigenous approach to protecting the essence of water and 
ecosystems) and the interests that iwi Māori have in how water services are delivered 
under te Tiriti o Waitangi. 
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Despite the reform’s documented benefits in tackling inequities in water service 

delivery nationwide, fearmongering over co-governance dominated media coverage, 
which was rife with mis/disinformation and racism (Shine, 2023). After failing to 
progress, the Three Waters Bill was renamed the Affordable Water Services Reform 
in 2023 to boost local council involvement. It was ultimately discarded altogether by 
the current coalition government, which introduced the Local Water Done Well Bill 
that forms new council-controlled organizations (CCOs) for water services (Brown, 2024). 

 
Objective 

Language is a fundamental aspect of social relationships and reflects social cohesion 
in Aotearoa (Nairn & McCreanor, 1991; Spoonley et al., 2020). In this study, we 
monitor how Māori are portrayed online as an Indigenous group who have been 
oppressed through colonial and racial oppression. This is set against the backdrop of 
more Māori reconnecting with te reo (language) and te ao (worldview) through the 
kōhanga reo movement (language revitalisation) (Smith, 2017) and various national 
movements (e.g., Toitū Te Tiriti) that call on the Crown to honor its Tiriti obligations 
to uphold Māori tino rangatiratanga (self-determination) (The Hui, 2024). 

This study is an extension of our earlier research that used a topic modeling algo-
rithm which identified six key topics—governance, capability, safety, race, conflict, and 
other—that best explain the mentions of Three Waters on X (Tan et al., 2025). We 
observed a recurring thread linking these topics—anti-Māori sentiment—which this 
study aims to explore in greater depth, including how the public legitimizes racist 
attack on Māori. This paper seeks to address two primary research questions: 1) How 
are anti-Māori sentiments articulated online? and 2) How do mis/disinformation cam-
paigns spread racism against Māori? In addressing these questions, we demonstrate 
the operation of different problematic reasonings (Sturgill, 2021) that underline 
anti-Māori sentiments (Kupu Taea, 2020). 

 
Method 

Between 2019 and 2022, we compiled 32,240 tweets through Twitter’s (v2) Application 
Programming Interface (API) that made reference to Three Waters. We randomly 
selected 200 tweets from each of the six topics to illustrate the emergent themes rep-
resenting the studied topics. As part of an initial discursive analysis, a team of three 
researchers, who met regularly, coded the tweets to describe different aspects of the 
issue described. Each researcher was tasked to code 100 tweets from each of the six 
topics. The derived codes were reviewed again for 200 tweets for each topic until all 
researchers were satisfied that “meaning saturation” (Hennink et al., 2017) had been 
achieved and that no further insights would emerge. For a detailed account of the 
discursive analysis of Three Waters topic modeling, see Tan et al. (2025). This subset 
of tweets forms the data for this study. In cases where an individual is not a political 
figure, we have redacted their personal information in a tweet (e.g., personal Twitter 
handle). 

For this study, we conducted a directed content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) 
on the 1,200 tweets to identify themes of anti-Māori talk based on a coding framework 
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provided by Kupu Taea (2020). During this deductive step, each tweet was assigned 
to a pre-identified theme, or to multiple themes in cases of overlap. The framework 
is grounded in years of empirically informed research (Nairn & McCreanor, 2022), 
and each theme is broadly framed to allow flexibility in portraying its inherent meaning 
in nuanced ways. Next, we drew on Sturgill’s (2021) two-category classification of 
mis- and disinformation to systematically unpack the forms of problematic reasoning 
in the exemplar tweet used to delineate the essence of each theme. Not all tweets are 
lengthy or provide enough detail for in-depth analysis; therefore, only those clearly 
relevant to the themes are included in this manuscript. The first author carefully 
selected the tweets for each theme, which were subsequently reviewed by other authors. 

 
Results 

In the Three Waters discussions, five themes of anti-Māori rhetoric stood out within 
the discourse surrounding Māori leadership in the water reform and access to water 
as a “resource.” 

 
Theme 1: Māori resources 

The Three Water Reforms proposes to have equal representation of members from local 
councils and hapū and iwi for each regional entity, but some in the public perceive this 
arrangement as a threat to tauiwi. This reaction builds on the assumption that decisions 
made by “New Zealanders” through their elected council members will serve everyone’s 
interests. The desire to preserve the status quo of predominant Pākehā resource control 
is tied to concerns that others will miss out on economic gains from the reform, as well 
as the epistemic racist belief that Māori lack expertise in water management. 

@[De-identified] Watch NZ to see this all playing out right now. 3 Waters is a grab for all 
of the water to be under co-government with Māori. Names being changed all over…soon 
New Zimbabwe. (Tweet 1) 

In Tweet 1, the speaker introduced a red herring by bringing up an issue (i.e., their 
dissatisfaction with the increased use of Māori terms) unrelated to the topic of water 
reforms. The message sought to gaslight readers by creating a narrative of fear that 
“Three Waters is a grab [of rights from tauiwi]” and employed a hyperbolic meta-
phorical reference to the situation in Zimbabwe. This fear-based persuasion technique 
resembles a slippery slope, as the speaker implied that New Zealand would inevitably 
spiral into political and economic turmoil if co-governance of water structures is 
implemented. 

Despite the array of benefits the water reform could offer, the topic of “co-governance” 
became a hyperfocus and a major point of public contention, particularly over the 
inclusion of more Māori voices in resource distribution decisions. For some, the dis-
gruntlement toward reform is part of the wider discontent with other government 
policies at the time such as the creation of Te Pūkenga (a national polytechnic network) 
and the merging of Radio New Zealand with TV New Zealand. The investment in 
these entities was described by some (including in Tweet 2) as “wasteful spending” as 
they saw no immediate, tangible benefits compared to “non-race-based” issues they 
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deemed as more essential, and this sentiment was generalized to the water reform 
proposal. 

@nzherald NO to co governance! NO to three waters! NO to diminished democracy! NO 
to wasteful spending without any gain or production. NO to subversion of our OIA [official 
information request]. The list goes on. (Tweet 2) 

In Tweet 3, the speaker conveniently launched an ad hominem attack on the Māori 
members of parliament (MPs) responsible for advancing some of the “tribal-based” 
policies (see Theme 2). This includes the Honorable Nanaia Mahuta (the MP overseeing 
the Three Waters Reform) who was labeled a “racist” for advocating for iwi and hapū 
representation. Such an attack attempts to discredit the entirety of the proposal by 
disparaging the integrity of the MP in-charge. 

@[De-identified] The waste is all the money Ardern is spending on Three Waters, merging 
TV programmes and Consultant fees which never come to anything. Oh, and racist proj-
ects created by Willie Jackson and Mahuta. I could go on? (Tweet 3) 

 
Theme 2: Māori culture and management 

There is an unspoken, unnamed norm in Aotearoa that is widely accepted as colour-
blind, universal, and superior—Pākehā/white supremacy (Asafo & Tuiburelevu, 2022). 
Within this Pākehā-Māori racial hierarchy, Māori culture, reo (language) and mātau-
ranga (knowledge) risk being relegated as primitive, irrelevant, and inadequate for 
Aotearoa to compete on the capitalist world stage. This theme includes stereotypes 
depicting Māori as financially incapable and inexperienced, thus unfit for manage-
ment roles. 

Several speakers, including in Tweet 4, drew on the term “tribe” to frame Māori 
as distinct from contemporary New Zealand society. While Māori in Aotearoa use the 
notion of iwi (tribe) to emphasize a shared identity rooted in common ancestry, the 
reference to Māori as “tribe” here reinforces the deficit-framing that Māori society has 
yet to fully evolve. The criticism of Māori society as inferior to western governance 
and the accusation of favoritism in Indigenous cultures is akin to a strawman argu-
ment. The speaker amplified the message that conflicts of interest are undesirable in 
political decisions and attempted to appeal to popularity by rallying public disapproval. 
However, the central reason for developing of the water reform proposal (i.e., to address 
water crises with equal input from local councils and mana whenua) was intentionally 
omitted from the discussion by the speaker to mislead others. 

Tribal people don’t see nepotism as a problem. It’s how they operate. The interests of the 
tribe are the priority, not the nation. This is why we have 3 Waters. (Tweet 4) 

In a similar way, the speaker in Tweet 5 likened policies promoting Māori leadership 
and outcomes to corruption within tribal communities. A conspiracy was put forth 
that Māori are orchestrating a grand plan to gain disproportionate influence in the 
government. Building on stereotypes that characterize Māori society as unstable, cor-
rupt, and factional, the speaker contended that policies such as the water reform would 
culminate in social upheaval including potential conflict between Māori and the “work-
ing and middle classes.” The speaker was also appealing to the force by employing a 
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slippery slope argument by insinuating that catastrophic consequence will befall the 
nation unless the proposal for co-governance is discontinued. The tweet is intended 
to manipulate public’s emotions which is a devious tactic that would render the need 
for evidence unnecessary if successful. 

@nzherald A paragon of nepotistic corruption. point is under the nitemare of 
“co-governance,” Māori health and 3 waters, this will be the norm as we slide into the 
morass of third-world tribal conflict hegemony and chaos with the working and middle 
class. (Tweet 5) 

 
Theme 3: One people 

A primary argument made by political parties opposing the water reform proposal is 
that it is divisive, claiming that Māori are given more rights than other New Zealanders 
(see also Theme 5 for an explanation of how Māori are socially constructed as “priv-
ileged”). These parties sought to incite moral outrage amongst the public, who believe 
in the principle that New Zealanders are “one people” and ought to be treated equally. 
Speakers in Tweets 6 & 7 chastised the Labor Party with ad hominem attacks for 
supposedly infringing New Zealand’s core liberal democratic values, which are anchored 

in ideals of freedom and equality. They alleged that Labor’s policies are anti-egalitarian 
because they create a “two-tier” society that undermines tauiwi citizenship rights. In 
their appeal to pity, these speakers engaged in slippery slope reasoning, arguing that 
the government’s policies were designed to “bully” and “discriminate” against them as 
hardworking taxpayers who are entitled to equal “one person, one vote” rights. They 
also stoked panic amongst the public, warning that New Zealand’s constitution could 
disintegrate if policies they—as individuals—had not consented to, were pushed forward. 

@NewstalkZB NZ Labour. The party for bullies. Nothing new in that. We’ve all known that 
since Jacinda mandated vaccines and made NZ a two-tier society. And then there’s the 
bullying of NZ over 3 Waters and removal of democracy too. (Tweet 6) 

Bully behaviour is very much the way of Arderns Government. Laws, appointing Māori to 
Councils. Three Waters. Passing laws that discriminate. What could be more bully, than 
flouting democratic rights. (Tweet 7) 

Whether intentional or not, the terms “New Zealanders” and “Kiwi” seem to exclude 
Māori (see Tweet 8). “Kiwi” is portrayed as a single culture to justify Pākehā control 
over resources and decision-making. This framing obscures te Tiriti’s intent to guar-
antee Māori tino rangatiratanga (while assigning kāwanatanga (governance) to the 
Crown over its subjects) and compels the assimilation of Māori (Came et al., In Press). 
In Tweet 8, the speaker appealed to authority by asserting that if the government does 
not heed the voices of “Kiwis,” it should at minimum consider the opinion of the 
Controller and Auditor-General (an Officer of Parliament). The Auditor-General’s role 
involves providing recommendations for effective structural reforms; however, the 
speaker erroneously infers that the Officer raised concerns and opposed the proposal 
without thoroughly reviewing the submission (see Ryan, 2022). 

The Government has not listened to Kiwis, will they listen to the Controller and 
Auditor-General? #ThreeWaters (Tweet 8) 
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Theme 4: Māori as stirrers 

Individuals who do not conform to the status quo are labeled as “stirrers” for disrupt-
ing the social order of New Zealand society. Māori stirrers are stereotyped as anything 
from troublemaking savages to elitists driven by a hunger for power and personal 
political gain. 

Speakers in Tweets 9 and 10 plotted a conspiracy in which the government had a 
secret, coordinated plan to deceive and coerce the councils and the public into accepting 
the water reform. In Tweet 10, the speaker developed a slippery slope argument that 
implies the water reform will snowball into a major national crisis, though no evidence 
is given for how or why this would occur. Further, Nanaia Mahuta was subjected to ad 
hominem attacks as a stirrer who led the reform and deliberately spread false information 
to increase Māori representation in decision-making roles that would otherwise fail. By 
casting Nanaia as the source of mis/disinformation, the speaker urged people to distrust 
her and to doubt the integrity of anything proposal she initiated. 

In June 2021, Cabinet secretly agreed to a mandated approach to the Three Waters 
reform. Mahuta then went into overdrive with a misinformation campaign, dishonestly 
and knowingly telling councils that the plan was voluntary and councils @TheBFD_nz 
(Tweet 9) 

@[De-identified] The Mahuta debacles, Māori co-governance as well as 3 waters. There is 
probably much more at play we will never find out about until it’s too late. (Tweet 10) 

 
Theme 5: Māori privilege 

As the Crown implements policies to address intergenerational inequities for Māori, 
Māori are often portrayed as receiving rights or benefits unfairly withheld from others. 
This theme gains traction through the belief that Pākehā New Zealanders today should 
not be held accountable for the historical wrongs of settler colonialism, and by the 
zero-sum thinking which asserts that other groups are equally disadvantaged or at risk 
of marginalization due to “Māori privilege.” 

The speaker in Tweet 11 attempted to poison the well by prematurely concluding that 
tauiwi have been unfairly excluded, without addressing the merits of the consultation with 
mana whenua who have historically been excluded from decisions regarding their land. 
This argument prejudices others into thinking that the water reform is a “racist” bill before 
they have a chance to learn about the specifics. Further, the speaker appealed to pity by 
evoking a sympathetic reaction from “New Zealanders” for the “injustice” they supposedly 
faced by being “told to sit down, shut up” which did not literally happen. The tweet also 
argued that (tauiwi) New Zealanders are being ignored by the “biased” select committee 
members who only listened to feedback from Māori. Through tagging individuals and 
groups that opposed the water reform, the speaker sought to elevate the authority of these 
entities and garner support from those with similar perspectives. 

They had consultation with mana whenua before they even started this process. The rest 
of us? We’re being told to sit down, shut up and that the Three Waters Select Committee 
will not listen to New Zealand. @dbseymour, @NZNationalParty and @TaxpayersUnion—
what are my options? (Tweet 11) 
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In Tweet 12, the speaker set up a black and white fallacy by framing the reform as 

an “either-or” policy that grants Māori control over water resources. This rhetoric also 
resembles a red herring, with the speaker positioning themselves as a justice advocate 
and condemning a supposed “minority takeover” despite this stance not actually being 
stated in the proposal. The speaker put out a bait (i.e., an extreme version of an 
argument) to distract others from exploring alternative explanations that could clarify 
the complexity of the issue at hand. 

3 waters was only designed to be a minority group takeover and leave us the bill for repair 
costs and extra payouts for the group. (Tweet 12) 

As Prime Minister at the time, Jacinda Ardern was framed as the public enemy for 
introducing “tribal-based” policies. A myriad of ad hominem attacks were launched 
against her, such as in Tweet 13, which sought to discredit her leadership during the 
Covid period. Criticisms of the water reform were reduced to individual attacks or 
attacks on the Labor Party, insisting that the proposal was flawed merely because she 
championed it. 

Hey @jacindaardern—you spent years lying to kiwis (“you won’t get covid” “we won’t force 
anyone to get jabbed”) and trying to divide us (“he Puapua” “3waters”). Now you’re sur-
prised we don’t like or trust you or Labour. What did you honestly expect! #nzpol #resign-
jacinda (Tweet 13) 

 
Discussion 

Through a case study of Twitter/X discourse surrounding a Crown proposal to increase 
capacity for Māori to assert tino rangatiratanga—the Three Waters Reform—we 
unpacked the myriad forms of problematic reasoning used to fuel mis/disinformation 
about Māori. X is not a neutral information playground and there is evidence that it 
is a popular platform used to circulate messages that appeal to right-wing groups 
(Taraktaş et al., 2024; The Disinformation Project, 2023). It is also no secret that Elon 
Musk (the owner of X) is a proponent of right-wing rhetoric (Zhang et al., 2025). The 
politics in Aotearoa is not immune from overseas influence (including through X) as 
Musk has previously expressed favor for the National Party—a center-right New Zealand 
political party—and complimented the current leader for having “good energy and 
talking directly to the public” (Plessis-Allan, 2024). 

Echoing past research on anti-Māori talk in traditional media (Moewaka-Barnes 
et al., 2012; Phillips, 2023), this study demonstrates the ongoing relevance of Māori 
portrayals as “stirrers,” “primitive,” and “privileged” within an online medium. While 
these are specific depictions of Māori that regulate their rights to access water resources, 
we found the overlapping nature of these themes in reinforcing Pākehā/white suprem-
acy. In particular, these themes reinforce white hegemony through the discourse of 
“one people,” which denies hapū and iwi Māori a seat in regional entities for the water 
reform. Further, we observed inconsistent characterization of Māori that ranged from 
the stereotype of Māori as “tribalists” lacking management expertise to the reference 
of Māori as “elitists” with a nefarious, sophisticated agenda to take over the country. 
Such anti-Māori talks are conveniently and strategically utilized by dominant groups 



 

 

83 10  K. TAN ET AL. 

 
to justify the oppression of Māori. While we are uncertain to what extent overseas 
anti-Indigenous discourses have shaped anti-Māori rhetoric in Aotearoa, the presence 
of terms such as “tribal” and “apartheid” that are less common here, implies a link 
that could be explored further in future studies (Mackay & Feagin, 2022). 

What is often perceived as a harmless personal opinion expressed through social 
media messages (including tweets) can, in fact, play a significant role in perpetuating 
dominant discursive trends. These include opposition to political leaders and actions 
attempting to redress Māori inequities, even when users are unaware of the broader 
implications of their participation. In this study, we revealed how anti-Māori sentiments 
flourish through problematic reasoning that propagates mis/disinformation. Anti-Māori 
speakers generally show little interest in seeking or uncovering the truth, and their 
speeches are agenda-driven to distract the public from logical arguments and lead 
them to poor judgments and decision-making. In the Three Waters discussion, multiple 
speakers launched ad hominem attacks on entities they disagreed with, with Māori 
and female politicians more likely to be targeted and scapegoated. Some of these tweets 
sought to score points by swaying the public away from voting for these specific 
candidates ahead of the 2023 election. This tactic mirrors patterns seen in the U.S. 
election, where researchers found some conservative politicians’ use of dog-whistling 
to express prejudice toward non-dominant, non-white groups (Pettigrew, 2017). The 
prejudiced intent underlying these subtly bigoted messages is often difficult to discern 
for audiences without media literacy training, as we encountered tweets that ostensibly 
championed liberal democracy, multiculturalism, and anti-oppression on the surface, 
but were, at their core, fundamentally racist against Māori. 

Exaggerated claims were employed to invoke public’s anger, frustration, and disap-
pointment which prompted them to jump to conclusions about the water reform 
without having a comprehensive understanding of it. By using problematic reasoning 
such as the strawman argument, red herring, and slippery slope, the speakers quickly 
spread mis/disinformation about the reform to cause others to care less about source 
credibility. Psychologists have written about cognitive, social, and affective factors that 
lead people to endorse false information (Ecker et al., 2022; Pettigrew, 2017). In this 
study, we saw a trend of speakers leaning toward rejecting facts due to fear of dis-
rupting the status quo (which they benefit from) and actively sharing these messages 
to radicalize others to counteract against the imagined threats. Social media platforms 
have algorithms that feed us content aligned with our interests (Chander, 2017), which 
may lead to risks of willful ignorance (intentionally ignoring certain facts) and con-
firmation bias (only reading information that supports our existing beliefs) 
(Froehlich, 2020). 

Studies have found increasing polarization in the political spectrum, with those on 
the right being more prone to be subjected to mis/disinformation (Pew Research 
Center, 2014). With the sheer volume of information readily available on social media, 
convincing others from the other end of political spectrum to accept facts can be a 
complex and challenging task. Despite extensive empirical evidence produced by Māori 
and allied scholars (e.g., Haar et al., In Press) on the benefits of equitable Māori 
representation across various spheres of Aotearoa society, why do some individuals 
choose to dismiss these facts? Exploring problematic reasoning offers a pathway to 
understanding this phenomenon, opening avenues for interventions such as addressing 
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Pākehā and tauiwi fragility (Crawford & Langridge, 2022), debunking myths about te 
Tiriti o Waitangi, educating the public to provide a balanced perspective and form 
logical arguments, and fostering opportunities for intercultural contact. 

 
Limitation 

There are a few limitations to consider when interpreting the findings of this study. 
First, our case study approach of analyzing a subset of tweets is not intended to rep-
resent all online and offline discourses surrounding the Three Waters reform or to 
generalize New Zealanders’ perceptions of the issue. Instead, it is an exploratory study 
examining the forms and scale of anti-Māori problematic reasoning, supplementing an 
earlier study that explored topical discussions of the reform. Next, the focus on textual 
data meant we did not analyze memetic materials, images, or video clips, which may 
have different effects on spreading mis/disinformation. Lastly, we did not collect infor-
mation about whether users had verified profiles on X, so we could not select quotes 
from this category, even though other studies have shown verified users have greater 
impacts in disseminating information (e.g., higher retweets and likes) (Mir et al., 2022). 

 
Final words 

In a recent interview (Maniapoto, 2024), the Labour Leader Chris Hipkins reflected on 
his regrets on the water reform, admitting that he did not make the “public case strong 
enough” to highlight its benefits. He acknowledged having “left the minister responsible—

Nanaia Mahuta—on her own to explain that,” and in hindsight, would have encouraged 
“Pākehā ministers getting out there and explaining what we were doing and why we 
were doing it.” The obligation placed on Māori ministers to bear the responsibility of 
advocating for te Tiriti justice constitutes a form of cultural labor. It should instead be 
the responsibility of all ministers to uphold the nation’s constitutional document, including 
controverting the problematic reasoning and anti-Māori narratives presented in this study. 
We have solved only a piece of the puzzle of anti-Māori mis/disinformation, a 

hallmark of hate speech in Aotearoa. In this study, we demonstrated how facts can 
be manipulated, cherry-picked, and discredited to present an alternative, appealing 

narrative that persuades the public to adopt anti-Māori speech, behaviors, and attitudes. 
The temporality of language underscores the importance of continuing to study 
anti-Māori talks across different mediums, time periods, and theoretical frameworks 
(e.g., the integration of problematic reasonings). We anticipate that anti-Māori senti-
ments to have grown under the current populist government, which has introduced 
a range of laws seeking to undermine te Tiriti. This includes the removal of proposed 
hate speech laws recommended following the Christchurch mosque attacks in 2019, 
with opposition mainly from those citing freedom of speech concerns. “No one’s 
exercise of free speech should make another feel less free” (Jackson, 2018). The defence 
for free speech can inevitably become “a shield for racist invective” when the history 
and ongoing Indigenous struggles for freedom of colonization, land dispossession, and 
racism are willfully ignored, to pave the path for settlers to launch anti-Māori attack 

(Jackson, 2018). 
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