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established with the intention of benefiting Maori women and men. However, the funds 

have been distributed at tribal or regional level through "the old boys club pattern of 

distribution in the organisation" (Evans 1994, p.62) and as such Maori women's 

organisations have received a minor part of these funds. Evans (1994) states that of the 

total of $70m provided to the MANA Enterprise scheme to establish small businesses, in 

an effort to create employment opportunities for Maori, the Maori Women's Welfare 

League had received only $1.3m between 1987 and 1992. Of the thirteen Commissioners 

on the Treaty of Waitangi Fisheries Commission, formed to distribute benefits from 

settlement deals, two were women. Maori women argue that the Crown has failed to 

attend to the role of whanau (family groups), hapu (sub-tribes) and iwi (tribal) self-:

govemment in the management of Maori owned assets. In a claim to the Waitangi 

Tribunal in 1993 Maori women particularly focused on their lack of representation on the 

Waitangi Fisheries Commission. This claim has yet to be heard (Rei 1998). Relatedly 

there are no gender specific statistics about shareholding or management of Trusts, 

Incorporation's and Crown forests. There are few Maori women as Trustees, for example 

on the Crown Forestry Rental Trust or the Treaty of Waitangi Fisheries Commission. 

These organisations manage assets and interests in excess of $1 billion dollars (Evans 

1994; Rei 1998). 

Evans ( 1994) contends that Maori women have accounted for the majority of the marked 

increase in Maori university graduates. Yet there is no system to guarantee them a place 

within these new organisations, which have evolved to manage Maori assets or to ensure 

that Maori women share in the benefits of Maori development. Many Maori feminists 
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(see for example Evans 1994; Irwin 1993; Henare 1994; Mikaere 1998; 1999) argue that 

colonised views of the role and status of Maori women and the relationships between 

Maori men and women, no longer reflect traditional Maori culture. Evans (1994) 

concludes: 

If we remember that speaking on the marae is a metaphor for our status and power 
relations in wider society, then if we ignore the need to speak out and to 
challenge, then we continue to acquiesce. (p.65) 

Hence a Maori feminism was deemed necessary, as the experiences of Maori women 

were 'different' from those of Maori men. It was often considered that because Maori 

culture and society were holistic in nature, it was not necessary to focus on Maori women 

in their own right. Nevertheless, Irwin (1992) argues that in order to understand the needs 

of Maori women, it is essential to develop Maori feminist theories in which Maori society 

and culture are central. This does not rule out the need for specific analysis of the needs 

of Maori women in their own right. Although colonisation has impacted detrimentally on 

all Maori, it is apparent that colonisation has impacted differently on Maori women and 

Maori men. To argue that this work is not necessary is to imply that the life experiences 

of Maori women and men are the same. In fact this is not the case. Maori women's 

health, education, family structure and support, employment and unemployment statistics 

are significantly different from Maori men. Maori women earn less, often raise children 

on their own, study subjects at school which lead them to the lowest paid jobs and have 

health problems that lead the world in negative indices in some areas (Ministry of Maori 

Development and Ministry of Women's Affairs 1999). Mikaere (1994) for example, 

argues that while the health status of Maori women is acknowledged as being particularly 
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poor, their needs remain legislatively invisible. Maori women also remain largely absent 

from consultative and advisory bodies set up by the Crown to provide Maori input into 

decision-making. The Crown continues with their determination to negotiate with Maori 

men while ignoring Maori women. 

3.8 The Main Characteristics of Maori feminism 

It is often said that being Maori and feminist must be a contradiction; that 
feminism is some imported pakeha idea about being female and being put down 
for being female, that it has no place in the Maori world, that it imposes a foreign 
way of seeing, and of being. I disagree, because feminism is what we make it; it's 
a matter of how we define it for ourselves, in terms of our own oppression as 
women. (Te Awekotuku 1991a, plO) 

Maori feminism/s centre on the need to make Maori women more 'visible', to write 

Maori women back into the record books, but in ways that challenge any ongoing 

imperialistic definition.7 Maori feminists argue that in order to make sense of the reality 

of Maori women's lives, their connections with the past, their contemporary situation and 

their dreams for tomorrow, their stories must be told. Pakeha male writers and 

anthropologists in particular, have written Maori women out of the historical discourses 

of Aotearoa/New Zealand, not just in the years after colonisation, but also in the years 

prior to Pakeha settlement (Irwin 1992; Smith 1992; Hoskins 1997; Johnston 1998). As 

Johnston (1998) points out: 

In the documentation of our stories, Maori women were written out, marginalised, 
and made invisible. Those who recorded and wrote the stories assumed that the 
leading characters within Maori history were Maori men. The invisibility of 
Maori women was a direct consequence of the colonial process, and, through 
schooling practices in particular, Maori women came to be portrayed in 
unimportant roles. (p.31) 

7 I use the tenn feminism/s here, as it is likely that not all Maori women want to be written about or made 
visible. 
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Irwin (1992) argues that the attempt to make Maori women visible is an important part of 

working towards theories of Maori feminism. The real experiences of Maori women and 

girls provide a crucial base from which to develop strategies of change for Maori women. 

The development of Maori feminist theories has become an urgent task facing both the 

women's and Maori movements, if the life chances and life styles of Maori women are to 

be improved. Such a feminist theory, a necessary part of the process of self

determination, also has to consider Maori women's connection to the world more 

generally. 

The development of theories of Maori feminisms is not an ostrich approach to 
Maori development, where Maori feminists have their heads buried in the sand, 
not aware of or interested in the world around them, concentrating only on th~ 
role or status of Maori women, in isolation from the world they live in. (Irwin 
1992, p.5) 

Smith (1992) reiterates that the indigenous women's discourse is concerned with locating 

the struggles of Maori women within an international context. There is recognition of the 

similarities between Maori culture and other indigenous cultures. For example, as the 

tangata whenua (people of the land), Maori people have sought to define their identity in 

terms of their relationship with the land. A process they share with a number of other 

indigenous groups.8 Maori have also chosen to bond with other indigenous peoples 

against the "closing ranks of the power culture within" (Evans 1994, p.53). In attempting 

to highlight the ways in which Maori feminism differs from other expressions of 

feminism, Maori women have pointed to the devastating effects of colonisation on the 

experiences of Maori women and their struggles from representations as the 'Other'. In 

the following sections I elaborate upon some of these struggles. 

8 See Gallhofer, Gibson et al (2000) for a discussion of some key and similar aspects of environmental 
thinking for Australian Aboriginal, Maori and Native American. 
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3.8.1 Challenging Colonial Representation 

An important issue for Maori feminism is the way in which Maori women have been 

defined as different by discourses other than Maori. Johnson (1998), for example 

challenges the ways in which Maori women are constructed, defined and represented as 

'different' in the dominant discourses as culminating in "complex interpretations of what 

differences count for us" (Johnston 1998, p.29). She is critical of the discourses that 

define such differences "in derogatory and uncomplimentary positions and at practices 

and methods that account for us, but do not count our views as meaningful, appropriate, 

and empowering for us" (Johnston 1998, p.29). Te Awekotuku (1993) writes that colonial 

representations of Maori women tended to follow two major themes. One theme was of 

the 'romanticised exotic feminine dowager,' which she traced through the postcard trade, 

to more contemporary tourist images that were used to portray Maori women as the 

sexual and exotic ideal of Aotearoa/New Zealand. The second theme was that of the 

declining 'authenticity' of the Old Time Maori woman (Smith 1993). 

Maori women therefore have been oppressed on the basis of their gender, race and class, 

and both historically and contemporarily the dis-establishment of their power base may 

be directly linked back to colonial rule. Mikaere (1999) argues that evidence abounds that 

prior to colonisation there was no gender hierarchy in Maori society and Maori women 

performed a range of roles that were considered to be highly significant. Maori men and 

women were part of a collective whole, which formed part of the whakapapa (genealogy) 

that linked Maori back to the beginning of the world. Maori women played a key role in 

linking the past with the present and future. The ancestress of all Maori Papatuanuku 
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(Earthmother) is linked to land, which "is of paramount significance to Maori socially, 

culturally, spiritually, politically and economically" (Mikaere 1999, p.3). Maori 

cosmology also abounds with stories of powerful women. For Mikaere (1999) the 

strongest indication of a lack of hierarchy of the sexes lies in the Maori language, which 

is gender neutral. 

European settlers and missionaries brought with them their own culturally specific 

understandings of the role and status of women. Women were regarded merely as 

chattels. Their paternalism influenced their perceptions of Maori women. The concept of 

women as leaders or spokespeople for the whanau (extended family), hapu (sub-tribe) or 

iwi (tribe) was beyond the comprehension of settlers or the Crown's representatives in 

negotiating the Treaty (Evans 1994). Maori collectivism was also philosophically at odds 

with the settler ethic of individualism. The deliberate destruction of whanau (extended 

family) and hapu (sub-tribal) structures, and the forcing of Maori women into the 

Western model of the nuclear family, made them dependent on their husbands as 

breadwinners. Mikaere ( 1999) contends, "these changes in the perception of the role of 

women have come about as a direct result of colonisation" (p.20). 

Henare (1994) argues that the importation of different value systems, such as the 

predominance of male authority, means that Maori men now have the same view of 

women as non-Maori. 

What happened is that a lot of our men's minds have been colonised. Crown 
action, following the Treaty, brought an erosion of language and culture, and the 
importation of different values - such as the predominance of male authority. 
That value has been expressed in government policy and in legislation over the 
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years. The view Maori men have of women now appears no different from the 
non-Maori view of women of the last 150 years, where women have been treated 
as chattels. (Henare 1994, p.21) 

Maori women therefore struggle together with Maori men against racism, while also 

struggling with the sexism of Maori men. As Mikaere (1999) explains colonisation is not 

a finite process. For Maori, "it is not simply part of our past, nor does it merely inform 

our present. Colonisation is our present" (p.15). When Maori women endeavour to enter 

the labour force, they are what are commonly referred to as being 'doubly 

disadvantaged'; firstly, because they are Maori, and secondly, because they are Maori 

women, a position that is supported by employment statistics (Ministry of Maori 

Development and Ministry of Women's Affairs 1999). Johnson & Pihama (1994) make 

this point in exploring the marginalisation of Maori women: 

The saying that we as Maori women are more disadvantaged because of 
compounded oppression associated with being woman and being Maori, is true -
this is our reality. Maori girls and women have been made invisible through being 
written out of historical accounts. Colonisation has had, and continues to have a 
major impact on the ways in which Maori women's realities are constructed. 
(p.86) 

Maori women often accept this position as a fact of life. Though they may try to 

minimise this situation, they are already positioned as second class (Evans, 1994; 

Mikaere, 1999). As Mikaere (1999) notes: 

Perhaps the most debilitating legacy of colonization for Maori women is the effect 
it has had on our perception of ourselves. (p.19) 

3.8.2 Struggling Free from the 'Other' 

Smith (1992) points that: 

Maori women belong to the group of women in the world who have been 
historically constructed as 'Other' by white patriarchies and white feminisms. As 
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women we have been defined in terms of our differences to men. As Maori we 
have been defined by our differences to Maori men, Pakeha men and Pakeha 
women. The socio-economic class in which most Maori women are located make 
the category of 'Other' an even more problematic. Furthermore, the way 'Other' 
has been historically structured has denied us our own way of defining and 
relating to differences. (p.33) 

For Smith ( 1992), a major contradiction in Maori attempts to struggle free from this 

'Otherness' has been that Maori women assert the right to redefine what being 'Other', 

means in order to live more freely within it. This attempt to escape marginalisation has 

resulted either in assimilation of their entire beings as social, physical and spiritual 

members of society or has entrapped Maori women in a state of perpetual contradiction 

and struggle. Assimilation, where it has been achieved, has cut many Maori women off 

from their own society and left them on the fringes of Pakeha New Zealand (p.34 ). Smith 

(1993) points out that official discourses encouraged intermarriage between Pakeha men 

and Maori women as a way to achieve real racial amalgamation. Maori women are 

somehow seen as potential saviours of the race if they produce children with Pakeha 

males. Within this civilising project Maori gender relationships are gradually and subtly 

positioned and transformed by that positioning. 

In her work, Irwin (1992) uses the notion of 'difference' with a positive 

constructionist/reconstructionist intention. Her concern is with the reconstruction of the 

Maori culture, language, history and customs, which identify Maori women. She also 

states the necessity of crystallising the difference for Maori women, not just from Pakeha 

women and Maori men, but also between Maori women. As such Irwin (1992) is cautious 

of the consequences of focusing on 'identity', as a means of defining Maori women by 

their 'difference' from the dominant Pakeha group (Holmes 1993). 
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In our work with Maori women we need to recognise that they, like any other 
community of women, are not a homogenous group. A number of factors 
influence Maori women's development. These factors must be taken into account 
when our women's stories are being researched, and they must be accepted 
without judgement. There is still destructive debate taking place in some quarters 
over who are 'real' and, heaven forbid, 'acceptable' Maori women. The 
discussions that go on about who is not a real Maori, or not Maori enough, or only 
a weekend Maori, best serve the interests of those who wish to see us kept off the 
record and out of control. (Irwin 1992, pp.2-3) 

Johnson (1998) advocates that Maori women construct their own representations that 

constitute empowerment and make valid their own interpretations of their own difference. 

For Johnston (1998) the outcome for Maori women of theorising about 'difference' is a 

distancing from Pakeha feminist discourses. Such a distancing enables Maori women to 

explore the specificities of their differences, challenge the negative constructions of these 

differences and define for themselves what differences count (p.29). Smith (1992) claims 

the challenge for Maori women in the future is to assume control over the interpretation 

of their struggles and to begin to theorise their experiences in ways which make sense for 

them and which may come to make sense for other women. Maori women need to begin 

with an understanding of their own condition and apply analyses that may give added 

insight into the complexities of their world (p.35). Such an interpretation could include an 

analysis of the struggles Maori women have engaged in, for example, to gain access to 

and to progress in the accountancy profession. 

Consequently, the first task of any theory is to make sense of the reality of the 
women who live within its framework. The second task is to provide women with 
a framework, which will assist in emancipating them from racism, sexism, 
poverty and other oppressions. (Smith 1992, p.35) 
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Maori feminists also highlight how their feminisms differ from those of Pakeha women 

or non-Maori women in Aotearoa/New Zealand. In the following sections I elaborate 

upon some of these differences. 

3.8.3 Maori women and Maori men 

The decision for Maori women to be part of a unified struggle with Maori men, initially 

challenged Pakeha women's understanding of the importance of divisions on the basis of 

gender. Maori feminists work with all Maori people, including men, a principle that 

stands Maori feminism apart from some other expressions of feminism (Irwin 1992). 

Pakeha feminists were unable to understand how arguments connected with Maori self

determination were of relevance to their particular versions of feminism (Lamer 1996). 

Implicit to feminist challenges on this matter are notions that Maori culture and society 

are not just patriarchal, but also misogynous. Irwin (1992) argues that these assertions 

must be thoroughly researched and analysed before conclusions can be made. 

Maori feminism is not anti-Maori. It is pro-Maori, an integral part of Maori 
development and seeks to re-establish the mana wahine of our women, to allow us 
to stand tall beside the men in our whanau again. Not in front of them, the 
movement is not anti-men, nor behind them, we are not apologetic for our 
strength or our visions, but beside them, where our culture tells us we should be. 
(Irwin 1990, p.23) 

The complimentary goals of Maori feminism and Maori development provide a base for 

the development of new goals and strategies for Maori feminists. The reaffirmation and 

the reconstruction of whanau (extended family), hapu (sub-tribe) and the iwi (tribal) base 

of Maori society, is an important objective of Maori development. Whanau-hapu-iwi 

links provide Maori feminism with a philosophical base, which is in opposition with 

feminisms derived from other cultural bases. For example, Pakeha culture, which is 
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derived from western civilisation, is primarily concerned with the rights of the individual. 

In contrast, Maori society is primarily concerned with the rights of the collective group, 

which provides the context for a consideration of the rights of the individual (Irwin 

1993). The need to create relationships, roles and understanding of the status of 

contemporary Maori women, requires an understanding that the role and status of Maori 

women and their relationships with Maori men, cannot be determined by colonialist 

views (Irwin 1990). 

Smith ( 1992) contends that most Maori women recognise the impossibility of separating 

their experiences as women from their experiences as Maori. Nevertheless, changing 

social and economic conditions have led to the acknowledgment of new approaches for 

dealing with unequal power relations experienced by Maori women and Maori men. She 

argues that the settlement of Treaty claims, which are assumed to benefit all Maori, have 

simply maintained the hierarchy of "Maori men on top and Maori women beneath" 

(p.49). In the last twenty years Maori women have become part of the struggle for self

determination and have become aware of the further colonising processes that operate 

within Aotearoa society and within their own culture (Smith 1992). 

Relatedly, Maori feminists have argued that perhaps the most debilitating legacy of 

colonisation for Maori women is the effect it has had on their perceptions of themselves 

(Evans 1994; Mikaere 1994 ). While there is a wealth of historical evidence that clearly 

indicates the leadership roles that Maori women have performed over time, it has become 

common for people to assume that leadership in Maori society is traditionally a male 
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preserve. Maori women contend that the sexism that occurs in Maori society originates 

from colonisation and is a problem as common in indigenous societies, as the alienation 

of lands and resources (Henare 1994; Mikaere 1994). In the context of repositioning 

Maori women: 

This has meant challenging the role of Maori men for their continuing complicity 
in our oppression, the role of white women and white women's feminisms for 
their own racism and the role of white men for the system of patriarchy, which is 
seen as an enduring source of privilege (Smith 1993, p.12) 

Maori feminists argue that Maori women struggle with the sexism of Maori and non

Maori men and the racism of non-Maori women, while also struggling with the system of 

patriarchy of non-Maori men. 

3.8.4 Maori women and Pakeha women 

Maori feminism also recognises that the experiences of Maori women are different from 

those of Pakeha or non-Maori women in Aotearoa/ New Zealand. Although some Pakeha 

feminists have endeavoured to include Maori women in the broader struggles of 

feminism, these inclusions have ignored Maori women's different colonial histories and 

therefore have excluded their multiplicity of practices, cultural symbols and differences 

(Smith and Taki 1993; Mikaere 1994; Hoskins 1997; Johnston 1998). 

Western feminist tradition has for a long time posited gender as the primary and 
universal site of oppression, while largely ignoring factors of class and race. This 
position to Maori women is untenable because it fails to expose/own/acknowledge 
not only white/Pakeha women as beneficiaries of Maori women's dispossession 
through colonisation, but also their continued implication in these relations in a 
'post' -colonial Aotearoa. (Hoskins 1997, p.38) 

In their work, Maori feminist scholars and researchers have uncovered different forms of 

patriarchy, which have served to oppress groups on the basis of gender, race and class. 
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For Smith (1992) there is a tension between the projects of white women and Maori 

women. Maori women are alert to the possibility of one oppressive agency simply being 

replaced by another. For Maori women, "race and class may well continue to ensure that 

our alliances with white women will never be more than tenuous" (Smith 1992, p.48). A 

feminist theory that ignores the impact of gender on both race/ethnicity and class cannot 

be viewed as a relevant tool for understanding the post-colonial nature of Maori identity 

(Pihama 1993; Matahere 1995). 

Maori feminists argue that the Pakeha women's movement has emerged from a Western 

European-American middle-class framework (Smith and Taki 1993). The dilemma of 

forming an alliance with Pakeha feminists encompasses their refusal to acknowledge and 

take responsibility for their colonialism (Smith and Taki 1993; Mikaere 1994; Smith 

1999). As expressed by Whui (1994): 

It seems to me that my struggle necessarily takes account of your struggle. I can't 
ignore patriarchy in my struggle. Yet you can and do ignore the "colour" of 
patriarchy, the culture-specificity of patriarchy. And in so doing you ignore me. 
(cited in Mikaere, 1994, p.21) 

The Pakeha women's movement in Aotearoa, which has mostly utilised radical feminism, 

has focused on the dualism of men versus women as a means of achieving equality for 

women. This centrality of gender continues to marginalise Maori women, who are 

seeking not only validation of their womanhood, but also their whanau (extended family), 

hapu (sub-tribe), iwi (tribe) and cultural positions (Pihama 1993). The language and 

discourse used by Pakeha feminists is not neutral. Implicit in the language they use are 

particular ways of seeing the world (Smith and Taki 1993). Pakeha feminists need to 

resist the temptation to define Maori culture and practices in terms of their culture-
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specific understandings. This is not to suggest that Pakeha feminists have nothing to offer 

Maori women in their struggle against patriarchy and colonialism. As a relatively 

privileged group, in comparison to Maori women, their insights into the workings of 

white patriarchy may be of use to Maori women. This commonality of interest, should 

not however, disguise the differences in Maori women's and Pakeha women's 

experiences (Mikaere 1994 ). 

3.8.5 Spiritual Impoverishment 

Inherent in theories of Maori feminism is the recognition of the spirituality of Maoridom. 

Evans (1994) writes of the Maori protest movement of the 1970s and 1980s as being 

largely feminist-led (see also Kelsey 1993; Mikaere 1994). Maori women through their 

engagement with feminist theory have become highly politicised. From the impetus 

created by the feminist movement and the protests of land, language and Treaty emerged 

a consciousness and a dialect of Maori feminism, which is distinctly different from other 

forms of feminism. 

There was a distinct difference between what we called white feminism and 
Maori feminism. The difference lay in the fact that Maori feminism was grounded 
in the identity and creation of this country, grounded in the rivers, lakes, 
mountains, seas and forests, grounded in the war and peace between tribes and 
families, grounded in the whakapapa of generations of family, tribes, waka, Gods 
and Goddesses, grounded in notions and concepts of time and space that required 
reclamation. (Evans 1994, p.58) 

Awatere (1984) comprehensively analysed the theoretical underpinnings of 'white' 

society, in particular its form of materialism, which she contrasted with Maori 

spiritualism. She argued that Maori spirituality must replace the 'mechanical materialism' 

and the 'manmade artifice', which formed part of 'white sovereignty' (Reilly 1996). 
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Ritchie (1992) points out that there is often conflict between the values of Pakeha culture 

and the representation of Maori cultural values (p.81).9 Smith and Taki (1993) reiterate 

this lack of a holistic analysis as part of Pakeha feminism, which focuses specifically on 

gender politics and the analyses of patriarchal power structures, while ignoring the 

complexity of whanau (extended family) relationships. For them, Pakeha women also fail 

to acknowledge Maori women's spirituality as a sphere of knowledge, and as such are 

secular. Within Maori women's writings are implicit and explicit spiritual teachings, 

which are often rendered invisible or marginalised (p.40). 

The structuring of differences between people who look different, believe differently, 

speak differently and have different ways of seeing the world is a fundamental experience 

that indigenous peoples share (Smith 1993). Matahere (1995) claims, "as with essentialist 

notions around 'race', identity-authenticity fails to take into account the post-colonial 

context in which Maori women's identity is implicated, while simultaneously supporting 

and 'opposing' particular constructions of Pakeha women's identity" (p.17). 

9 Ritchie (1992) provides a detailed discussion of the dominant values of Pakeha culture. Along with an 
emphasis on individualism, future orientation, secular materialism is included equality, democratic systems 
and the power of the majority over the minority. He also outlines the conflicts between them and five 
dominant aspects of Maori values. Whanaungatanga (farniliness) - Everything related to families and to 
birth is a sacred and spiritual matter. But it is also a way of tying people together in bonds of association 
and obligation (p.67). Kotahitanga (collectivism) - unity through consensus is a central value in a society, 
which respects the individual status of particular people, yet desires collective action (p.72). 
Manaakitanga (reciprocal, unqualified caring) - There is simply faith that one day that which one has 
contributed will be returned. Nobody keeps count no one expects. One only receives (p.75). Wairuatanga 
(spiritualism) - Everything in the Maori world has a spiritual dimension (p.78). Rangatiratanga 
(authority/chieftainship) is related to whanaungatanga. It is also related to effectiveness. Respect is earned. 
It also draws from the spiritual dimension an additional boost of power, of strength, of mana. 
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