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Figure 7.9: Re-contextualisation of Colonial Artwork I 

 

TNZW, Episode 3, The Invasion of Waikato, 1998, Colin McRae (Producer), 
Tainui Stephens (Director), Landmark Productions, 50 mins. 

 

Figure 7.10: Re-contextualisation of Colonial Artwork II 

 

TNZW, Episode 3, The Invasion of Waikato, 1998, Colin McRae (Producer), 
Tainui Stephens (Director), Landmark Productions, 50 mins. 
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Figure 7.11: Re-contextualisation of Colonial Artwork III 

 

TNZW, Episode 3, The Invasion of Waikato, 1998, Colin McRae (Producer), 
Tainui Stephens (Director), Landmark Productions, 50 mins. 

 

Figure 7.12: Re-contextualisation of Colonial Artwork IV 

 

TNZW, Episode 3, The Invasion of Waikato, 1998, Colin McRae (Producer), 
Tainui Stephens (Director), Landmark Productions, 50 mins. 
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Both the colonial artwork, and the re-enacted voice-overs draw attention to 

the ways in which Maori have been exoticised. In the opening sequence of 

episode three, photographs of ‘groomed’ Maori chiefs are inter-cut with a 

portrait photograph of Queen Victoria and her re-enacted voice-over, derived 

from a diary entry:  

 

I went into the council room…there were the thirteen chiefs and the 
three women…all had fine eyes and beautiful, glossy black hair…I 
expressed my interest in their welfare, sorrow at war having broken 
out, and my satisfaction at seeing them…when asked if they had 
anything to say, one spoke of their lands being taken away and 
hoped I would promise that this should be done, which I said I would. 
(Extract from The Invasion of Waikato, Episode 3 of TNZW). 

 

On the surface, it appears that the Queen treated her Maori visitors with 

respect, and that she had a genuine interest in ensuring that their land would 

not be confiscated. But this diary entry is used to contextualise the episode, 

by providing an example of the Imperial view of Maori as exotic, child-like 

and in need of paternal welfare. The re-enacted voice-overs of the colonial 

militia serve a similar function, however narrated with an arrogant tone and 

upper-class English accent, these voice-overs were most effective at 

enraging those audience members who complained that the series “swung 

the pendulum too far the other way” (see section 8.3.1).  

 

7.4.3. Relat ion to Land 

 

While the British colonists are represented as invaders who have an 

opportunist and uneasy relation to the land, Maori are portrayed as having 

an intrinsic connection to the land. In this way, Maori are firmly constructed 

as the ‘homeland people’ (see chapter 2), also described by Connor (1994: 

78) as ‘sons of the soil’. These discourses are prioritized by the formal 

construction of the series, as well as Belich’s narration: “For the imperial 

troops carving a highway through the scrub and swamp of South Auckland, 

it was back-breaking work. There were few home comforts, and they did not 

remember Pokeno fondly”. While colonial militia are seen to struggle and 

complain about the task of constructing the Great South Road, Maori are 
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portrayed as living in harmony with, and respect of the land, and their strong 

connection to the land enabled the construction of “a defensive line of 

trenches and parapets” made entirely of earth.  The sense that Maori have a 

spiritual connection to the land is also evoked in more subtle ways by formal 

elements, such as the use of flowing water and misty landscape imagery as 

image layers, from which emerge ghost-like portraits of King Tawhiao, 

Wiremu Tamihana and Rewi Maniopoto. These aspects express Stephens’ 

understanding and value of the notion of Tangata Whenua (people of the 

land), his interest in indigenous political issues, and his belief that figures of 

the natural landscape embody ‘stories’ of the past. Stephens’ approach to 

landscape imagery is also consistent with the notion of ‘deep ecology’, 

especially as it is understood within Maori cosmology (Urlich Cloher, 2004: 

47, see chapter 2).  

 

7.4.4. Nation, Landscape, Memory and Metaphor 

 

The ‘uncanniness of being at once the same and different, at once 
time and space’ characterizes the dual vividness of evocations of 
physical place with their dreamlike refusal to be contained within a 
particular time (MacDonald, 2006: 336).  

 

Figure 7.13:  
Rangiriri Battle Site: Taiaha 

Figure 7.14:  
Rangiriri Battle Site: Sign 

  

TNZW, Episode 3, The Invasion of Waikato, 1998, Colin McRae (Producer), 
Tainui Stephens (Director), Landmark Productions, 50 mins. 

 

The above quotation by MacDonald expresses how imagery of the 

geographical landscape plays a powerful role in constructing ‘the nation’ in a 
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tangible and memorable way. As discussed in section 2.8.2., the landscape 

can be understood as a taken-for-granted means of ideological signification 

and reification, whereby metaphor, allegory, synecdoche and metonymy 

allow images of the landscape to have a rhetorical function (Duncan, 1990). 

In a mediated context, the landscape can also be theorized as a daily 

signifier of ‘banal nationalism’ (Billig, 1995), and as a process of social and 

cultural negotiation, “part of the way in which identities are created and 

disputed, whether as individual, group or nation-state” (Bender, 1993: 3). 

  

TNZW makes use of the landscape to invoke a connection between past 

and present. The newly remembered nation is made tangible by a re-

imagining of the landscape, so that previously taken-for-granted roads, 

towns, hills and valleys take on an eerie association with the violence of the 

past. The series works to etch the Great South Road into the popular 

memory of New Zealand’s national story, where it can function as a familiar 

signifier of the brutality of British colonization. The Waikato episode presents 

a montage of archival photographs as evidence of the road being built by 

British soldiers. Complementing this visual montage, are the sounds of 

military drum rolls, overlaid with Belich’s narration: “By early 1863, the road 

pointed like a giant sword at the heart of the King Movement”.  Interpreted 

within the context of New Zealand decolonisation, this statement serves as 

an extremely powerful metaphor for the colonial ‘rape’ of the landscape, and 

invasion of tangata whenua. Such a vivid metaphor also firmly constructs the 

colonial militia as the aggressors of this war. Belich also employs 

anthropomorphic metaphors to invoke imagery of colonial brutality. He says 

that the Taranaki War “had been an attempt to cripple Maori autonomy by 

local example, to cut off the hand of Maori independence...the (King) 

Movement and its Waikato heartland was the spine of Maori independence. 

It could only be broken by assault”.  

 

This role of forging a connection between past and present through familiar 

imagery of the New Zealand landscape was a recurring theme in many of the 

public responses that flourished following the screening of each episode. 
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This is illustrated by the extract by Diamond (1998), which introduces this 

chapter (see Appendix 2). Even the title ‘King Country’ now takes on new 

meaning, as many will recall the importance of the King Movement from the 

Waikato episode of the series.12  

 

While the re-imagining of the New Zealand landscape may appear an 

abstract notion, many viewers recognised immediately the social and 

political consequences of such a transformation. As one commentator 

suggested: 'Belich’s deliberately iconoclastic series reveals the lack of 

knowledge we have about our past… his myth busting exercise helped put 

in context the present grievances of the Maori'. (Sunday Star Times editorial, 

p.10)  

 

7.5. Bicultural ism, Nation-building and Resistance 

 

Given the prominence of the discourse of biculturalism throughout the 

1990s, it is not surprising that a bicultural concept of nationhood is 

promoted by the formal construction of the series. This is evident in the 

repeated and attempted balance of binary characteristics that represent 

Maori and the British as two distinct groups, whose representative images 

and sounds literally share screen space. Arguing that “it is necessary to see 

beyond what might be understood as a progressive liberal vision of society”, 

Goldson (2004) interprets the series’ prioritization of biculturalism as 

perpetuating the ‘nation’ as cohesive rather than fragmentary:  

 

But as vital as the restitution process is, biculturalism can be 
understood as potentially staving off Maori sovereignty (tino 
rangatiratanga), allowing the ‘nation’ to survive rather than to splinter. 
Hence, rather than being simply a liberal force, TNZW can be seen as 
part of the Griersonian tradition, as reformist, an attempt to contain 
and diminish Maori anger and, importantly, their claims for 
sovereignty. It also offers a view, produced, as Stephen Turner has 
pointed out, ‘through a triangle of discourses – the University, the 
media, and the state – all invested in the continuation of…a settler 
economy’ (246).  
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I agree with Goldson that biculturalism is not always a progressive strategy 

for decolonisation, and this is especially so when it is expressed in the form 

of binary categories based on essential characteristics of race and culture. I 

also agree that the series should not be simply understood as a liberal force. 

However it is just as simplistic to view this series as complicit with the 

superstructure’s investment in the continuation of a settler economy. This 

argument underplays the complexity of the series’ construction, and also 

overlooks the complex discursive entanglement forming the context of 

production and reception. Within this combustible discursive context, the 

series functions in a number of ways - while it may fulfill a nation-building 

role, it also simultaneously opens spaces, evokes memories and ‘stirs up’ 

emotions of passionate resistance to colonial discourse. The audience 

responses in chapter eight, together with the discussion of production 

intentions in chapter six, serve to challenge both Turner’s and Goldson’s 

arguments, including the claim that this series is part of “an attempt to 

contain and diminish Maori anger” (Goldson, 2004: 246). 

 

As argued in section 1.3., theories of cultural memory offer a useful means of 

exploring the ways in which TNZW has been constructed so as to evoke, 

‘stir up’ and even transform the memory corpus of audience members. The 

series ‘taps into’ intra-group memory resources in the form of oral traditions 

such as; legends, myths, proverbs, waiata, haka and instrumental sounds.  

Along with the ‘fabric’ and ‘craft’ of audio-visual media, the former, more 

traditional forms are used as technologies of cultural memory, thus opening 

up a space of transit whereby audience members are encouraged to 

experience a continual “transiting between the present and the perceived 

origins of meaning in the affective dimension of the past” (Mageo, 2001: 15). 

According to Hodgkin and Radstone (2003), various forms of audio-visual 

media have an inherent ability to re-shape historical narrative. By prioritizing 

less conventional oral, aural and visual forms of transmitting meaning, this 

audio-visual construction of memory resources carries the potential of 

legitimising previously marginalized ways of engaging with the past. The 

impact of this process was observed during the focus group discussions, 
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where some Maori participants expressed a sense of empowerment in 

relation to the use of culturally specific methods of transmitting memory (see 

section 8.5.1). In TNZW, cultural memory plays an important role in 

activating sites of resistance to colonial discourse. The series’ transmission 

of memory resources incites an enduring consciousness of injustice, which is 

experienced simultaneously as knowledge, emotion and bodily affect.  

 

7.6. Conclusion 

 

Influenced by a number of popular televised histories dealing with 

colonisation and war, the producers of TNZW have consciously positioned 

this series as a popular historical narrative. Faced with similar constraints to 

those that helped to shape The Civil War, an attempt has been made to 

emulate many of the documentary conventions utilised in this American 

series. 

 

The creators of TNZW have utilised the conventions of Nichols’ expository 

and performative modes, adapting these in order to make the series both 

persuasive, and resonant with their assumed audiences. Conventions of the 

expository mode are used to construct the impression of objectivity, to 

legitimise Belich’s revisionist narrative, and to construct a rhetorical and 

evidential backbone for the series. While these are all well tested 

conventions of historical documentary, the series departs from convention 

by adopting a creative approach toward evidentiary fragments and oral 

testimony. Documentary performativity is also approached in a creative way, 

with the use of computer generated re-enactments and cross-cutting 

between colonial artwork and contemporary landscape images, both of 

which attempt to simulate the action of the battles. The re-contextualisation 

of colonial artwork exemplifies the postcolonial strategy of mimicry, and 

operates to de-naturalise the discourses associated with racial science. 

 

These generic aspects of the series’ construction are also considered here in 

relation to the approach taken toward narrative and aesthetic construction. 



 280 

Many of the evidentiary fragments used in support of Belich’s narrative also 

serve as technologies of cultural memory. Carvings, colonial artwork, and 

familiar landscape imagery operate simultaneously as evidence and as 

memory triggers, strategically directed here toward specific communities of 

memory within the New Zealand audience. The series’ soundtrack adds 

another layer of memory triggers, however the following chapter will 

demonstrate how the affective qualities of the Maori instrumental sounds 

resonated in quite different ways for differently positioned audience 

members.  

 

In these ways, the different facets of Stephens’ agenda (as discussed in 

section 6.3.5), are especially evident in the aesthetic construction of the 

series. Belich’s agenda is perhaps more apparent in the rhetorical and 

evidentiary aspects of the series’ construction. However, the sense of 

legitimacy and status accorded to his particular version of history may have 

been partially damaged due to the series’ omission of a necessary 

contextualisation about the origins of discourses of race and colonialism.  

 

While it has been argued that TNZW has fulfilled a nation-building role, it can 

also be described as a strategy of cultural de-colonisation, whereby the 

series’ challenge to colonial discourse is achieved via aesthetic, linguistic and 

narrative construction. It is perhaps more useful to describe this series as a 

complex polysemic text, which engages with a wide range of sometimes 

competing discourses and documentary conventions. The highly 

collaborative nature of its production has contributed to a complexity of 

formal construction, reiterating the impossibility of locating a singular 

‘preferred reading’. Rather than attempting to do so, this chapter outlines 

how the series frames concepts such as ‘nation’, ‘culture’, ‘race’ and 

‘history’, thus revealing the prioritization of a particular ‘hierarchy of 

discourse’. This discursive hierarchy is understood here as setting the 

parameters for the public debate that followed the series’ 1998 broadcast, 

including the focus group responses discussed in the following chapter.  
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Endnotes 

                                                
1 This extract was derived from a letter to the editor by Diamond (1998). A full copy of this 
letter is included on the CD in Appendix 2.  
 
2  While my analyses focused primarily on episode 3, I have also included some analysis of 
other episodes of TNZW.  
 
3   The narrated script, which was reduced from the book’s 160, 000 words, to 35,000 
words for the series, has been described by Belich (1999), as overly simplified in 
comparison to the book.  
 
4  See for instance, Peacock’s (1998) letter to the editor (an extract from this letter is used as 
the opening quotation for chapter 8. A full copy of this letter is included in Appendix 2). 
 
5  See section 6.3.7., where Belich (1999) explains “I just didn’t have the space to explain 
what was driving Pakeha”. 
 
6  Certain aspects of Belich’s attire (such as the stereotypical ‘formal but bland’ academic 
clothing) and theatrical performance have been molded on the basis of prominent academic 
presenters in documentary series. For example, David Attenborough and Simon Schama.  
 
7 See Appendix 2 for examples of a variety of public responses to Belich’s over-active 
gesticulations.  
 
8  See, for example Night and Fog (Resnais, 1955), and discussions about the international 
reception of this documentary in; van der Knaap (2006). 
 
9  By ‘unnatural camera movements’, I am using moving image production terminology to 
distinguish between those camera movements and framing conventions (such as the pan, 
the tracking shot and the mid-shot) that tend to be used to mimic what the eye would 
‘naturally’ see, and those (such as the zoom-in and the pull-focus) that appear ‘unnatural’ to 
the eye, and thus draw attention to the process of construction (these are explained in 
Vineyard, 2000). 
 
10 Oral history is accorded more prominence in Nichols’ ‘interactive’ and ‘observational’  
documentary modes of representation, where more weight is given to the authenticity of 
personal testimony (Nichols,1991, 2001). 
 
11  This is a common structuring device for television documentary, as it enables the episode 
to fit into fragmented broadcast slots, which are regularly interspersed with advertisements 
This is also an example of the way in which the de-regulated broadcast context has 
impacted on creative decisions during the program making.  
 
12 Refer to the glossary for an explanation of the significance of the King Country in relation 
to the King Movement. 
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CHAPTER 8: Reception Analysis 

 

What further racist tripe is to be inflicted in the guise of true 
history?…The renegade Maori deserting their pa in a skirmish were 
not a ‘victorious and heroic’ people defending independence in the 
face of intruding cowardly and nincompoop English soldiery, despite 
what Professor Belich and Auckland University invent…The 
programme...increasingly makes this elderly fourth generation New 
Zealander – and I suspect a lot of others – want to puke. 
(Peacock, letter to editor, 1998)1  

 

8.1 Introduction 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the complexity of audience 

response to TNZW, paying special attention to the role of discursive and 

memory resources, which are understood here as systems of meaning that 

shape, construct, constrain and spark certain types of intellectual and 

affective engagement with the series. This chapter aims to demonstrate how 

these meaning systems are utilised as primary modes of engagement with 

this series, and to explore their role in enabling, activating or shaping 

negotiation of (or resistance to) discourses associated with colonisation, 

nation, history, race and culture.   

 

While cultural memory has been used as an abstract cultural theory (Mageo, 

2001), and as a means of cinematic textual analysis (Marks, 2000), its 

appropriation as a tool for analysis of empirical audience data may 

strengthen theoretical claims about the significance of memory in terms of 

engagement with audiovisual media.  As cultural memory operates at the 

intersection of collective and personal memory, its application to audience 

research enables a consideration of memory as a collective social and 

cultural resource, without losing sight of the personal, bodily, experiential, or 

more subjective dimensions of audience engagement.  

 

By demonstrating the complexity of audience engagement with this series, 

this chapter argues that such complexity points toward the opening of new 

and dynamic spaces. These are ‘interstitial’, productive spaces that generate 
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processes such as public debate, discursive synthesis, affective 

engagement, temporal transit, re-imagining, and re-membering. These 

processes also operate at different levels and different discursive contexts 

for differently situated audiences. 

 

The audience responses discussed in this chapter have been selected from 

a vast array of focus group extracts, for their propensity to provide insights 

about how these processes operate within this specific discursive context, 

and to demonstrate the articulation of discursive and memory resources.  

 

One conclusion of this chapter is that these focus group participants have 

accessed the same domains of discourse that were located in earlier 

historical narratives of the New Zealand Wars. However, the actual 

discourses expressed by these audience members appear as remnants and 

mutations of their predecessors. The audience responses also show how 

certain discourses have changed position since the colonial period – moving 

from dominance to marginalisation and vise-versa. But possibly the most 

significant conclusion is the key role of memory resources in enabling a 

‘stirring up’ of emotion and resistance to colonial discourse.  

 

While the insights generated from this audience research have significant 

qualitative value, it is necessary to acknowledge the particular limitations and 

assumptions of this type of research, and of my research design. The focus 

group method of audience research is very sensitive to many aspects of the 

viewing context. As outlined in chapter one, a number of environmental, 

temporal and spatial factors influence the shape and nature of the group 

discussion. Other factors, such as group composition and dynamics, and 

the involvement of the researcher also play a role in shaping the research 

outcomes. However, it must be stressed that it was not my intention to 

reproduce, or represent, ‘natural’ or ‘authentic’ dialogue. It is understood 

that all dialogue, even that which occurs relatively spontaneously, is always 

constructed (and often performed) in relation to the prevailing social and 

cultural context. 



 284 

Just as the producers of this series constructed their own assumed 

audience, I have also constructed assumed audiences as part of my 

research design, which included a total of thirty-four participants, spread 

across six focus groups (see Appendix 1. for an outline of focus group 

participants). With the value of hindsight, it is now possible to see that there 

are some obvious limitations in my initial choice of focus groups, and the 

participants that made up these groups. If the opportunity had arisen to 

revise these choices, I would include a group of participants who were 

recent immigrants to New Zealand. However, the ‘audiences’ that have been 

constructed on the basis of my initial choices reveal my assumptions about 

potential differences of interpretation based on demographic factors such as 

ethnicity, age, gender, education and community group membership. To an 

extent, these assumptions were guided by the findings of an earlier pilot 

audience response project. This survey of public responses to newspapers 

and magazines (which were written during the initial broadcast of TNZW in 

1998) provided a sense of the types of debates that the series had 

provoked, and indicated that responses tended to differ predominantly along 

the lines of ethnicity, age and geographic homeland. Many of these 

responses took the form of letters to the editor, and this particular forum for 

public debate appeared to promote a full range of ‘gut reactions’ from many 

audience members (see for instance, the extract quoted at the beginning of 

this chapter. See also Appendix 2. for examples of these published 

responses).2 The letters to the editor also suggest the wider applicability of 

cultural memory and affective response to documentary.  

 

Despite this relevance, my focus group study of the audience takes centre 

stage in this chapter. The focus group transcripts are utilised here as the 

primary resource for analysis for several reasons. The focus group is a useful 

forum for producing rich discursive data, especially in this case, where a key 

objective was to explore the social construction of meaning. The particular 

discursive negotiation within an existing community and observation of body 

language are facets of the focus group discussion that would not have been 

available through the analysis of letters to the editor.  Finally, the focus group 



 285 

method has enabled the participation of individuals who would not normally 

respond to a documentary series by writing a letter to the editor. In this 

sense, the focus group method has given voice to a less publicly 

represented section of the television audience. However, in the conclusion of 

this chapter, I will briefly discuss the quite different types of responses 

elicited by these different fora, which is an important outcome of my 

research.  

 

The particular research context that I have set up in each focus group is 

significant in terms of the way in which the participants engaged with TNZW, 

and the type of discussion that resulted. Each focus group took place in an 

environment that the participants were familiar with (on their own ‘territory’, 

rather than on mine). A full episode of TNZW (The Invasion of Waikato) was 

watched by the group members, where I was able to observe their 

immediate responses, outbursts of emotion and body language. Directly 

following this fifty-minute screening, the group discussion was initiated by my 

initial questions, which sought an immediacy of response rather than 

providing time for contemplation.  

 

While not entirely intentional, the design of the research context favours a 

particular way of engaging with the series. For instance, I deliberately 

composed each focus group on the basis of existing communities, so that 

individual group members already had a rapport or association with other 

members of the group. The point here was to ensure that they would feel 

comfortable enough to speak relatively spontaneously, and candidly, from 

the beginning of the discussion session. This selection of participants 

(partially based on the existence of group rapport) may have inadvertently 

helped to set the context for more emotional types of engagement, as many 

of the group members had little need to be guarded about expressing their 

emotions.  

 

The groups were also devised in order to serve as discrete interpretive 

communities, and it was assumed that each of these communities would 
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have varying access to discursive resources. This particular research   

context favoured the articulation of certain discourses over others. While I 

had believed it was important to include both Maori and Pakeha, and various 

age groups and genders, I had not included participants from immigrant 

communities, politicians, children younger than fifteen, school teachers and 

many others. This meant that the research context was more bicultural in 

make-up than multicultural, and that many of the group participants had a 

vested interest in discussing particular aspects of the series. For example, 

the history academics group had a disciplinary interest in discussing the 

historical veracity of the series, while some members of this group had a 

vested interest in professionally discrediting Belich, or at least critiquing his 

conduct as a historian.  

 

What follows in this chapter is not an exhaustive depiction of the focus group 

discussions, and I have not presented these group discussions individually. 

Key extracts from the focus group transcripts have been selected for their 

ability to demonstrate the discursive negotiation of concepts such as; 

history, memory, nation, colonisation, race, culture, and documentary 

construction (see the list of transcription conventions at the beginning of this 

thesis).  

 

Due to the limitations of this research design, the multitude of factors 

influencing the viewing context, and the selective nature in which the 

discussions have been presented in this chapter, it is inevitable that any 

conclusions will be speculative rather than representative of wider social and 

cultural conditions. Despite this speculative aspect, the conclusions made in 

this chapter are valuable for their qualitative insight.  

 

This chapter is structured according to four major themes, each of which 

serves as a frame for a number of sub-themes. These themes are; 8.2: 

‘Negotiating Histories’, 8.3: ‘Negotiating Discourses of Race, Culture and 

Colonisation’, 8.4: ‘Re-imagining the Nation’ and 8.5: ‘Cultural Memory’. The 

rationale for selecting this particular range of themes is based partially on the 
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discourses identified in the ‘discursive map’ outlined in chapters three and 

four, which are understood to have shaped each stage of the production, 

construction and reception of this series. The structure of this chapter is 

intended to demonstrate the ways in which spaces have opened for the 

negotiation of history, nation, race and culture. While emphasizing the 

complexity of audience engagement with this series, each section of this 

chapter builds toward supporting my argument about the significance of 

television documentary in the transmission of cultural memory.  

 

8.2 Negotiat ing Histories 

 

‘Negotiating Histories’ was identified as a broad theme during my survey of 

published responses to TNZW. My focus group research shed further light 

on the range of key debates within this theme. These are discussed 

according to the following sub-sections; 8.2.1: ‘Historical Amnesia’, 8.2.2: 

‘Historical Veracity’, 8.2.3: ‘Maori versus Pakeha History’, 8.2.4: ‘Balich as 

Presenter’, 8.2.5: ‘Revising History’, 8.2.6: ‘Critiquing Belich’, and 8.2.7: 

‘Trench Warfare’. 

 

8.2.1 Historica l Amnesia  

 

For many of the focus group participants, the screening of episode three of 

TNZW prompted a heightened awareness of the limitations of their 

knowledge of New Zealand history. When discussing this issue, many of the 

participants described their school history education as ‘inadequate’ or ‘one 

sided’. Some commented that they had learnt far more about European or 

British history than New Zealand history. Across all of the focus groups, 

many of the participants commented about a lack of knowledge about New 

Zealand history, but there were different perceptions about who experiences 

this lack. For one kaumatua, historical amnesia was perceived as a 

specifically ‘European’ phenomenon: 

 

TK3: …a lot of people don’t even realise…I think generally a lot of 
people, European people don’t even know the history of this country 
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too well. For some strange reason I…on our own side, history was 
talked about a lot.  

 

Implied in this comment is the notion that history is alive for Maori, where as 

for Pakeha it is generally overlooked. The suggestion here is that while 

‘European people’ have an attitude of neglect or indifference towards New 

Zealand history, Maori have an acute awareness of history because of their 

access to traditional forms of oral story-telling. In the following extract, TK3 

provides a more elaborate explanation for this difference, whereby he shifts 

from using the non-Maori term ‘European people’ to a more explicitly 

colonial ‘English people’: 

 

TK3:  … it basically illustrates that there is still a strong depth out 
there, of history to document. I think the things that have been taken, 
in terms of the confiscation of land, the history becomes a lot 
stronger (.). I’m quite intrigued when I meet English people, that 
because they have so much history around them in England, they 
don’t even know it. They take it all for granted. One of our advisers 
from England, if you ask point blank about oh, (Edward Nelson) or 
what ever happened in his home village (.). He’s quite right, he says 
it’s there, right around you. It’s in the parks and the buildings, the 
structures, the statues…but because they are there everyday, it 
doesn’t (register in). And for us, when we have seen the loss and 
invasion and the things that have been taken…then the history 
becomes more important.  

 

A distinctive political context was brought to bear on this particular group 

discussion. According to TK3, Maori have a stronger awareness of history  

because they have been forced to deal with the injustices of colonization in a 

very direct and tangible way. None of these kaumatua actually experienced 

the New Zealand Wars first hand, but many of their direct predecessors did. 

Furthermore, there is an unspoken understanding that subsequent 

generations have not only inherited the socio-economic consequences of 

this dis-possession, but they share an emotional and spiritual connection 

with their ancestors. 

 

In the above extract, TK3 describes a scenario where it seems natural for 

Maori and English cultural groups to view history differently. Within this 
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‘Tainui Kaumatua’ focus group, there is a common-sense acceptance that 

Maori have an intrinsic continuity with the past, where as ‘English’ culture is 

estranged from the very structures that are understood to keep history alive. 

This discourse, which I have labelled ‘intrinsic continuity’ was also a 

distinctive feature of the interview with Tainui Stephens, where he expressed 

the notion that history is alive everywhere around us, but that many people 

take it for granted (see chapter six). Given that Stephens directed the series 

with the intention of making the taken for granted aspects of New Zealand 

history more visibly tangible, the above extract is one example of the many 

audience responses that suggest a degree of success in achieving this 

objective. 

 

8.2.2 Historica l Veracity  

 

As was anticipated, the issue of historical veracity was prioritised in some of 

the discussion groups, where a number of participants attempted to 

promote this as the key topic for debate. While some groups hotly debated 

the degree of accuracy of the series, others did not question this. There 

were also diverse notions of what constitutes ‘historical accuracy’. Although 

this outcome was not surprising, it provided insight about the range of 

discursive resources viewers were able to access as a means of 

constructing their own ‘yardstick’ from which to assess the veracity of this 

historical narrative. The term yardstick is used here because it implies a 

degree of comparative measurement between those histories that are 

already perceived as valid, and those that challenge them. This was a key 

part of the discussion of history academics.  

 

In the following extract, two history lecturers speak from divergent positions 

as they debate the importance of historical accuracy. While HA3 speaks 

from an empiricist position, proposing the existence of a monocular and 

objective history, HA4 argues that it is important to acknowledge ‘other’ 

histories:  
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HA3: it’s [the series is] clear, concise, generous, but unfortunately not 
true. And his [Belich’s] real problem is he’s also Euro-centric…in 
terms of Maori warfare…he tries to impose European 
conceptualisation of it, and unfortunately he will choose the wrong 
conceptualisation. He talks of personal war…but he’s actually 
meaning delay in defence…not attritional, static warfare. Static 
warfare (.) warfare is not a Maori concept…he’s even chosen the 
wrong analogies, let alone misunderstanding what he’s talking about. 

 

HA4:  Even if he’s wrong, isn’t the important thing that he is trying to 
acknowledge another history that most people didn’t know. We’re all 
familiar with what he said because we’ve read his books and 
discussed it ten years before this documentary…but many New 
Zealanders hadn’t and he’s trying to acknowledge another side…but 
I’m very conscious hearing it for the second time…when you hear 
Maori speak, they speak poetry. Now, I wasn’t offended by this 
documentary at all but I know people of the older generation were 
because the British when they spoke, sounded like buffoons…they 
had accents that the older generation didn’t identify with…and they 
felt completely alienated by that.  

 

As he does throughout this discussion, HA3 demonstrates his determination 

to critique Belich’s narrative, and to discredit him as a historian. By 

articulating an expert discourse that appears apolitical, he has attempted to 

portray his subjective interpretation as though it is an objective critique. HA3 

also draws upon a variety of military discourses that serve to support the 

construction of himself as a ‘military expert’. When he says that “static 

warfare is not a Maori concept”, he positions himself as an expert on Maori 

culture. By claiming to have a superior understanding of Maori approaches 

to warfare, he reveals an element of professional competitiveness that 

appears to drive his critique of Belich.  

 

In contrast to HA3’s view of history as a singular truth, HA4 argues that other 

histories need to be recognised. Although acknowledging the validity of 

multiple histories, HA4 also draws on the empiricist notion that historical 

narratives must be either right or wrong. She constructs herself as a person 

who is not only liberal minded, but friendly to Maori. In contrast to the older 

Pakeha viewers, some of whom were offended by the series, HA4 was able 

to make sense of the series within the wider context of New Zealand 

decolonization. In response to her colleague’s personal and loaded critique 
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of Belich, HA4 emphasizes the importance of the series as a political act. 

Despite their attempts to portray themselves as perceptive of Maori 

concerns, both HL3 and HL4 inadvertently construct Maori as ‘other’. 

Statements such as “warfare is not a Maori concept” or Maori “speak 

poetry” reveal an essentialist view of Maori culture, that has its origins in the 

‘noble-savage’ discourse. 

 

Within each of the focus groups a different notion of historical veracity 

appeared as ‘common sense’ within the parameters of the group. In the 

‘History Academics’ group, historical veracity was discussed in relation to 

discourses of empiricism. However members of the ‘Tainui Kaumatua’ group 

shared a quite different understanding about what was considered to be 

‘correct’ history. This discussion was framed by already established critical 

attitudes toward the previously published histories, seeing them as limited 

and incorrect. In this group, the validity of history was determined by factors 

such as; the source of the information, the perceived ‘cultural suitability’ of 

the presenter, the familiarity of particular ‘stories’ in relation to Maori oral 

histories, and the degree to which participants were able to experience the 

history as tangible and alive. The following extract illustrates how these 

factors played a part in helping to establish that Belich was presenting the 

“correct history”: 

 

TK1…at last we’ve got a historian in New Zealand…somebody has 
put this film together and is doing something correctly, doing a lot of 
good, bringing through the correct history…instead of what the 
books…different historians have written in books…very limited. But a 
documentary done like this is…to me it’s good because…not only do 
you get the resources, (all) that comes with it…and he’s been able to 
get it from the right source, and also portraying the whole thing on the 
actual sites, you know…the illustrations. That increases the 
um…makes you think now how did that sort of pass? (My emphasis). 

 

In this extract, TK1 articulates the notion that history is alive and that it 

should be communicated in a tangible and dynamic way (rather than the 

static or abstract form of history that is presented in books). This was a 

salient theme expressed during the ‘kaumatua’ discussion. For many of 
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these participants, the fact that the actual sites were visited means that 

Belich was able to present a lived history in a way that is synonymous to 

‘being there’. The group consensus was that Belich was acknowledging the 

‘Maori’ concept that history is alive in the residual structures of warfare that 

have ‘scarred’ the landscape. (This is more likely to be an outcome that can 

be attributed to Tainui Stephens, who spoke about this concept of history at 

length during the interview).  

 

One notable outcome of the ‘Tainui Kaumatua’ discussion was the complex 

array of discursive resources that were utilised as a means of determining 

historical veracity. While many of these participants emphasised the 

interpretive aspect of history, they were also happy to accept Belich’s 

version of events as ‘truth’, largely on the basis that they interpreted a strong 

sense of familiarity with the oral histories that had been passed down to 

them. This apparent contradiction is illustrated in the following extract, where 

TK4 negotiates a position somewhere between polysemy, singular truth, and 

a binary conceptualization of history: 

 

TK4:  You know…history…history told like that…It’s like a whakatauki 
or proverbs from Tawhiao. They’re interpreted in lots of different 
ways, but if you hear two, that sounds the same, then it must be true. 
 
[group laughter] 
 
TK4:  It may be interpreted in different ways. // There’s two sides to 
every story. 

 

TK1:  Two sides…yeah. 
 

TK4’s analogy, likening TNZW to a ‘whakatauki’ provides insight as to why 

the participants of this group had an affinity with the notion of history as 

interpretive and contestable. These elderly Maori had engaged with the past 

in many ways during their lifetime. These include (but are not limited to); oral 

story-telling, mihi and whakapapa (reciting genealogy), song, karanga, 

prayer, war-chants, dance, proverbs, carvings, moko (tattoo), weaving, 

tekoteko, visiting historical sites, books and school education. The notion of 
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passing on memories of the past through such organic, embodied and 

material modes of transmission has been marginalised in relation to Western 

historiography. However in the context of the postcolonial Pacific, these 

modes of transmitting memory through generations serve as powerful 

repositories of ‘intragroup memory’  (Mageo, 2001). This ability to access the 

past via various technologies of cultural memory as well as Western forms of 

written history, has provided the members of this group with an implicit 

understanding that such diverse methods of passing on history will inevitably 

produce many different versions, with varying degrees of validity. However 

the comment that there are “two sides to every story” suggests that this 

multiplicity of versions is often reduced (through linguistic communication) to 

the binary notion of a Maori version and a Pakeha version, possibly 

demonstrating the influence of discourses of bi-culturalism during the late 

1990s. 

 

8.2.3 Maori Versus Pakeha History 

 

A reductionist binary distinction between ‘Maori history’ and ‘Pakeha history’ 

was made by many of the participants.  This dualism appeared as common- 

sense within the ‘Tainui Kaumatua’ group, to the extent that such terms did 

not require further explanation. However in a very different context, the only 

Maori participant (HA1) of the ‘History Academics’ group was asked by his 

colleagues to explain his position in relation to this distinction. In doing so, 

HA1 provided an insightful account of the life experiences that have shaped 

his approach toward history:  

 

HA1:  Um…I was brought up…with Rewi Maniapoto’s patu 
{weapon}…a white kotiate {flat weapon made of bone}…and the 
suspicion that was engendered in us as children…that the history that 
we were learning at school was not true…and having a fight when I 
was eleven years old with this big person I thought was a best friend, 
who said that the Treaty of Waitangi was nothing…and that the so 
called King…Maori King was just a drunkard…and so my experience 
of New Zealand history was very much painted by that, and I didn’t 
want anything to do with it when I was young…but when I came into 
this job...its sudden immersion…its wonderful.  
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HA2:  Do you make the distinction between New Zealand history as 
applied to Pakeha…and tribal history that you grew up with? 
 
HA1:  Well New Zealand history was Pakeha…there was no Maori 
history. Maori history was just me. It was just part of our…the raupatu 
{conquest} was part of our being. Mum’s family owning no land…part 
of Dad’s family…being part of that also, but being part of the King 
Country and his land being taken by the Kooti Whenua Maori. It was 
just a…that’s the way it…it was a continuing suspicion when New 
Zealand history was ‘that stuff’ and the rest of us wasn’t important. 
 
HA4:  Would you say that you view that somewhat differently now 
that maybe there is a counter to those two point of views…that you 
(are now able) to tease it out? 
 
HA1:  I don’t know about a…counter…but there’s a…I have a wider 
understanding of what was affecting other people…Then…all I knew 
was what was affecting our people…as a child, right through 
secondary school. 

 

According to HA1, a number of early life experiences shaped his 

understanding of the significance of historical events such as the Treaty of 

Waitangi. From an early age, he learnt to be suspicious of the history taught 

at school. As a boy, he was aware that ‘New Zealand history’ did not seem 

to apply to him, and that ‘tribal histories’ were not considered to be of any 

value to the education system.  

 

When asked to make a distinction between New Zealand History and “tribal 

history”, HA1 suggests that history is not necessarily an objective account of 

events that can be labeled as either Pakeha or Maori, but that history can be 

viewed as a subjective aspect of a person’s identity. When he says that “the 

raupatu was part of our being”, HA1 expresses the view that history is 

inseparable from selfhood, and that his sense of an enduring conquest is 

complexly interwoven with his developing historical consciousness. The 

comment that “it was a continuing suspicion when New Zealand history was 

‘that stuff’ and the rest of us wasn’t important” illustrates how his experience 

of marginalisation has been formative to a sense of identity that is alienated 

from dominant discourses about ‘New Zealand history’. HA1 describes the 

way in which his position has gradually changed as he has grown older and 

been exposed to alternative approaches to history. His initial suspicion, 
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which is expressed in terms of ‘them and us’ (Pakeha and Maori) shifts to a 

consideration of the context in which that suspicion was generated, and 

finally to a self reflective comment that he is now able to consider history 

with a “wider understanding of what was affecting other people”.  

 

Although HA1 was significantly less (academically) qualified than the other 

members of this group, he was treated as the expert on ‘Maori knowledge’ 

on many occasions during this discussion. This was demonstrated by the 

fact that much of the group directed questions toward him, and listened 

intently to his responses. Given that HA1 was the only Maori participant of 

this group, expressing a position that was in many ways contrary to western 

empiricist historiography, it seemed ironic that he was treated as an expert 

by a number of extensively published, Pakeha historians. While this inverted 

social dynamic was a distinctive characteristic of this micro ‘academic’ 

interpretive community, it can be viewed as indicative of the ‘macro’ 

phenomenon whereby Maori histories have gained increasing legitimacy 

within the broader post-colonial context.  

 

8.2.4 Belich as Presenter 

 

The role of Belich as presenter of the series was a re-occurring point of 

discussion within all of the focus groups. Although in some instances this 

topic was prompted by questions posed by the researcher, many of the 

respondents discussed this issue vigorously without any provocation. There 

were two main strands to these discussions; the validity and significance of 

Belich as a Pakeha presenter, and the authority provided by Belich’s 

academic status. 

 

Some of the participants of groups MY and TK were initially dubious about 

the idea of a Pakeha historian presenting the series, but they expressed a 

sense of satisfaction when they were informed by the researcher that 

prominent members of the Maori community had been consulted throughout 

the production of the series. There are strong similarities between this 
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audience response and Stephens’ initial skepticism about the potential 

extent of Pakeha control when he was asked to co-direct the series (see 

chapter six).  While several of the participants expressed disappointment that 

the presenter was not Maori, groups MY and TK quickly reached a 

consensus that a Pakeha presenter was a necessary strategy for gaining 

recognition from a wider (predominantly Pakeha) audience.  The following 

extract from the Maori Youth Group transcript illustrates how this group 

negotiated their way from initial skepticism, through to a favourable view that 

acknowledged the role a Pakeha presenter was able to play in this series. 

 

LP: How do you feel about the series being presented by a Pakeha 
presenter?  
 
MY1:  When I saw him I thought, how would you know? That was the 
first thing that came into my mind…but then in another way I 
thought…oh that’s pretty cool you know…coming from him. 
 
MY5:  I think it’s good that he did it in consultation or in partnership 
with Maori...um…and it would be good to see Maori historians or 
whatever come through and do their stuff as well. But…being Pakeha 
I think it would have, um…if it was Maori it wouldn’t have got as 
much attention if it was done by a Maori person. It wouldn’t have got 
so much, I don’t know…attention from the people that it got attention 
from aye? 
 
MY2:  Yeah…I don’t think so. It wouldn’t have got that recognition, 
not as much. But also, having James Belich do it…also um…like, he 
couldn’t really be emotionally attached to the Land Wars…if you were 
to have a Maori historian to present it…because it’s a documentary 
you have to be…you’re trying to portray a balance in the series, so 
you have to be quite um, detached from it, kind of like…if I was to do 
it I would be really emotional about it and go ‘oh the Maori suffered’ 
but, I mean they did, but then you know the Europeans lost lives too, 
so, but they wanted to (.) but that’s another story, but it was good to 
have him in the aspect like you were saying for the recognition and 
that he could…that truthfulness, there was that truthfulness about…I 
don’t think his status could play a role in…what is he, a professor or 
what? Yeah, to me he’s just the narrator. 
 
MY5:  But to other people it would have meant a lot probably. 

 

MY2:  Yeah. I think its good that he can’t…wasn’t too emotionally 
involved, so to speak  

 



 297 

In the above extract, MY1 expressed initial skepticism about the source of 

Belich’s historical knowledge, but this was followed by a gesture of approval, 

that it was “pretty cool…coming from him”. For many of the Maori 

participants, such approval was withheld until they were satisfied that Belich 

had followed an appropriate process of consultation and collaboration with 

Maori.  The participants of this discussion have accessed a number of 

competing discourses in the process of negotiating their views about Belich 

as presenter. As with some of the Maori participants in the other groups, the 

above discussion generated a degree of ambivalence about the series being 

presented by a Pakeha historian. While this was welcomed as a necessary 

strategy to gain recognition from a predominantly Pakeha audience, this view 

was expressed alongside a sense of regret that a Maori historian/presenter 

would not have been given the same kind of “attention”.  

 

Such ambivalence is related to the specific discursive resources that 

members of this group were able to access. Due to factors such as 

upbringing, tribal affiliation, social group membership and alternative forms of 

education, the three participants involved in the above discussion had 

access to ‘specialist’ cultural and political discourses.3 For example, the 

concept of tino rangatiratanga can be understood here as a discourse which 

assisted these individuals in their assessment of Belich as a Pakeha 

presenter of history. For some members of this group, an acute awareness 

of the significance of tino rangatiratanga emphasised the importance of 

Maori self-determination in defining their own past, present and future. 

Consequently, these participants demonstrated a socially constructed 

skepticism toward representations of Maori, by Pakeha. 

 

Despite expressing approval for the “recognition” that Belich has provided, 

MY5 suggests, “it would be good to see Maori historians come through and 

do their stuff too”. On one hand, MY5 expresses pleasure that at last 

someone is giving due recognition to Maori grievances. On the other hand, 

her comment suggests a sense of frustration, that Maori historians should be 
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telling their own histories, but are not yet able to achieve this kind of 

“attention” from a Pakeha audience.  

 

Another interesting aspect about this extract is MY2’s perception that Belich 

was able to be more emotionally detached than a Maori presenter would 

have been. The ability of the presenter to maintain emotional distance is 

understood by MY2 as a vital means by which the series constructs a sense 

of ‘truthfulness’. In order to assess the success of this documentary series, 

MY2 draws on some common-sense audience expectations - that 

documentaries are supposed to be presented with a degree of impartiality, 

and that they should portray a balanced argument. While Belich’s position as 

an apparently non-partisan, Pakeha presenter is viewed here as a necessary 

ingredient for legitimating a previously marginalised history, his academic 

status is not considered by MY2 to be a significant factor in this legitimating 

process. This interpretation stands out as unique when compared with the 

other discussion groups, where there was more emphasis placed on 

Belich’s academic status as a legitimating tool, while the significance of his 

ethnicity was relatively overlooked. 

 

Much like the ‘Maori Youth’ discussion, the following extract from the ‘Tainui 

Kaumatua’ discussion also portrays a sense of ambivalence about the series 

being presented by a Pakeha historian. While TK1 expressed the ideal that 

“it should be one of our own talking it”, this group also reached a consensus 

that a Pakeha presenter was necessary in order for the series to be 

considered believable by a Pakeha audience: 

 

TK1:  It’s very ahhh…it’s quite unique to see a Pakeha talking our 
history, where it should be our own…should be one of our own 
talking it, but coming from him it’s really quite, quite unique. 
 
TK2:  I think it has a better impact if it is a Pakeha speaking about 
it…I think having a Pakeha speaking about, it has a better impact on 
the Pakeha than… 
 
TK1:  You must admit he’s done his homework. 
 
LP: So do you think maybe it’s more believable to see a Pakeha... 
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TK2:  Well…it’s the Pakeha mindset that if a Maori gets up to speak, 
oh it’s just another Maori. 
 
TK1:  Another Maori moaning. 
 
TK2:  But if it’s a Pakeha…they’ll say, oooh he’s a clever fella, he’s a 
well educated man, he knows how to investigate things and research 
things and all that…and so they’ll, they’ll listen…You know, it’s just 
the mindset that’s out there…that um…if it’s coming from a Maori, oh 
it’s only another moaning Maori, or something like that. 
 
TK1:  That’s right, another, once again…but you know like a 
Pakeha…you think a Pakeha would believe a Pakeha, but going by 
what she’s saying, some of those Pakeha’s don’t, not really 
 
TK6:  Only because it hit home. 
 
TK1:  Because it hit home, the truth? Is that what it is? 

 

TK2’s use of the term ‘Pakeha mindset’ indicates an awareness of a 

discourse that is frequently reiterated in the media. This ‘just another Maori 

moaning’ discourse was especially prominent during 1990s news 

broadcasts which focused on Maori grievances about Treaty issues (Abel, 

1997, McCreanor, 2005). However, TK2 expresses this as though it is a 

permanent mental image within the brains of all Pakeha, rather than as a 

fluid and mutating discourse with different levels of utility, but which is 

repeatedly expressed in the media.  

 

An interesting aspect of the above extract is the notion of a Pakeha 

presenting what was perceived by some as a ‘Maori history’. While TK1 

assumed that Belich was telling ‘Maori history’, participants of other groups 

provided alternative interpretations about the degree to which this history 

could be described as ‘Maori history’. As a Maori academic, the story that 

Belich presents is considered by HA1 to be a Pakeha history:  

 

HA1: Ahh…I didn’t see any of my relations in it. [group laughs]. It’s 
just that…he was telling his story…but, we’ve got ours…it’s still…a 
Pakeha story…and a Pakeha telling his Pakeha story…even though 
there is some allowance…of the things that being Maori…the series is 
far and away more affirmative of Maori than anything to date. 
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A significant insight from this audience research was the extent of 

ambivalence that many of the Maori participants experienced, not only about 

the role of Belich as a Pakeha presenter, but about what constitutes ‘Maori’ 

history, and who should tell it. Maori self-determination in defining their own 

past, present and future, is an influential discourse that has played a part in 

each of the above extracts. However, even the participants who were most 

critical about the lack of Maori control over the historical content welcomed 

the series for its affirmation of Maori perspectives and grievances.  

 

8.2.5 Revising History  

 

Soon after the screening of the series, there was repeated discussion in the 

media about the idea that TNZW was responsible for ‘revising’ history. This 

idea had only been mooted in a superficial way, without the necessary 

context or detail about what the ‘revision of history’ might actually mean. 

Consequently people began to use this term, often to imply a simple 

replacement of one version by another. Many of the audience responses 

reiterated this simplistic understanding of historical revision, as they indicated 

little consideration of the complex process by which a version of history may 

shift from a position of marginalisation through to being considered 

dominant.  

 

While many participants commented that the series promoted “healthy 

debate”  (TK1), some were concerned that it had created a “new orthodoxy”. 

HA3 was so alarmed by this prospect that he organised a series of 

community lectures aimed at reviewing Belich’s version of the New Zealand 

Wars and “challenging the new orthodoxy” (see Appendix 2). Upon hearing 

that the series was to be used as an audiovisual resource by secondary 

schools throughout New Zealand, HA3 replied that:  

 

HA3 …that’s very, very dangerous because its propaganda in all 
sorts of ways…if you put that video on…those students are just going 
to…relate to that. You don’t have anything which is equally dramatic 
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to come at it from another perspective…that’s going to so shape 
thinking…it’s actually quite dangerous 
 
HA4:  Others might say does that matter, because if the hegemony 
was way over here in the past, and that pushes it a little bit towards 
the middle for those people’s consciousnesses, is that going to be a 
problem? 
 
HA3:  I think so…is a lie better if it’s from one side or the other? 

  

HA3’s comment that “you don’t have anything which is equally dramatic to 

come at it from another perspective” belies the fact that Victorian 

interpretations of the New Zealand Wars have held positions of dominance 

for many years, and continue to be utilised as resources within educational 

institutions. While placing emphasis on the dramatic qualities of television, he 

overlooks the ideological role of the numerous written accounts of the New 

Zealand Wars, which are not only dramatic, but have had a privileged status 

of legitimacy at many levels of the education system. Although describing 

Belich’s version as ideological, HA3’s inability to view these Victorian 

interpretations as ideologically reinforced, portrays the extent to which they 

have been naturalised and viewed as commonsense. 

 

HA3’s response to the series demonstrates an element of ‘moral panic’, 

which rests on the assumption that the television audience is comprised of 

vulnerable dupes, who are unable to actively or critically negotiate media 

messages. His description of Belich’s history as “propaganda” and “a lie” not 

only portrays a rigidly empiricist approach to history, but implies that Belich 

has some kind of ulterior motive for misleading the public. 

 

With HA3 tending to dominate the discussion with an consistent empiricist 

view, other members of this group responded by challenging this position, 

often by emphasising the fluid and dynamic aspect of historical 

interpretation. While HA4 argues from the perspective that shifting 

consciousness is an important step toward ‘redressing the imbalance’, she 

is also suggesting that the ideal outcome is when consciousness shifts away 

from positions of extremity, towards a ‘middle ground’. This notion of 
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‘redressing the imbalance’ is a prominent discourse that derives from the 

ideology of biculturalism, and argues for recognition and compensation for 

the historical power imbalance between Maori and Pakeha.  

 

Although HA3 and HA4 were colleagues who had access to a common pool 

of discourses about history, in this discussion they appeared to be speaking 

different languages. HA3 talks about history as though it is either right or 

wrong - ‘the truth’ or ‘a lie’, where as for HA4, history is fluid and dynamic, 

and historical legitimacy is determined on the basis of morality, balance and 

fairness. At times, all five members of this group appeared to be speaking 

different languages. These ‘languages’ seemed to be representative of 

various theoretical approaches to history, and from the perspective of an 

outsider to the discipline, most of the HA participants appeared to be playing 

out ‘metaphorical roles’. For example; ‘the military historian’, ‘the social 

historian’, ‘the empiricist’, ‘the post-structuralist’, ‘the cultural theorist’, ‘the 

Maori historian’, ‘the bicultural Pakeha’, etc. Despite the complex 

interweaving of these divergent ‘languages’, the common thread of the 

discussion became a critique of Belich as a historian. 

 

8.2.6 Crit iquing Bel ich 

 

While generally the same questions were posed to each focus group, a 

distinctive ‘re-shaping of the discussion agenda’ occurred in the ‘History 

Academics’ group.  Despite my attempts to focus the discussion on issues 

relating to the series as a representation of history, the conversation kept 

returning to a critique of Belich. This was usually couched in terms of his 

professional performance as a historian, but at times became a personal 

attack of his character and integrity. HA3 was the participant who launched 

the most blatantly aggressive attack on Belich: 

 

HA3: …my problem with it…I actually don’t give him [Belich] the 
generosity that you [HA4] do. I’m actually quite cynical. I think he’s a 
marketer…and he’s chosen a topic which he knows is going to 
capture a future…and he’s gone about it in a very cold and calculated 
way to make a name for himself. He’s chosen a conclusion and then 
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he finds evidence which will fit it…and he warps or twists evidence 
which doesn’t support what he’s saying…and I think it’s actually quite 
a cynical approach…and I think he’s misused or used Maori in the 
same way that Michael King has. 
 
HA4:  [asking HA1] Would you say that he used and abused Maori in 
the episode that we saw just now? 
 
HA1:  Ahh…well I think he…all of us…I think he used them 
deliberately for his own purposes…and um…I don’t 

 

Directly following HA3’s comment that Belich has “used Maori”, HA4 asks 

HA1 (the sole Maori participant of this group) if he thinks Belich has “used 

and abused Maori”. Not only is HA1 being treated as the resident expert on 

Maori history, he is being asked to reply on behalf of Maori (in a totalising 

sense). It is interesting that his reply begins with “all of us”, then abruptly 

switches to the more objective “he [Belich] used them”, as though he is now 

speaking as a detached academic, rather than on behalf of Maori. This 

syntactical adjustment suggests that, due to the inverted social dynamic 

within this group, a number of expectations were assumed about the role 

HA1 would play within this discussion. These expectations can be seen as 

influencing, and at times constraining HA1’s language use. This apparent 

‘identity shift’ between responding as an academic or as a Maori can also be 

interpreted as a learnt behaviour – a coping mechanism for working, living, 

and communicating ‘appropriately’ in different ‘worlds’. 

 

In the above extract HA3 treats Belich’s version as being motivated by self-

interest. My initial interpretation was that his critique of Belich appeared to be 

motivated by professional jealousy. However, from a discourse analytic 

perspective, this instance of language use can be understood as an attempt 

to make his own account appear more objectively factual by discrediting 

alternative versions, as well as historians who are more publicly ‘successful’ 

than himself (including the prolific Michael King). It is interesting that HA3 

does this while simultaneously attending to the “dilemma of ‘stake and 

interest’” (Horton-Salway, 2001: 155).  The ‘dilemma’ for HA3 is that, in 

order to construct (and protect) his own credibility as an objective historian, 

he must not allow his own account to appear as motivated by self-interest. 
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Apart from the rhetorical strategy of discrediting alternative versions, HA3 

uses a variety of ‘discursive devices’ to manage this dilemma. In many of 

HA3’s contributions to this discussion, it is possible to identify the use of 

devices such as; ‘fact-laden’ descriptions, the use of ‘expert’ military 

discourse, comparative analysis of evidentiary details, narrative, consensus 

and corroboration.  

 

In the following extract, HA3 reiterates his view that Belich’s version is 

motivated by self-interest, but this time adding ‘evidence’ to support his 

accusation. By making a link between Belich’s “marketing exercise” and his 

father as a “well known P.R. person”, HA3 is insinuating that Belich has 

inherited some kind of genetic predisposition to becoming a ruthless 

marketer. Despite its purpose as a form of evidence, this comment is 

perceived by HA2 as ‘hitting below the belt’, and provokes a more carefully 

managed analysis of Belich’s character. 

 

HA3:  …I still come back to my point, because I make the same 
commentary about the book [Belich’s 1986 book, which The New 
Zealand Wars series was based on]…it’s done as a marketing 
exercise…it’s purely calculated…and it’s not surprising that his father 
is a well known P.R person, so… 
 
HA2:  Isn’t that a bit tough though [HA3]?  
 
HA3:  Oh, very tough… 

 

HA2:  I don’t want to be knocking the tall poppy…Jaimie’s got a 
reputation, in scholarly circles that he is a performer…he sees himself 
as a successor, there’s no doubt about any of these things…but I 
think it’s very easy to sound cynical about someone who has that 
kind of arrogant self confidence that most of us don’t necessarily 
have, and his giving provocations that did appear to justify in terms of 
the prizes that he’s won…I mean I don’t mind having a discussion 
about whether his actual approach as a historian has respect for 
evidence as such that it matches professional standards, I just…I 
don’t really like attributing this sort of cynicism and manipulative 
approaches [laughs], really. 

 

The qualifier “I don’t want to be knocking the tall poppy” draws on a 

discourse that is specific to New Zealand identity. The ‘tall poppy syndrome’ 
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refers to the notion that New Zealanders tend to respond to those who rise 

to a position of obvious success, by wanting to ‘cut them down to size’ (like 

a poppy that is taller than the others in a field). While this metaphor may be 

attributed to HA3’s prior attack of Belich, HA2 uses this statement as a 

‘stake inoculator’, to ensure that her own criticisms are not interpreted as 

motivated out of self-interest or professional jealousy. (Potter, 1996: 125). 

Despite the disclaimer suggesting that HA2 does not want to cut Belich 

‘down to size’, she proceeds to do this anyway, but in a carefully managed 

way. The implication is that she is critiquing Belich’s method of achieving 

fame, rather than the fame itself. In this sense, HA2 can be seen as 

attempting to distance herself from the personal attack levelled by HA3.  

 

8.2.7 Trench Warfare 

 

Possibly the most contentious issue discussed during the broadcast of the 

series was Belich’s claim that Maori were the first to develop ‘modern trench 

warfare’. By the time this audience research was conducted, the trench 

warfare debate had subsided in the public sphere, but continued to be a 

persistent ‘bug-bear’ for certain people. As a military historian, HA3 

appeared to be particularly irritated by the fact that a ‘social historian’ had 

made this ‘trench warfare’ claim. The following extract exemplifies the way in 

which HA3 utilises discursive devices such as detail-laden accounts, 

narrative and ‘expert’ military discourse, as a means of discrediting Belich’s 

claim, and making himself appear more authoritative. 

 

HA3: …but Maori strategy, which is not discussed there, I mean you 
sort of get this idea of a trench block…where as trench warfare is 
actually to fall back on your position…so he [Belich] doesn’t even 
understand basic military concepts.  
 
HA2:  Did he have a military advisor, just out of interest? 
 
HA3:  I noticed in the series, he attributes advice from Chris Pugsley, 
but I cannot believe that Chris did not point this out to him…because 
Chris wouldn’t keep it to himself, for his own work later…Just basic 
concepts he’s [Belich has] got wrong…He talks about the Europeans 
having no answer to trench warfare, Maori trench warfare. Pratt in 
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Taranaki had shown that Maori did not have an answer to the 
sap…at Orakau, Maori did not have an answer to Carey’s use of the 
sap. So to suggest they [the Europeans] don’t have an answer to the 
trench is wrong…a wrong position in fact. He doesn’t point out how 
the artillery is misused by Cameron. Artillery’s a linear weapon, and he 
puts it to the wrong side, and the only piece of artillery at Gate Pa, for 
example, he brings around to the flank, turns up the um small (pa 
position) easily…only one piece, and he had sixteen pieces…were out 
the front which were absolutely useless…and even then if you look at 
formal shot, he talks about, you know the greatest formal shot. 
Absolute rubbish. 
 
HA2:  It has to be suggested that although Belich’s work has actually 
been really important in terms of helping to explain the Victorian 
attitude and about the conflict and our approach to (race) in the 
nineteenth century, that he himself has not faced up to his lack of 
knowledge // 
 
HA3:  // he’s a social historian. 
 
L.P:  So do you think that, for you, that’s part of the problem, that 
he’s not a military historian? 
 
HA3:  That’s his great weakness. 
 
HA2:  That he hasn’t actually sought advice on that area?…Yes. 
 
HA4: How much does his misunderstanding of that strategy weaken 
his argument about the way in which // (.) conflict, and the way in 
which it was subsequently (.) by Maori?  

  

HA3 takes many opportunities during this discussion to present himself as 

knowledgeable and authoritative in comparison to Belich.  In order to 

support his comment that Belich “doesn’t even understand basic military 

concepts” he weaves a barrage of military ‘facts’ into a complex narrative. 

Included in this account are meticulous details such as the specific numbers 

and names of soldiers and weapons, and even an account of the direction of 

artillery fire during the Gate Pa battle. There is an interesting parallel between 

HA3’s use of facts to construct his narrative, and Belich’s fact-laden 

narration in TNZW (see chapter seven).  

 

One insight emerging from the ‘History Academics’ focus group, was the 

way in which different types of history were talked about, as confined within 
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specific territories. Not only was there a distinction between ‘Maori history’ 

and ‘Pakeha History’, there were also rigid boundaries constructed around 

the terms ‘military history’ and ‘social history’. This division is evident when 

HA2 comments that Belich “has not faced up to his lack of knowledge” and 

that he “hasn’t actually sought advice”, and when HA4 says that he has a 

“misunderstanding of that strategy”.  While HA3 also refers to these types of 

history in a territorial sense, he appears to view military history as superior, 

inferring that Belich’s “great weakness” is that he is a social historian, rather 

than a military historian.  HA3’s earlier comment “I can’t believe that Chris 

[Pugsley] didn’t point this out to him” also serves to reinforce the idea that a 

military historian is more knowledgeable than a social historian. When he 

adds that “but Chris wouldn’t keep it to himself…for his own work later” he 

suggests that Pugsley (who happens to be a military historian) has integrity, 

where as ‘other’ historians are likely to be motivated by self-interest. The 

assertion that a military historian and a social historian should keep to their 

own territory was not unique to the ‘History Academics’ focus group. This 

division was also a feature of the ‘Mature Pakeha’ discussion, where the idea 

was raised that Belich was “stepping outside” of professional boundaries.  

 

MP2:  The guy [Belich] seems to be trying to write a military history, 
but I don’t think he’s got a military background. In a way he’s 
stepping outside of his // 
 
MP4:  It seems as though he’s a social historian, and yet...he seemed 
to miss...the basic reason that they went from Paterangi to 
Rangiaowhia was because it was a good food source...and that’s 
where most of the food was being grown, and they wanted to cut off 
the food source, they felt if they cut off the food source from the 
Maoris they would...could perhaps halt the war...and he doesn’t 
seem to bring that side in, and that’s why Rangiaowhia was (sacked) 
because they wanted to cut off the food source, and I didn’t hear him 
mention that anywhere. 

 

While MP2 suggests that historians should operate within separate 

categories, MP4 talks about history in a more holistic way. She points out 

that, during the Waikato War, military tactics were often strategised on the 

basis of probable social and economic consequences, such as to “cut off 

the food source”. This comment illustrates the point that military history is 
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always embedded in a social context. However, as demonstrated by the 

latter extract from the HA focus group, the integration of a social context is 

sometimes considered by military historians to be an unwelcome intrusion 

upon their professional territory. This compartmentalisation of history is 

perhaps indicative of the broader clash between empiricist and post-

structuralist approaches toward history.4 

 

This section demonstrates the complexity of debates existing within the 

overall theme ‘Negotiating Histories’, which illustrates the dialogism that 

occurs due to constantly shifting discourses about history and memory. 

 

8.3 Negotiat ing Discourses of Race, Culture and Colonisat ion 

 

As discussed in chapter seven, TNZW emphasised a binary representation 

of Maori and British cultural groups. One of the objectives of the audience 

research was to explore the ways in which audience members responded to 

this binary construction. There were considerable differences in the way 

people talked about the notion of representation. It had not occurred to 

some people that this series was using narrative and generic conventions in 

order to articulate a number of representations of race and culture. Some of 

the participants interpreted the series as a simple presentation of the 

available evidence, while some argued that it was a ‘mis-representation’ of 

what ‘really’ happened, or a biased portrayal, which favoured either Maori or 

Pakeha.  

 

8.3.1 Representation of Brit ish 

 

A distinctive aspect of the ‘Ngaruawahia High School’ focus group was the 

lack of critical negotiation about the way in which cultural groups were 

represented. The four students who took part in this discussion responded 

as though the point of the exercise was to learn the ‘facts’ as they were 

presented on the video. In a different context, it is possible that these 

students may have engaged with the documentary in a more critical way. 
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However in this ‘secondary school’ environment, along with the presence of 

an academic researcher, they may have assumed that such critique was 

inappropriate. For these participants, the notion of ‘representation’ was not 

part of their usual discursive repertoire. With this in mind, I tended to phrase 

questions such as “what do you think of the way that the British were 

portrayed in this episode?” In response to this question, a fifteen-year-old 

Pakeha high school student replied that: 

 

NHS1: It affirmed my opinion that the British weren't very intelligent at 
the time, and they just thought, they took them [Maori] as savages or 
natives, they didn't think they had much education or anything, that 
they were very skilled, because they were. Maybe just because they 
couldn't, like they didn't understand the English language...didn't 
mean they were stupid. 

 

Although NHS1 was able to condemn the view that Maori were lacking 

intelligence, she had no trouble reversing this idea, not realising the racial 

significance of her comment that “the British weren’t very intelligent at the 

time”.  As discussed in chapter seven, specific British characters (such as 

Ensign Nichols) were portrayed as behaving in an ignorant and foolish way. 

Rather than understanding this as a deliberate representational strategy 

during the construction of the documentary narrative, NHS1 simply applied 

these character traits to all British people during this time period. This 

particular statement is one of a number of audience responses, which 

support my argument (see section 7.6.) that an important aspect of Belich’s 

original thesis had been omitted during the construction of TNZW. While 

members of the NHS focus group appeared to accept these representations 

as unproblematic depictions of intrinsic characteristics, many audience 

members were extremely critical of the way in which the British were 

portrayed. Directly following the screening of the series, there were a number 

of public expressions of anger and offence, including accusations that the 

series was ‘biased’ or ‘unbalanced’.5  This sentiment was expressed in a 

more emotionally subdued way during the focus group discussions, as 

illustrated by this participant of the ‘Mature Pakeha’ focus group:  
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MP6:  My general impression…is that…Belich has sort of swung the 
pendulum too far the other way...he sort of makes out that every 
Maori move was a brilliant bit of strategic thinking and the British were 
generally a bit thick on it...and they made a lot of big blunders, full 
frontal attacks and the like. But they were the military tactics of the 
day...and there was a different sort of um...value put on life then...full 
frontal attacks were done in those days (my emphasis).  

 

The expression that Belich had “swung the pendulum too far the other way” 

is used here as a metaphor for the idea that ‘redressing the imbalance’ (of 

power) had been taken too far in the interests of Maori. This ‘pendulum’ 

metaphor was prominent in public discourse during the 1990s and beyond, 

expressed publicly by those who, apparently, harboured resentment about 

claims to the Waitangi Tribunal for financial and resource restitution (for 

example, see Brash, 2004). In the above extract, this metaphor constructs 

an image of Belich being in an extreme position of power, to the extent that 

his narrative could alter the ‘national’ balance of power.  While this notion 

portrays a degree of anxiety about the possibility of Pakeha 

disempowerment, it does not account for the specific context of 

decolonisation from which the series emerged, and the fact that the very 

process of decolonisation involves an ongoing power struggle, of which 

TNZW plays only a small part.  

 

Several members of the ‘Tainui Kaumatua’ group and the ‘Maori Youth’ 

group appeared to be pleasantly surprised about the way in which the British 

militia was represented in the series.  When it was explained that some of 

the descendants of the British militia had taken offence to the way in which 

their ancestors had been represented (and expressed their anger through 

the public forum of letters to the editor), TK1 responded with little sympathy: 

 

L.P:  Some of the Pakeha responses in the newspapers. Some of 
them were saying that they were angry about how their ancestors 
were being portrayed in the documentary. They felt that they were 
being portrayed as fools… 
  
TK1:  Well they were fools. 
 
L.P: They were foolish for believing what they did? 
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TK1:  They blamed that…was it that flag? That flag that went up? 
There was a misunderstanding there when they…where was it, at 
Orakau? Yeah, the white flag…they were fools…that was true. They 
thought the white flag was up for truce. [laughs]. (.) Oh, I think it’s 
lovely…it’s a good documentary, I’m quite happy with it. 

 

Rather than critiquing these representations of the British militia, TK1 

displays a sense of pleasure that it is the British who are portrayed as fools. 

In a sense, TK1 was interpreting these representations as retribution for the 

predominance of negative stereotypes of Maori. Her statement that “they 

were fools…that was true” suggests that she was content to interpret these 

representations as though they were unmediated reflections of historical 

reality, rather than discussing the role of such characterisations in 

constructing a dramatic narrative.  

 

8.3.2 Representation of Maori 

 

This expression of retribution (to make up for the predominance of negative 

Maori stereotypes) was a distinctive feature of both the ‘Tainui Kaumatua’ 

and ‘Maori Youth’ groups, however it was also discussed in relation to the 

series’ positive representation of Maori.  

 

MY2:  …I think that what he’s [Belich is] trying to depict is that there 
is more to Maori than just the savageness that has been depicted so 
much in the history books…that he was just trying to identify that they 
are um…that they were quite intelligent people for people of 
that…you know, they had their own warfare tactics and they were 
quite…you know…yeah I think they were depicting that Maori were 
being…not just cannibals…which they were in some cases, but that 
was survival. 

 

Despite expressing her approval that Belich had moved beyond the ‘noble-

savage’ discourse, MY2 does not disregard this discourse outright. Her 

comment that “there is more to Maori than just the savageness that has 

been depicted” implies that she is pleased about the more positive 

representation, yet her statement retains some residue of the common-

sense construction of Maori as ‘savage’.  Her statement that Maori were 



 312 

“not just cannibals…which they were in some cases…but that was survival” 

demonstrates a degree of ambivalence about the discourse of cannibalism. 

Rather than focusing on the mythological construction of Maori as ‘savages’ 

and ‘cannibals’, MY2 utilises these discourses partly as an admission of 

shame - that her ancestors were tarred with these negative racial 

characteristics. Such ambivalence can possibly be attributed to the degree 

to which remnants of the ‘noble-savage’ discourse have been reified, even 

for young Maori living in a contemporary context (McCreanor, 1997, 2005).  

 

8.3.3 Maori as Skil l ful 

 

The participants of the ‘Tainui Kaumatua’ focus group demonstrated an 

intense sense of empowerment when discussing the series’ representation 

of their ancestors. Having lived through a period in which the dominant 

historical narratives were underpinned by Victorian racial discourse, these 

kaumatua expressed surprise that Maori were not only portrayed here as 

skillful and intelligent, but as victors of many of the battles. This more positive 

representation was supported by Belich’s claim that Maori were first to 

develop modern trench warfare, and that the British militia was at times 

defeated because they underestimated the sophistication of Maori strategy. 

TK1 was particularly impressed with Belich’s description of the Gate Pa 

battle. Expressing pride for her ancestors, TK1 interpreted this incidence of 

Maori victory as a sign of the strength and unity of the Kingitanga. 

 

TK1: …as many pas as they were able to build…not even Cameron 
could ahh, with all his cannons…all those cannons that he was 
firing…to actually abolish them all. (he)…still couldn’t destroy them 
(Cameron) wasn’t successful. The Kingitanga was too strong. The 
Kingitanga was too strong. 
 
TK4:  Gee you know they were really clever aye.  
 
TK5: Yeah…yeah…the strategy…the strategic positions. 
 
TK4:  They never read books. They never read books, and yet in 
terms of um…strategic warfare… 
 
TK5:  Mmm…no books. 
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TK7:  They were very clever all right, our tupunas {ancestors}. 
 
TK1:  They were clever. 
 
TK4:  Very clever 
 
TK1:  They were too clever for General Cameron. // I mean General 
Cameron had the biggest // 
 
TK2:  I think they were more than clever. You know…clever’s not a 
good enough word for it, I think. They had a genius for it. It wasn’t 
something that they did on the spur of the moment. If you have a look 
at the…some of those pas and that…and if you have a look…there’s 
been a lot of thought gone into where they actually put them. If you 
go down to the 
 
TK7:  At Orakau for instance…have you been there? 
 
TK2:  Kao. I know where it is…But…if you go over…If you drive from 
Tauranga down to Makatu…there’s a chain of pa…you can still see 
the (the remnants there) you know, and the thought that’s gone into 
just which particular peak that they put them on…it’s not just clever, 
it’s more than clever…that’s what I’m saying it’s actually genius. Ahh, 
when you take into account…right from Julius Caesar right 
down…they, they’ve had a history…they’ve had military academies 
and all this…and supposed to be highly educated people these 
Pakeha soldiers. But these, these Maoris are // (genius). 

 

The above extract demonstrates a significant moment of satisfaction for 

these participants, which is evident by the emphasis placed on reiterating 

the series’ validation of their ancestor’s intelligence. When TK4 says “gee 

you know they were really clever aye?”, he appears to have reached a 

moment of realisation, as though the series has empowered him to activate 

the process of revising the racial stereotypes that once seemed ‘natural’. 

TK4’s exclamation that his ancestors “never read books” and yet they were 

“very clever” contests the common-sense discourse that people need to 

read books in order to be clever. Being able to read is one of the many 

markers of being ‘civilized’, yet this notion is further challenged by TK2, as 

he proceeds to argue that Maori “had a genius for” strategic warfare, and 

that the term ‘genius’ does not need to be interpreted in a Eurocentric 

academic sense.  
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8.3.4 Myth of the Maori Warr ior 

 

While this new representation of Maori as skillful in strategic warfare can be 

interpreted as empowering for some Maori viewers, it is possible that the 

media’s cumulative portrayal of Maori as being intrinsically ‘good at warfare’ 

may reinforce the double-edged discourse of the noble-savage. This 

‘flexible’ discourse has its roots in the ancient Roman myth that “‘primitives’ 

could be at once noble – brave, strong, unequivocal in defence of home and 

hearth – and savage, uncivilised, defiant and violent” (McCreanor, 1997: 41). 

In the context of New Zealand screen and print media, this myth continues 

to be utilised as a racial explanation for Maori involvement in gang warfare 

and criminal behaviour (McCreanor, 1997, 2005).  

 

As pointed out by a Pakeha participant of the AS focus group, “all of our 

ancestors were…we all were warriors once…we all knew how to beat 

certain types of shit out of other people” (AS2, p.19). The notion of Maori 

being portrayed as ‘good at warfare’ was raised in a cursory way on a 

number of occasions within the discussion groups, but it became necessary 

to provoke a more in-depth discussion about the significance of this idea as 

a mythic representation. 

 

L.P:  Can I just go back to something that [HA5] said earlier 
about…how people have this view of Maori as being particularly good 
at warfare…this was obviously something that Belich was 
emphasising…[HA1], do you think that that’s an empowering kind of 
representation? 
 
HA1:  It’s another generalisation…because we were farmers, and we 
were (ship-folk), we were hunters…as well as being warriors. And the 
warrior thing only happens when (there’s provocation)…and again I 
think that its um…it’s another Pakeha story…I mean its just another 
story…that’s my point of view…but I’ll confirm that a lot of my 
relations would say, oh it’s great. It’s really affirming, but that’s 
another story…in fact I’d be sure that a lot of my relations would be 
saying that that’s a great documentary. 

 

Here, HA1 argues that the representation of Maori as skillful warriors tends 

to obscure the ways in which his ancestors utilised other valuable skills. 
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While interpreting this “generalisation” as another stereotypical “Pakeha 

story”, HA1 balances this criticism by adding that his relations would find the 

series “really affirming”. The duality of this response is indicative of the 

flexibility and ‘double edged’ character of the noble-savage discourse.6 It is 

not only double-edged in the sense that Pakeha have utilised this discourse 

to define Maori in both negative and positive ways, but also because Maori 

viewers have interpreted this ‘warfare’ representation as simultaneously 

stereotypical and empowering.  This duality was also demonstrated in the 

‘Maori Youth’ discussion, where one participant actually used the ‘noble-

savage’ terminology on several occasions to describe his ancestors: 

 

MY1:  Our people were savages and…yet they still had the mind 
power and stuff like that to fight back and stuff…but the British are 
still powerful, they had the weapons and everything. And our people 
just (couldn’t win). 

 

By using the term “savages” in an apparently uncritical way, MY1 

demonstrates a degree of compliance with the ‘negative edge’ of the ‘noble-

savage’ discourse. However his following comment “yet they still had the 

mind power…to fight back” suggests that the series has provoked an 

internal negotiation of this dual perception. This negotiation process is 

continued in the following extract, where the Maori Youth participants 

discuss the series’ representation of their ancestors as skilled warriors: 

 

MY3:  That’s true warrior, warrior kind of what I was thinking 
 
MY1:  I was thinking when I was seeing them in their cloaks, that’s 
what I’ll wear at the Coronation, when I perform. 
 
[group laughs] 
 
MY5:  Um…I think it really showed that element of warriorship or what 
ever you want to call it…because most of the time they were 
outnumbered…and yet they fought you know…and that just shows a 
whole lot of guts…and a lot of mana {esteem or status}. 
 
MY1:  I think with the warriors, they used their head cos they lost their 
weapons. They had more power with this [points to his head] than a 
weapon. 
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MY5:  Yeah, true. 
 

In this extract, MY1 exuded a sense of immense pride when he talked about 

wanting to perform at the ‘Coronation’7 in a cloak like his ancestors wore in 

battle. At eighteen years of age, he may not have expressed the cynicism of 

HA1 about the generalising ‘warrior myth’, but he was particularly impressed 

by the series’ portrayal of his ancestors, not as brainless savages, but as 

skilled strategists. A distinctive aspect of this focus group was the 

expression via body language as well as talk, of a strong sense of 

empowerment. This was not only an affirmation of their ancestor’s 

intelligence, but of their own sense of cultural identity.  

 

8.3.5 Remnants of the ‘Noble-Savage’ Discourse 

 

In many instances, TNZW became a prompt for participants to discuss other 

periods of New Zealand history, and wider issues of ‘race-relations’. In the 

process, much of the discussion surrounding these issues demonstrated the 

persistence and polymorphous articulation of the ‘noble-savage’ discourse. 

In the ‘Mature Pakeha’ discussion particular emphasis was placed on the 

‘savage’ side of this construction, expressed via a pre-occupation with the 

‘colourful’ details of various accounts of Maori slavery and cannibalism.  

When Belich’s ‘trench warfare’ claim was raised, the discussion became 

centred on the practicalities of how Maori were able to dig the trenches. This 

implies an assumption that Maori did not possess the skill, intelligence or 

tools to dig trenches. When it was suggested that slaves were used for this 

purpose, the discussion descended from emphasising the ‘primitive’ 

existence of slavery to blood curdling accounts of cannibalism.   

 

MP4:  I was talking to a very elderly Maori…and he said they used 
their slaves to dig those [trenches]…He said they still had slaves in 
Waikato. 
 
MP1:  About 1840 they (still had) slaves 
 
MP4: He said they still had slaves...he said they didn’t officially 
recognise that they had slaves.  
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MP3:  They’d need more than just // (slaves) 
 
MP4:  But they’d need more than slaves, but they... 
 
MP5:  It’s a wonder they didn’t eat them. 
 
MP1:  I don’t know if anyone here has read The Musket Wars...but 
that actually brings a lot of that into context if you read The Musket 
Wars. It’s probably one of the best books I’ve ever read…It’s a 
phenomenal book. We learnt about how savage the American Indians 
were...they were like (kids) compared to the Waikato wars. There 
were some horrendously savage things that went on. 
 
L.P:  Like what kind of thing? 
 
MP1: Cannibalism was one of the main features. Just about every 
paragraph, or every chapter winds up with...like if they were besieging 
a pa...the pa fell to a slaughter...the victors feasted on the dead for a 
fortnight or whatever it was...there was one chapter in there that says 
they feasted on the slain...until the stench of putrification drove them 
out...they didn’t have fridges and freezers in those days so they had 
to eat pretty quick. But...Te Rauparaha...his right hand man (Te Pehe) 
Kupe...was killed at Kaiapoi pa at Christchurch. They were besieging 
the pa...and there was a visitor from (Akaroa) at the pa. (Te Pehe) 
Kupe had sort of made friends with him some time in the past...and 
while the pa was being besieged, he went to visit him...a bit of a 
dumb thing to do...go visit the pa you’re besieging...but he thought 
this guy would protect him...and he did twice. But the third time he 
went there...they did him and his party in. Later on, to extract utu for 
that...Te Rauparaha hired a ship and its captain... 
 
MP4:  Captain (Stewart) and the (Brig Elizabeth) 
 
MP1:  That’s the one. Went down to Akaroa...posed as a trading 
party...his warriors stayed below deck so they weren’t seen. They 
couldn’t get the chief...he was away somewhere...so they waited until 
he returned, on the context that they wanted to trade muskets, and 
they would only trade with the senior man. Once he was on the ship 
they (clapped him in irons), captured the party, stormed the pa and 
flattened that...and feasted on cooked and (un-cooked) flesh all the 
way back to Kapiti. Kapiti Island and Te Rauparaha, was a well 
established (.) at that stage. The captain of the ship was paid in 
dressed flax...and he refused to release the last of the hostages, 
which was his chief and his wife...until he had his cargo of flax...and 
when he had it, he handed them over.  They were then handed over 
to (Te Pehe) Kupe’s wife...and I don’t know what happened to this 
guy’s wife, but the guy who was responsible for Kupe’s death...she 
had him hooked up by his heels...they split a vein in his neck...and 
just quietly drunk his blood until he bled to death. And once you put 
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your thumb over till someone else got there...that’s mentioned several 
times in the book. 

 

The above extract demonstrates the persistence of the noble-savage 

discourse, as it underpins these narratives of slavery and cannibalism. At the 

beginning of this conversation, the subject of cannibalism appeared to be 

treated as taboo, but when MP5 said, “it’s a wonder they didn’t eat them”, 

the taboo was broken, thus opening the way for other members of the group 

to tell some particularly gruesome tales of cannibalism.  

 

By advocating The Musket Wars as “one of the best books I’ve ever 

read…it’s a phenomenal book”, MY1 declares his allegiance to Ron 

Crosby’s (1999) interpretation of Maori inter-tribal warfare. The Musket Wars 

draws upon the noble-savage discourse in a similar way to those narratives 

written during the Victorian age. This book’s graphic emphasis on slavery 

and cannibalism as essentialist characteristics of ‘uncivilised’ Maori, serves 

to reinforce the myth of Maori as inherently savage warriors. Given that The 

Musket Wars is utilised here as an influential discursive resource, the noble-

savage discourse continues to be accessed, not only as a means of making 

sense of historical conflicts, but as a way of interpreting contemporary ‘race 

relations’ in New Zealand and making sense of the nation.8 

 

As discussed in chapter three, cannibalism was a predominant discourse of 

the Victorian interpretation of the New Zealand Wars, but also of those 

histories written during the 1950s and 1960s.9 Against this backdrop, the 

responses of the ‘Mature Pakeha’ participants can be understood as 

partially shaped by their exposure to those historical narratives that 

expressed a certain fascination and legitimacy towards the notion that Maori 

were ‘uncivilised cannibals’. While such histories were key resources of the 

interpretive framework utilised by the ‘Mature Pakeha’ group, the 

participants of the ‘Tainui Kaumatua’ group had access to a different array of 

discursive resources. For instance, both written and oral histories, and 

personal experiences, were accessed during this group’s discussion about 

cannibalism.  
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A distinctive aspect of the ‘Tainui Kaumatua’ group was the way in which 

history appeared to be understood as contextual, fluid and malleable, to the 

extent that their discussion portrayed an acceptance of the way in which 

histories inevitably change as they are passed from one generation to the 

next, and are mediated in various ways. In the following extract, TK2 

demonstrates a critical awareness of the role of the media in elaborating and 

transmitting histories, and in the construction of popular myths such as 

those of cannibalism. 

 

TK2: …the Pakehas had control of the newspapers and all the 
media…in those days…and my father told me…that when…Te Puea 
was at Maungatawhiri…she prevented Tainui from joining the army at 
the First World War. Well…my dad told me that, when she did 
that…the propaganda machine ground into action against her and 
there was reports…that they were eating people at Maungatawhiri. 
And that was in…1914 or 15. But that was the story that was 
appearing throughout the motu…and…I couldn’t believe it when he 
told me that. He said not everybody believed it…but that’s what was 
going on, to try and denigrate her…They had that…um…being 
pushed back in their corner all the time…by these little things. Even 
now… you see little articles that appear in the paper. If they don’t 
appear again the next day you know they’re not really true, you know.  
About what some Maoris done here and…I remember when…I used 
to pick up the newspaper and look through the court notices…and it 
had ‘JAMES THOMPSON, A MAORI’, you know, it didn’t have 
‘WILLIAM SMITH – A PAKEHA’. But it always had…if the fella had a 
Pakeha name and he was a Maori, they’d always specify that he was 
a Maori.  

 

TK2 brings these oral stories ‘to the surface’ as a means of illustrating the 

way in which racial stereotypes have been constructed in part, by the media. 

His ability to adopt a critical interpretation of the media is demonstrated by 

his suggestion of continuity between the construction of racial stereotypes in 

1914, and contemporary constructions in the print media. He places these 

constructions within the context of power relations in 1914, when “the 

Pakehas had control of the newspapers and all the media that was in those 

days”. His connection between past constructions of ‘Maori cannibalism’ 

with present reportage of Maori involvement in criminal behaviour, suggests 
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that power and control of the media continues to be an issue of contention, 

especially with regard to the representation of Maori.  

 

8.3.6 Inevitabi l ity of ‘Racial Confl ict’  

 

As discussed in chapter three, the ‘inevitability of racial conflict’ was a 

distinctive discourse of the histories of the Victorian arena (Buick, 1927: 23). 

This discourse, which is closely aligned to the terms ‘culture contact’ and 

‘fatal impact’, rests on the assumption that people of different races cannot 

live together harmoniously, and that the initial contact between races will 

inevitably result in violent conflict. This notion serves to naturalise and justify 

colonisation, as it reduces coloniser-colonised power relations to the 

simplistic concept of ‘racial incompatibility’. Given that Belich aimed to 

deconstruct the myth of ‘racial-conflict’ as an inevitable outcome of culture-

contact, it is interesting that the participants of the ‘Mature Pakeha’ focus 

group utilised this discourse as an unproblematic explanation for warfare 

(Belich, 1996: 173). 

 

MP6:  Well the thing is to me...that hasn’t really come through in the 
series...that to me was virtually, the inevitability of the conflict between 
Maori and Pakeha...armed conflict...because...you basically had 
Europeans pouring into the country and Maori sort of saying 
enough’s enough, particularly in certain areas (.)...and there’s only so 
much...it was going to happen.  
 
MP5:  It was the same here [the Waikato]. It was going to 
happen...one way or another 
 
MP4:  It was going to happen. 
 
MP6:  Just as Maori (had taken the land from) other Maori in the past. 
 
MP7:  That’s right 
 
MP6:...as I said before there was an element of inevitability about 
it...either that or Pakehas either stop coming to New Zealand 
or...pack up shop and move to Australia or something. 
 
MP3:  Culture contact. Happened all over the place...culture 
contact’s happened all over the world hasn’t it? 
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MP2:  Yeah...debated in societies, other people, obviously...it has 
caused considerable debate.  

 

While MP2 points out that the notion of culture contact has “caused 

considerable debate”, the members of this group appeared to take it for 

granted that ‘racial conflict’ was an inevitable aspect of inter-cultural contact. 

After expressing surprise that this inevitability was not portrayed in the series, 

MP6 draws a parallel between the Colonial confiscation of land following the 

New Zealand Wars, and the land that had been won and lost during earlier 

inter-tribal conflict. By describing both the New Zealand Wars and the land 

confiscation as inevitable, MP6 sidesteps a critique of the motivations and 

power relations that are integral to the process of colonisation.  

 

Within the broad theme ‘Negotiating Discourses of Race, Culture and 

Colonisation’, I have explored the way in which differently situated audience 

members have been prompted, by me questions, to discuss the 

representation of Maori and British, as distinct cultural groups, or as distinct 

‘races’. One particular insight emerging from these discussions, was the 

contrasting responses of some of the Maori participants, with those of some 

of the Pakeha participants. While Maori expressed delight and a sense of 

empowerment about the series’ positive representation of their ancestors, 

the ‘Mature Pakeha’ participants expressed anger about the series’ 

representational strategies, and anxiety about its corrosion of previously 

dominant concepts of nation and history. This anxiety was expressed by the 

way in which these participants drew on their available repertoire of 

discourses associated with colonial justification. These discourses, along 

with competing discourses of nation and culture, also play a part in the 

following section. 

 

8.4 Re-imagining the Nation 

 

One of the most prominent insights to emerge from the audience research 

(which has impacted upon the approach taken in previous chapters) was the 

suggestion that TNZW has prompted a re-imagining of ‘the nation’ (see 
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section 2.2.2). The complex intersection of theoretical perspectives 

discussed in chapter two has helped to shape my argument that TNZW has 

re-contextualised familiar imagery of the New Zealand landscape, so that a 

number of once taken-for-granted landmarks have adopted a new 

signification of the past (see sections 7.4.3 & 7.4.4.). Imbued with the 

images, sounds and rhythm of violent conflict, this re-signified imagery has 

resonated in powerful and enduring ways for a number of audience 

members. When asked about the series’ role in the construction of national 

identity, the ‘History Academics’ began a discussion that illustrates the 

collective process of negotiating national identity: 

 

HA5:  I think those images of contemporary towns…show that there 
is…(.) of the landscape…there is…there should be a memory, there 
should be an embracing of past conflict…in this case it’s conflict that 
we’re talking about…and, sometimes (you kind of get the feeling that 
it has been) completely erased…in the landscape, and…I’m just 
learning about it but, it’s still got, that’s part of the history through 
those messages. (.) 
 
HA2:  I think that this particular documentary is bringing us face to 
face with the fact that we are diverse people…that we have got 
different histories…I mean the very fact that it could be screened, and 
met with such a wide audience, tells us something. I don’t think that 
could have been made or screened twenty years ago. 
 
HA5:  I think, yeah, // the timing is really important  
 
HA4:  // I think it was tremendous timing 
 
HA2:  // We need to travel down those roads again, quite 
metaphorically, and also on [HA3’s] buses [group laughs] and revisit 
those sites and rediscover the highland of our history. We need to go 
back to it. 
 
HA3:  In terms of the images, I think it does show that we are growing 
together as a people. I actually quite like the image of the two 
muskets disappearing, so what comes…there’s actually the stocks, 
side by side…um, just the use of language…it actually does show a 
partnership…the people are coming together…I think that’s, it’s 
actually quite a nice image that you get graphically, with no text, its 
just a graphic. And also at the same time if you think of that Great 
South Road shot…what struck me there was not the Great South 
Road, but it was the Mercedes franchise, who’ve been taken over by 
another group of colonial (interlopers)…you know we’ve now got 
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economic dominance from another group…it’s…there’s a lot of visual 
stuff there which is not actually spoken about, but it’s just there…and 
it’s only when you start thinking about it that you realise…yes we are, 
as a people coming together, and we’re now struggling in a much 
bigger world…and if we’re not careful, we’re going to be swamped 
by it. 
 
HA1:  I recognise that the words in the script were Jamie 
Belich’s…but I also think that the visuals…the audio-visual were 
Tainui Stephens…and knowing Tainui…well, he’s a very gentle man, 
and he has these visions of…like you said about muskets…so um…I 
think as an identifying element in the national consciousness…the 
audiovisuals that Tainui provided…reflect my understanding of 
Maoridom…and Jaimie’s stories reflect what I understand of 
Pakehadom. 
 
HA4:  And they work together. 

 

On one hand, this discussion demonstrates a process of collectively 

imagining a ‘New Zealand nation’. But on the other, it demonstrates a 

diversity of interpretations of ‘the nation’. While HA2 describes the series as 

“bringing us face to face with” cultural diversity and emphasising the 

multiplicity of histories, HA3 interprets the iconography of the muskets as 

signifying Maori and Pakeha “growing together as a people”. So while HA2 

upholds the ideal of diversity in a bi-cultural sense, HA3 posits the desirability 

of a mono-cultural concept of ‘the nation’. This interpretive difference can 

possibly be attributed to the contrasting interpretive frameworks established 

by the paradigms of ‘social history’ and  ‘military history’ (Montgomerie, 

2003).  Although mentioning the term ‘partnership’ (which is characteristic of 

the language of bi-culturalism), HA3 repeats the idea that “we are, as a 

people coming together”, a statement which alludes to the ‘one nation – one 

people’ discourse. By adding “and we’re now struggling in a much bigger 

world…and if we’re not careful, we’re going to be swamped by it”, HA3 

argues that New Zealand citizens need to identify themselves as ‘one 

people’, in order to fend off ‘Other’ peoples that apparently threaten the 

stability of an imagined ‘mono-cultural nation’. HA3’s earlier comment 

“we’ve now got economic dominance from another group”, serves to 

establish the grounds for caution with regard to these ‘Other’ peoples. 

Although the nationality of the “colonial interlopers” is not specified here, the 
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‘Mercedes franchise take-over’ suggests an oblique indication that HA3 is 

referring to non-English speaking immigrants. 

 

Another aspect highlighted by this extract is the significance of the timing of 

the series’ broadcast. HA2 points out that the series could not “have been 

made or screened twenty years ago”. Here, HA2 was most likely referring to 

a specific zeitgeist of late twentieth century New Zealand, emergent 

discourses of de-colonisation had prepared the ground for a revision of 

history to take place. This also suggests that sections of the New Zealand 

television audience had also reached a state of readiness for the reception of 

such a documentary series. These comments about the timing of the series 

serve to support my argument that the series functioned as a catalyst, 

shaped by, and possibly re-invigorating, already established processes of 

cultural colonisation and decolonisation (as discussed in chapters three and 

six).  

 

8.4.1 Landscape, Memory and Metaphor 

 

The above discussion demonstrates the way in which national and cultural 

identity is partly negotiated in relation to familiar imagery of the landscape, as 

well as the counterpoint of culturally specific iconography (such as the 

musket, the taiaha, cannons and carvings).  According to HA5, images of 

the landscape play a necessary role in the “embracing” of memories of past 

conflict, because many of the landmarks that were once reminders of the 

conflict associated with colonisation have been metaphorically “erased” from 

the landscape. This viewer’s response is one of many that reinforce my 

premise that imagery of the landscape serves, in this series, to articulate a 

process of temporal collapse, thereby provoking a tangible and indelible 

connection between past and present. 

 

While Belich has demonstrated his flair for using landscape metaphor to 

evoke imagery of colonial brutality, this was also a feature of the ‘History 

Academics’ discussion. This demonstrates the conventional utility of 
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metaphor as a historiographic narrative tool. At one point in the ‘History 

Academics’ discussion, HA2 argued, “we need to…revisit those sites and 

rediscover the highland of our history”. In the context of this discussion, the 

word ‘highland’ evokes the idea of the Scottish highland, as an iconic vista 

embodying the scars of ancient battles. The suggestion here is that New 

Zealand also has a ‘highland’, but the potential iconic status of the New 

Zealand highland is comparatively untapped. This is a perspective that both 

Belich and Stephens aimed to emphasize in the series (see chapter six).  

 

In addition to the textual extracts discussed in chapter seven, several focus 

group responses suggest that the series’ re-contextualisation of landscape 

imagery has aroused an indelible connection between past conflicts and the 

turbulence of contemporary New Zealand cultural relations (This is also 

suggested by many of the published letters to the editor. See, for example, 

the opening quotation in chapter 7, by Diamond, 1998. See Appendix 2 for 

more examples). In the following extract from the ‘Tainui kaumatua’ focus 

group, TK1 describes how this landscape imagery and metaphorical 

description of the Great South Road “pointing like a giant sword at the heart 

of the King Movement” (Belich’s narration), evoked memories and stirred 

resentment: 

 

TK1: …but I like the way that he [Belich] took it out…he went out to 
those, you know…he went to those very places, starting from the top 
there, from Pokeno, then you know you could just about follow. You 
can follow it, you can visualise it, you could just about follow where he 
was taking it through on the film. Where the road, you know that 
Great South Road there…that Great South Road. [laughs] Well I’m 
going to say that’s history, just as well it’s history, but sometimes it 
can stir…it can just stir the emotion. It can stir the emotion. So you 
know, that’s how real the documentary was to me. It’s almost stirred 
the resentment…you know, the fact that the road there was built and 
was leading into the Waikato here, straight to our people…just sort of 
stirred up the emotion in me [laughs]. So…yeah, if a documentary 
can do things like that to me, well…it’s getting to my… 
 
TK7: (.) I think in every day life…we talk now of, oh you know um…oh 
I come from Whatawhata and I go here and I go there and you use 
the names that are there today…and a lot of those things happened 
in places that we know, but they were called under a different name 
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at that time…and when you see it there, and you know, oh it’s that 
place and then, you sort of gloss over it in every day life…but when 
it’s like that, it brings it back pretty graphically. 
 
TK1:  I always used to think about that Great South Road…I think 
back to that Great South Road again (.) and I used to go with the old 
people up to Auckland and oh you know, why do they call this place 
The Great South Road? It’s just a road. However, that’s what it had, it 
had a historic significance to it. And then I didn’t realise what it meant 
until I saw that film. I mean that documentary actually showed me just 
why that jolly road was such a big thing. It was the only road to come 
into Waikato…to our people…so…yeah. So, thank goodness we’ve 
got a new road now. The old Great South Road is (.). We’ve got a 
new bypass, what is it, a new motorway now? [laughs]. 

 

In the above extract, TK1 expresses her satisfaction that Belich visited 

“those very places” where the battles were fought, suggesting that the series 

enabled a tangible and experiential engagement with a history that resonated 

in powerful ways with this particular community.  For TK1, the series’ use of 

metaphor and landscape imagery provoked an imaginary mode of 

engagement, evoked memories and ‘stirred up’ an emotional and deep-

seated resentment about the impact of colonisation. Although this is only 

one individual example of such a ‘stirring affect’, it provides a ‘micro’ level 

insight into the (possible) broader unsettling of public consciousness that 

was outside the scope of my empirical research. 

 

The participants of the ‘Tainui Kaumatua’ group alluded to the way in which 

banal nationalism is repeatedly flagged by common-sense mnemonics such 

as place names and street signs (Billig, 1995).  As TK7 describes it, “you sort 

of gloss over it [a place name] in everyday life…but when it’s like that, it 

brings it back pretty graphically”. This comment suggests that the 

significance of place-names used in daily life is often taken-for-granted, but 

that the use of nomenclature that is graphically linked to violence has the 

potential to evoke associations with past conflicts. This notion is further 

reiterated by TK1’s comment that the Great South Road “had a historic 

significance to it…that documentary actually showed me just why that jolly 

road was such a big thing”.  
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While the extracts discussed in this section reveal a discursive struggle 

between competing concepts of nation and community, they also illustrate 

the significance of the series’ creative use of familiar landscape imagery in 

promoting a connection between past and present. The landscape can be 

seen here to evoke memories of the past, and to stir resentment about 

colonial injustices. Examples of participants’ access to specific memory 

resources provide the focus for the following section.  

 

8.5 Cultural Memory 

 

A significant insight of the audience research was the variety of ways in 

which participants utilised memory as a means of engaging with, and 

discussing the episode. The focus group extracts discussed here 

demonstrate the articulation of different ‘modes’ of memory (as outlined in 

section 1.3.8). While some extracts exemplify memory as representational, 

some illustrate the associational dimension of memory, and some suggest 

the involvement of memory as non-representational, affective and embodied.  

Memory is sometimes articulated as a collective, social process, and at 

times, as a highly subjective, individual form of bodily or emotional 

engagement. In some extracts, all of these dimensions appear to operate 

simultaneously.  These extracts show how memory is evoked by; words, 

metaphor and place-names, images of the landscape (as in the above 

extract), photographs of ancestors, sounds that are associated with past 

events, textures, colours, camera movement, the rhythm of editing, and 

discordant sound-effects. While these observations have required a 

complex, multi-dimensional approach to the role of memory (see section 

1.3.8), a further layer of complexity must be added to this framework. 

Memory resources appear to provide, for some, a more comfortable (but not 

natural) means of engaging with the past. In this sense, memory can be seen 

as operating as an alternative (and potential form or resistance) to the 

dominant modes of engaging with history.10 

 



 328 

The idea of engaging with the past through memories that are passed 

through generations has been discussed in relation to ‘Holocaust memory’, 

as a characteristic of audience responses to the documentary Night and Fog 

(Nuit et Brouillard, 1955). Here, van der Knaap (2006: 169) describes this 

‘flow’ of memory as a ‘transgenerational act’. A similar type of 

transgenerational transit has also been emphasized as a characteristic of 

cultural memory in the post-colonial Pacific (Mageo, 2001), and as an 

indicator of memory as a form of social activity that can be passed on and 

discursively modified, amongst various communities (Edwards & Potter, 

1992).  

 

As argued in chapter one, the transmission of memory from one generation 

to another enables the flow through time of memory resources that operate 

as culturally specific systems of meaning. In the following extract, TK2 

‘remembers’ the sacrifice of her ancestor, King Tawhiao (whose portrait is 

repeatedly displayed in episode three – see image 3), to whom she attributes 

the prescience of a prophet. TK2’s expression of story fragments can by 

understood as an expression of memories that were passed through 

generations, and that have culturally specific currency, collectively shared by 

“all of us here in Tainui”: 

 

TK2: Tawhiao foresaw all these things before it ever happened. This 
was the spirituality in our Maori King, King Tawhiao...He foretold of a 
lot of things. And this is where we, the people in Tainui were aware. I 
just sort of truly believed in it…and I thought that, well not thought, I 
must say that…he was truly a prophet…King Tawhiao was 
 
TK3:  He was 
 
TK2:  He foretold everything…even before the wars that started when 
they came across Maungatawhiri…where that was the boundary line, 
where the soldiers weren’t supposed to cross that creak. See and I 
think that, not only myself, but all of us here in Tainui…we still strongly 
believe in it…and there’s still some little unsettled business within our 
own hearts that…we cannot accept, I can’t… 
 
L.P:  Accept what happened? 
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TK2:  Mmm…because it came right through there…we were the 
people that suffered in land confiscations…and it was through those 
brutal wars…they who still believe us will go with all those thoughts. 
And I honor my people, even though they used a natural (.) when they 
said…when the men wanted to take the Orakau wars…they wanted 
them to get out…Maniapoto told them to go and they refused to 
move…if the men died…told them to do with them. And even today, I 
guess I must say the same thing…that is still how I feel, that…you 
know I could, I feel that, I could go all over this again, and see it all 
over again. But my greatest honour of all is my Kingi Tawhiao, where 
he had already foreseen all these things…but we just didn’t have the 
tactic of prevention. We were threatened from the beginning. 
 

This passionate expression of story fragments was prompted by a complex 

intersection of memory triggers. While the particular flow of discussion during 

this focus group played a part in this process, specific formal aspects of 

TNZW triggered memories. Expressed as dialect, the collective access to 

this particular ‘memory corpus’ meant that this reflection upon fragments of 

oral histories did not require TK2 to elaborate beyond the skeletal 

communication of these story fragments. While the series projected a 

complex web of potential memory triggers, this particular response is likely 

to have been triggered by the repeated appearance of portrait photographs 

of King Tawhiao and Rewi Maniopoto. As discussed in chapter seven, these 

photographs of Maori chiefs were super-imposed against moving-image 

layers of flowing water and mystical dawn shots. These evocative images, in 

conjunction with wailing vocals, provide the visual and aural substance for 

imagining a ghostly presence of those who lost their lives during these wars.   

 

Photographs have been theorised as repositories of cultural memory, where 

they have been discussed for their semiotic function, their material 

evocations and their social and cultural significance. Elizabeth Edwards 

argues that: 

 

…it is not merely the image qua image that is the focus of 
contemplation, evocation and memory, but that its material forms, 
enhanced by its presentational forms, are central to its function as a 
socially salient object. These material forms exist in dialogue with the 
image itself, to make meaning and to create the focus for meaning 
and evocation. For photographs belong to that class of objects 
formed specifically to remember…photographs express a desire for 



 330 

memory and the act of keeping a photograph is, like other souvenirs, 
an act of faith in the future (Edwards, 1999: 222).  

 

Like the landscape, photographs function on several levels as both 

repositories of memory, and as memory triggers. Photographs of ancestors 

can serve as especially powerful memory triggers, whereby they can function 

as a material platform from which to construct memories (or the imagined 

existence) of a person, for whom the viewer may not have known during 

their lifetime. In order to ‘animate’ the person depicted in the photograph, 

the viewer must be able to access a variety of memory resources relevant to 

that person’s life, which can be woven into a complex, imaginary fabric. This 

‘ancestral memory fabric’ can then be carried with a person (like a spirit or 

ghost), serving as protection, guidance or assurance.  This idea may appear 

far-fetched, but it helps to explain the construction of memory by those 

focus group participants who had access to discourses of Maori spirituality. 

The following extract demonstrates the emotional response of HA4 to the 

way in which a Maori descendant of Rewi Maniopoto constructs the ghost-

like presence of her ancestors, whilst holding a photograph of them 

(interviewed in episode three of the series). This photograph functions here 

as a material platform from which to construct a memory fabric – which 

serves for this Maori woman, as a means of ‘animating’ her ancestors, so 

that she hears them ‘speak’ to her.  

 

HA4: The most moving moment in the whole episode…is…when this 
Maori woman…she said ‘I look at that photograph of my old people 
and I hear them say, what is past is past’…and I still go into tears 
every time I hear that because that’s such a generous response…and 
I remember the time that I saw that, that particular statement meant 
more to me, than anything…any of Belich or anything…it was just 
such an expression of hope for the future that despite all of that… 

 

This extract contains several layers of ‘memory work’. For HA4, the 

screening of episode three of TNZW prior to the focus group discussion 

served as a trigger for her to remember her emotional response to this 

particular sequence of the series, at the time it was first broadcast on 

television in 1998. Within the context of this group’s discussion, HA4’s 



 331 

response stands out as a rare moment of affective engagement with the 

series. As mentioned earlier in this chapter this ‘History Academics’ group 

tended to prioritise the discussion in terms of historical veracity, and a 

critique of Belich’s professional integrity. HA4 suggests here, that these 

aspects meant very little in contrast to the way in which this Maori woman 

was able to construct memories of her ancestors via a photograph. Such 

engagement with the past through visual, oral and spiritual technologies of 

memory has been marginalised within the history academy.  

 

8.5.1 Sound, Associat ion and Affect 

 

The semantic and affective role of the soundtrack has received minimal (but 

much needed) attention within the realm of documentary theory (Corner, 

2005, Gaines, 1999). However, there is growing interest in this role of sound, 

especially in relation to the study of cultural memory, synaesthesia, visual 

music and audio-visual culture (Kandinsky, 1911; Chion, 1994; Marks, 2000; 

Mageo, 2001; Brougher, 2005). This body of scholarship has informed my 

understanding of the complex ways in which audience members engaged 

with TNZW soundtrack, which appears to have been especially powerful for 

those whose ‘memory corpus’ includes culturally encoded aural 

associations.  For example, some Maori have a strong spiritual association 

with the sounds of the koauau, and the ngeri. An eighty-four-year-old Maori 

woman illustrated this, when she described her response to specific aspects 

of the series’ soundtrack: 

 

TK1: Yeah…it really brought back the spirit, the wairua of the korero. 
You know you could hear the koauau. Yeah the soundtrack…I think 
that’s the one that got me most…and the ngeri, when I heard the 
ngeri…Waikato’s famous ngeri being sung. Right away that’s 
showing their mana in who they stand for, the Kingitanga. Oh yes, 
that’s real Waikato…mana…when you hear it, it sends goose pimples 
up your back. When you feel that up your back, well you know that 
documentary…the wairua’s there… See that’s where a lot of the 
history’s kept…it’s in the waiatas…it’s in those ngeris. That’s why I 
was glad when I heard the sound of the ngeri, in the 
background…because that’s where the actual korero was…in those 
ngeris (my emphasis).  
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This extract illustrates how, for some audience members, engagement with 

the auditory aspects of this series catalysed the ignition of associational and 

affective dimensions of memory. This may suggest that a number of the 

instrumental sounds used in the series are codified with culturally specific 

meanings or associations. While some participants were able to associate 

specific memories or strong emotions with the sounds of the koauau, the 

ngeri, the haka, and the military drum roll, it was evident that not all viewers 

had access to the same socially and culturally constructed memory 

resources.  

 

TK4’s final comment alludes to the idea that the waiata and the ngeri are 

repositories of cultural memory, which hold onto memory resources in oral 

and aural forms, and are accreted over time, enabling the flow of memory 

across generations (Mageo, 2001: 11). On one hand, TK4 refers to these 

memory repositories as though they are representational forms of memory 

storage – that the Waikato ngeri represents the mana of the Kingitanga. On 

the other hand, her engagement with the sound of this ngeri demonstrates 

an affective dimension of memory. To experience “goose pimples” as a 

bodily response to music, does not necessarily involve processes of 

representation, thought, or access to discourse. But such a response may 

involve a sub-conscious process of accessing sensory memories (see 

Marks, 2000).  

 

An affective engagement with TNZW soundtrack was demonstrated by a 

number of the audience responses, and it was interesting that many of these 

responses were accompanied by the expression of an impulse to ‘do 

something’ - to activate their bodies in various ways. While an elderly Pakeha 

respondent wrote in a letter to the local newspaper that the series made him 

“want to puke”, 11 an eighteen-year-old participant of the Maori youth group 

commented, “…a lot of those hakas, I knew them…I just felt like standing up 

and doing a haka”. It is understandable that these differently situated 

audience members express such vastly different bodily impulses. But the 
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later response exemplifies a more general expression of an impulse of 

resistance to colonial discourse, which was exhibited by a number of Maori 

focus-group participants. These responses would appear to support Gaines’ 

(1999) argument - that the point of using “traditional solidarity ballads on 

documentary sound tracks is to reach audiences at the juncture of the 

physiological and the psychological and to use musical associations to 

“produce…not just affiliation but action” (p.92).  

 

Likened here to a “traditional solidarity ballad”, the haka is a very expressive 

and physical form of chant and dance that was once used to express the 

intent to engage in battle, to scare opponents, to prepare warriors 

psychologically for battle, and to express tribal identity and solidarity. It has 

also been used as a psychological preparatory chant by Maori who fought 

as part of the Maori battalion during WW2 (where it was often whispered).12 

The haka continues to be performed prior to international rugby tests 

(featuring the New Zealand national team, the ‘All Blacks’) as a signifier of 

national and cultural identity.13  Like other oral and aural forms of memory 

transmission (such as the waiata and the ngeri), the haka can be understood 

as a repository of cultural memory. But the bodily impulse and historical 

function that can be associated with the haka, charge it with the potential of 

functioning as an extremely potent and passionate expression of resistance 

to colonialism.   

 

During the focus groups, a number of other bodily impulses of resistance to 

colonialism were observed. The most surprising of such responses is 

perhaps the following, where an eighteen-year-old woman (MY3), when 

asked to describe how she felt about the documentary, replied, “I was crying 

man”. In fact, I had observed earlier that she had been literally sobbing 

uncontrollably throughout the screening: 

 

MY5:  It was quite emotional for me…and I’m quite angry about it. 
 
MY3:  I was crying man  
 
MY1:  I just feel like getting the British Flag and burning it 
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MY3:  Yeah, same here...I was blown away…I was crying and 
everything. I just honestly didn’t think that everything was like that, but 
it was…just how like, the great chiefs, how they were just killed off, 
like…like nothing. 

 

In order to discuss the powerful emotional response exhibited by this group, 

it is necessary first to explain the particular context within which the 

screening and subsequent discussion took place. This was a close-knit, 

Maori youth group, most of whom had not seen this episode (The Invasion of 

Waikato) when it was first televised. As a group, they had limited prior 

knowledge of conventional ‘New Zealand history’ (in its dominant written 

forms), but most of them had strong emotional ties with their ancestors - 

some of whom were portrayed in the series as distinguished warriors who 

were eventually killed during the Waikato War. As descendants of various 

Waikato hapu, the participants of this focus group had inherited the socio-

economic consequences of the massive dispossession that ensued the 

Waikato War. When interpreted against this context, the extent of sadness, 

resentment and anger that was expressed by these participants is hardly 

surprising.  

 

As illustrated in the previous examples, many viewers used ‘emotion 

metaphors’ - phrases that expressed a ‘mimetic’ impulse to perform some 

kind of bodily action in response to the series. These ranged from wanting to 

“puke” to “getting the British Flag and burning it”. Such statements take the 

expression of emotion to a new level of passion, whereby the respondents 

articulate their desire to physically act upon strong feelings of disgust, pride, 

resentment and anger. Whether or not these responses were actually 

manifested in action is not known, but the frequency of this kind of 

passionate response suggests that the series may have functioned as a 

catalyst, thus sparking the emergence of an impulse toward an ‘active’ 

resistance to colonialism. 

 

8.6 Conclusion 
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The focus-group extracts discussed in this chapter have demonstrated both 

the agenda-setting role of TNZW, and the diversity of responses, which have 

been shaped by the participants’ access to quite different discursive 

resources. 

 

In terms of the choice of transcript material and themes for discussion in this 

chapter, it has not been an intention to provide either a fully representative 

examination of the content discussed in all focus groups, or a balanced 

representation of Maori and Pakeha responses to TNZW. Instead, this 

chapter has been structured on the basis of my selective choice of both 

transcript extracts and themes. The rationale for this selection is based on 

the relevance of the data at hand, to the key concepts and insights 

emergent from the research. This has resulted in a prioritization of focus 

group material that helped to shed light on concepts such as cultural 

memory and affective engagement. My identification of each of the themes 

discussed in this chapter has been useful as a means of structuring the 

many insights emerging from the focus group discussions. While this was a 

highly interpretive response to the transcript material, my identification of 

these themes was also informed by my earlier survey of the distinctive 

discursive field that shaped the reception of TNZW.  

 

A number of rich insights have emerged from this audience research, the 

most unexpected of which were the highly emotional character of both the 

transcribed and observed responses, and the participants’ use of memory 

resources as a way of engaging with the past. Both of these insights turned 

out to be particularly significant outcomes of my research, which prompted 

my exploration of the relation between discourse, affect and cultural 

memory. 

  

Other significant insights from this audience research suggest the potential 

of this particular television documentary to function as a technology of 

cultural memory, to evoke a re-imagining of the nation, to provoke public 

debate, and to stir up a sense of resistance to colonialism.  
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As noted in the introduction to this chapter, the similarities and differences 

between the published audience responses and my focus group responses 

provide an important research outcome. While the themes identified in the 

focus group discussions are consistent with the key debates of the written 

responses, these more public negotiations (which occurred during the 

month in which the series was first broadcast) appear to have invited a more 

polemic type of ‘gut reaction’ to the series. Written at the moment when the 

discursive collision generated by the series was experienced (for some) as 

raw and corrosive, discourses of race and nation reveal themselves in many 

of the apparently more impulsive written reactions. In contrast, many of the 

discursive negotiations discussed in this chapter have been expressed after 

a period of contemplation and with the value of hindsight. Both of these 

methods of research have their own value, and their combined use suggests 

this as a useful approach toward audience research.  

 

While my audience research has operated as a valuable part of the overall 

project, the outcomes must be considered in relation to the specific 

limitations of my research design, and of the focus group method. In this 

respect, all of the research outcomes discussed here are interpretive rather 

than conclusive, and the speculative aspects of these outcomes point 

toward the need for further research.  

 

The focus group discussions have generated a complex discursive 

entanglement that has been difficult to marshall. However, the intersection of 

a number of insights point toward the catalytic potential of television 

documentary to open up productive spaces. Situated within these spaces, 

the audience responses discussed in this chapter illustrate the interstitial 

transit of discursive and memory resources, and show how they are involved 

in re-imagining ‘nation’ ‘landscape’ ‘colonisation’ and ‘history’. The major 

insight of this chapter however, is that it is through the associational and 

affective dimensions of cultural memory, that audience members derive the 

impulse to actively negotiate strategies of resistance to colonialism.  
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Endnotes 

                                                
1 Letter to editor. The full letter is included in Appendix 2. 
 
2 This pilot audience response project was conducted during July-October, 1998. It involved 
a survey of a extensive array of letters to local newspapers and magazines, which focused 
on TNZW. These responses were grouped according to discursive themes, and an 
observation was made, that certain discourses tended to be expressed along the lines of 
factors such as ethnicity, age and geographic homeland.  
 
3 Both MY1 and MY2 were brought up in a family environment (in Nagaruawahia) where 
Maori activism was prominent, and history was often discussed in relation to the Kingitanga 
and contemporary issues of Maori self determination. MY5 did not have this influence of 
Maori oral history being passed down, but learnt a lot about history, the Treaty, biculturalism 
etc. at University.  
 
4 For a recent discussion on the issue of military versus social history, see: Montgomerie, 
(2003). 
 
5 These claims of bias were a prominent feature of the public response directly following the 
series’ broadcast. For example, one letter to a local newspaper commented that Belich 
must be “an anglophobe [who] has tried to ingratiate himself with Maori” (Coulson, 1998). 
 
6 This double-edged character of the noble-savage discourse is discussed by McCreanor 
(1997) and Salmond (1991: 95).  
 
7  The ‘Coronation’ is a yearly celebration held to commemorate the formation of the Maori 
King Movement, and the subsequent ‘crowning’ of the Maori Queen. In this instance, MY1 
refers to performing at the Coronation, possibly inferring that he will be performing as part of 
a ‘kapa haka’ group.  
 
8 It is interesting to note that the argument that underpins The Musket Wars (Crosby, 1999) 
has been utilised by some people as a rationale for arguing for the abolishment of the Treaty 
of Waitangi. This rationale rests on the notion that, at the time of the signing of the Treaty, 
Maori tribal dynamics were severely unbalanced due to the introduction of the musket, and 
consequent ‘genocide’ of poorer tribes who were not wealthy enough to be able to 
participate in the trade for muskets (Crosby, 1999; Hunt, 1999). 
 
9  See, for instance Cowan (1922); Buick (1926) and Holt (1962: 22-23). 
 
10  This use of memory as a form of resistance to the dominant modes of engaging with 
history has been discussed by; Radstone and Hodgkin (2006: 10), Foucault (1977: 22) and 
McArthur (1978: 55). 
  
11 This response was expressed in a letter to the local newspaper, by Peacocke (1998) (See 
Appendix 2). 
 
12 This use of the haka was discussed in a documentary made by a University of Waikato 
MA student, Kahurangi Waititi, in which she interviewed her father, who spoke about his 
experiences as a member of the Maori battalion during WW2.  
 
13 For a discussion about the many cultural meanings associated with the haka, see Kaiwai 
and Zemke-White (2004). 
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CHAPTER 9: Conclusion 

 
 

9.1  Introduction 
 

Audio-visual media can play a significant role in the processes of drawing 

upon, transmitting, reinforcing, and popularising cultural memory. Using 

TNZW as a key television event within New Zealand, resonating with a 

distinctive discursive context, this thesis has explored the role of television 

documentary in terms of its capacity to animate history and to function as a 

technology of cultural memory, within a specifically volatile context. The 

insights gained in this thesis have demonstrated that television documentary 

has the capacity to implicate a number of other technologies of cultural 

memory, and in doing so, to function as a complex trigger for audience 

members to experience both collective and personal memories of the past.  

 

Thompson’s (1990) tripartite approach has provided a useful means with 

which to study the role of TNZW within this context, since it has enabled a 

multi-faceted approach to analysing the construction of meaning. The 

significance of conducting tripartite research can be seen in the integration of 

insights gained across the three levels of research. This thesis demonstrates 

that any meanings associated with a documentary text are not simply able to 

be read from the text in a textually determined manner, but that these 

meanings undergo a complex process of negotiation between producer, text 

and audience. One value of this approach has been its emphasis on the 

importance of the specific social-historical context in which this text was 

produced and interpreted. In this respect, chapters three and four 

demonstrate the importance of acknowledging the complex discursive 

terrain that shapes the wider resonance of a documentary text.   

 

While both the tripartite model and CDA have certain shortcomings, these 

have been addressed in this thesis by my exploration of the elliptical modes 

of memory. This heuristic model has been utilised co-extensively with my 

original methodological framework, where CDA was initially situated as the 
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principal analytical method utilised across each phase of the tripartite model.  

This modular framework has served as a productive method for exploring 

the following specific research questions. 

 

Initially, the objectives for this research derived from my curiosity about the 

specific nature of the public debate that followed the broadcast of TNZW. In 

particular, I was interested in exploring the complexity and reverberation of 

this debate, and investigating the origin and function of these discursive 

negotiations. This required an investigation into how these discursive 

expressions had emerged and developed within wider processes of 

discursive struggle, cultural colonization and de-colonisation.  During the 

initial broadcast, and through my survey of public responses, it occurred to 

me that the series played an important role in ‘stirring up’ an already much-

contested discursive situation. But this was a speculation that invited further 

investigation via empirical audience research.  After this research had been 

conducted, analysis of the focus group transcripts generated a number of 

insights, which led to the identification of cultural memory as a crucial 

element of my theoretical and methodological framework.  However, the 

inclusion of cultural memory posed another layer of research questions. It 

became necessary to explore the role of memory in relation to discourse and 

affect, and to understand the factors (such as community membership) that 

enable or constrain differently positioned audience members’ access to 

memory resources. It was also important to assess the capacity of TNZW to 

function as a technology of cultural memory. In order to discuss the specific 

use of memory resources by focus group participants, my conceptualisation 

of memory needed to be developed, enabling its practical application and 

differentiation between affective and discursive instances of memory.  

 

This conclusion reflects upon the value and the limitations of each of the 

three phases of research, as separate parts, and as an integrated whole. 

While discussing the difficulties involved in attempting to arrive at a singular 

ideological character of media messages, this chapter outlines a selection of 

the insights that emerged from the integration of the three phases of 
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research. Having influenced my theoretical framework in a reciprocal way, 

many of these insights appear as recurring motifs that run through this 

thesis. An attempt is made here to identify when they significantly intersect. 

However, many of these insights point toward the need for further research 

rather than establishing neatly bounded conclusions. The most significant 

outcomes of this thesis are considered after reflecting upon the value of 

each part of these three phases of research. 

 

9.2  Part 1: Social-historical Context and Production Context 

 

Part one of this research addresses the need to position cultural forms within 

their context, and to identify how a specific media text draws from, inflects 

and contributes to discourses and cultural memory. At least three different 

types of ‘context’ are established within this first phase of research. These 

include: the social-historical context that is surveyed by way of a discursive 

map; the institutional context that is investigated through my study of 

broadcasting discourses in chapter six; and the production context that is 

outlined via the discourses articulated by key production personnel. 

Together, these different types of context build a platform that informs my 

analysis of TNZW and it’s reception. 

 

The discursive arenas mapped out in chapters three and four provide a 

flexible framework allowing for a more nuanced understanding of how 

particular discourses have played out in historical narratives, and have re-

appeared in re-contextualised and remnant forms. This map of discourses 

has also been vital as a means of emphasising the distinctive context that 

has shaped TNZW as a media event. Chapters three and four underscore 

the significance of the volatile discursive context as a key element of the 

complex dialogical process catalysed by the series.  

 

The production interviews played an important role in relation to the wider 

project. While enabling some insight into the institutional context in which the 

series was produced, the interviews also revealed the collaborative nature of 
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the production process. Selected comments from each of the interview 

transcripts illustrate the way in which production personnel negotiated 

various approaches toward popular history and the role of television 

documentary as a vehicle for the expression of discourses of biculturalism 

and de-colonisation. The discursive entanglement associated with this 

process of collaboration and compromise has complicated the notion of 

locating a singular ‘preferred reading’. Rather, chapter six illustrates a more 

complex situation, whereby multiple layers of meaning have been generated 

from the bi-cultural collaboration between individual personnel, and between 

different approaches toward historical narrative and memory.  

 

The fifteen to sixteen month gap between the series’ broadcast and the time 

of the production interviews is significant. This enabled each of the 

informants to reflect upon the historical context in which the series was 

produced and broadcast, and to consider the implications of its 

reverberating impact since the initial broadcast. As discussed in chapter six, 

TNZW was described by Horrocks (1999) as a result of ‘the right people in 

the right place at the right time’. However, the discursive map outlined in 

chapters three and four suggests that what may appear as a coincidental 

alignment of people and places was considerably shaped by a highly volatile 

discursive and cultural context.   

 

Placing phase one within the wider frame of the tripartite research highlights 

the way in which several of the objectives expressed by these interviewees 

can be observed in following chapters to have come to fruition. For instance, 

Stephen’s (1999) objectives were: “to move people”, “to awaken them, to 

good history” and “to treat history as now”. However, this tripartite 

framework also shows how the generation of meaning across three phases 

often escapes the intentions of the producers. In this sense, a focus on the 

production context is useful, but can only provide a partial understanding of 

how a media text is situated within its wider context.   
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9.3  Part 2: Construction of Text 

 

The second phase of research has been valuable as a means of assessing 

how TNZW is positioned in relation to the New Zealand broadcasting 

context, and how this series makes use of the distinctive characteristics of 

television documentary. While I have drawn upon global templates as a 

means of defining the generic characteristics of television and documentary, 

these are adapted to enable a type of analysis that is sensitive to the specific 

New Zealand context within which this series was produced, broadcast and 

engaged by viewers.  

 

In chapter seven, a multi-faceted approach toward textual analysis 

demonstrates the complex construction of TNZW. The value of focusing 

upon generic, narrative, aesthetic and discursive layers of analysis becomes 

evident when considering them in conjunction. For instance, TNZW’s 

innovative use of documentary conventions is enriched by the strategic use 

of aesthetic elements. Throughout the series, culturally specific visual and 

aural codes are used both as evidentiary fragments, and as technologies of 

cultural memory.  In chapter seven, the aesthetic and narrative construction 

of TNZW are discussed separately, but these layers of construction are also 

considered in relation to the particular discursive constellation promoted by 

the series’ creative use of documentary conventions. By using the tools of 

dramatic narrative and appropriating the aesthetic archives of colonialism (in 

the form of art-work from the colonial period), discourses of race and 

colonization are re-contextualised via a process of ‘detournement’ (Debord, 

1956). While this creative use of visual culture was adopted due to a lack of 

contemporary photographic evidence of these specific battles, the resulting 

de-naturalisation of colonial discourse illustrates Bhabha’s (1990) 

postcolonial strategy of mimicry.  

 

This layered analysis of TNZW demonstrates how the interplay of expository 

and performative conventions generates possibilities for complex 

intersections of discursive and affective modes of engagement. A key insight 
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arising from this modal interplay is the temporal collapse that occurs as a 

result of re-enactments of the battle scenes. Here, the juxtaposition of artistic 

representations of the past with contemporary footage of the landscape and 

battle sites function as referential fragments as well as evoking an affective 

presence of the past.  

 

Another key insight emerging from this phase of analysis is the way in which 

the soundtrack has been crafted in order to resonate with particular 

communities of the New Zealand audience. The specific repertoire of 

instrumental sounds that make up this soundtrack have the potential to ‘tap 

into’ the memory corpus of differently situated ‘communities of memory’. In 

addition to these instrumental sounds, the use of historically and culturally 

specific waiata, ngeri and haka, the sound effects of battle, and the re-

enacted voice-overs that connote various British dialects, combine to create 

a complex aural texture that has the potential to evoke personal associations 

and bodily memories. Due to the discursive and associational qualities of 

these sounds and images, TNZW operates as a series of layered texts that 

are open to multiple interpretations, and a potentially rich type of 

engagement for New Zealand audience members.  

 

9.4  Part 3: Reception of Text 

 

In part three, both transcript analysis and the elliptical modes of memory 

work alongside each other to frame my analysis of the focus group 

participants’ discursive and affective engagement with TNZW. This analytical 

approach presupposes a conception of the audience as active, not only in 

the sense of individuals’ capacity to participate in intellectual critique and 

public debate, but also in the sense of their affective and experiential 

engagement with television documentary. My audience research suggests 

that this broader notion of audience activity is significant (especially in this 

specific case study) as a means of researching expressions of resistance to 

colonial discourse. While the discursive map outlined in chapters three and 

four is useful as a point of connection between all three phases of research, 
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discourse analysis has been particularly valuable as a means of studying 

audience negotiations with TNZW. Here, discourse analysis has enabled a 

detailed analysis of the ways in which audience members have drawn upon, 

articulated, and socially negotiated those discourses outlined in the 

discursive map. This type of analysis has generated many insights, some of 

which required the adaptation of my initial research design.  

 

One expected insight arising from the audience research was the complexity 

and diversity of responses to TNZW. For instance, some Pakeha expressed 

their anxiety about the series’ corrosion of ‘the nation’, by subverting the 

justifications of colonialism. Particular members of the ‘HA’ focus group were 

influenced by (and to some extent constrained by) the ways in which they 

privileged their access to discourses of historical veracity and empiricism. In 

contrast to these examples, some Pakeha participants drew on discourses 

of biculturalism and postcolonialism, and were able to discuss the 

documentary series in terms of its audio-visual construction and strategic 

revision of a colonial historical narrative. While a similar degree of diversity 

was also evident in the responses of Maori participants, the insights 

emerging from the ‘Maori Youth’ and the ‘Tainui Kaumatua’ group 

highlighted the significance of their differential access to specific memory 

resources. One of the most portentous insights to arise from the audience 

research was the extent of emotion observed during the ‘Maori Youth’ and 

‘Tainui Kaumatua’ focus groups, and the related expression of an impulse 

toward action. This is not exhaustive or representative of wider society. It is 

possible to assume that emotional responses were expressed by other 

groups in society. Certainly, the letters to the editor suggest that at least 

some Pakeha responded in a similar fashion. 

 

Across all of the focus groups, possibly the most significant finding has been 

the way in which the series has opened up spaces which enable the 

interstitial transit of discursive and memory resources. Specific audience 

responses suggest that these spaces have generated a re-imagining of 

nation and landscape, and have spawned alternative ways of engaging with 
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the past. In aggregate, these insights demonstrate the complexity of 

audience engagement with this series, thus reiterating the value of a tripartite 

study and the limitations of focusing only on production research or textual 

analysis in accessing the generation of meanings associated with a specific 

text.  

 

The model of elliptical modes of memory (chapter eight) has served as a 

useful means of differentiating between discursive expressions of memory 

and non-representational instances of affective engagement with the series. 

The focus group extracts demonstrate the articulation of these different 

modes of memory, and illustrate the Deleuzean notion that affective memory 

can agitate thought (Deleuze, 1988; Bennett, 2006: 32; also discussed in 

section 1.3.8). The complex results generated by this type of analysis 

emphasise the need for further research that integrates discursive and 

affective facets of audience engagement. This type of research is likely to be 

of particular value in a study of the interplay between various ‘modes of 

engagement’ (such as an ‘animation mode’, or a ‘music video’ mode) as a 

means of better understanding the complexity of engagement with other 

forms of television documentary.  

 

9.5  Integrating the Three Phases 

 

Thompson’s tripartite approach has served as a useful means of structuring 

my research, where it has enabled an integrated approach toward multiple 

dimensions of the mediated communication of meaning. This approach has 

been particularly valuable as a means of researching the social-historical 

context for the production, construction and reception of TNZW, whereby 

specific discourses can be seen to weave their way through each of the 

three phases of research. The changing position, character and context of 

these discourses across the three phases serves to illustrate both the 

catalytic role of the series, and the significance of the complex discursive flux 

in which it was embedded.  
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One of the benefits of integrating the three phases of research is that it 

enables a focus upon the intersection of themes, discourses and insights, 

which has occurred across each of the three stages of analysis. For 

example, one of the most significant insights occurring across all three 

phases is the role of memory resources such as Maori instrumental sounds, 

colonial artwork, and landscape imagery. The prominence of these 

resources during each stage of analysis required the expansion of my initial 

theoretical framework to include the theory of cultural memory. 

 

Another benefit of integrating the three phases of research is that it brings 

into contrast particular points of difference and contradiction that arise 

across the phases. For instance, similar discursive arenas were accessed 

and negotiated in all three stages, but, as suggested above, they are drawn 

upon and expressed in quite different ways in each stage.  

 

The processes of discursive struggle and discursive intertextuality cut across 

each of the three phases of research. My research illustrates how many of 

the discourses drawn upon in the construction of written narratives of the 

New Zealand Wars also figure in the production, construction and reception 

of TNZW. But it also shows how these discourses are always involved in an 

ongoing process of struggle, and that discourses change position (in terms 

of dominance and marginalisation), and mutate over time. More specifically, 

the tripartite structure of this research demonstrates how discourses have 

moved from positions of dominance to marginalization (and vice-versa), and 

that remnants of these discourses continue to be used in complex and 

apparently contradictory ways. For example, focus group extracts in chapter 

eight demonstrate how some Pakeha have drawn on remnants of racial 

discourse. However, these discursive remnants have also been utilised, quite 

differently (often by indigenous communities), as part of a Fanonist strategy 

of anti-colonial resistance. A different type of anti-colonial strategy is utilised 

in TNZW, where discourses of race are re-contextualised (as discussed in 

sections 4.10.2 & 7.4.2). 
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The process of integrating the results of these different types of research 

demonstrates the fluidity and dynamic nature of the discursive context in 

which the series was produced and constructed, and the diversity of public 

debate about and audience engagement with TNZW. As I have argued in 

chapter seven, such complexity demonstrates that any ‘reading’ of TNZW, in 

terms of a singular textual message or function within wider society, is 

untenable.  

 

By integrating the insights emerging from the three levels of this tripartite 

study, what becomes apparent is that the negotiation of meaning occurs at 

the encounter between text and audience. Within this process of negotiation, 

some meaning appears to be closely tied to the preferred readings intended 

by the producers. Other meanings escape this frame and draw from 

alternative discursive resources and other frames of reference. For example, 

the bicultural collaboration between individual production personnel is 

expressed in the text’s privileging of bicultural discourse.  However, the 

audience engagement with this series indicates a complexity and diversity of 

response that escapes the bounds of a bicultural frame. This reinforces 

much of the earlier audience research literature related to television (eg: 

Corner et al, 1990; Morley, 1992; Philo, 1990). 

 

To argue that TNZW serves a nation-building role or promotes a unified 

national identity, may be an appropriate partial assessment (see Goldson, 

2004: 246). But this academic critique is best understood as part of a 

broader, more intricate situation. In its privileging of bicultural discourse and 

landscape imagery, the series can be viewed as celebrating biculturalism. 

One interpretation, then, is that such a national narrative may operate as a 

banal signifier of cultural colonisation, quashing anti-colonial anger by 

proposing a unified outcome. However, the complexity evident in all three 

phases of my research suggests that this would be an overly simplistic and 

textually determined assessment. A more adequate appraisal would be that 

TNZW intervened, and functioned as a catalyst, within a volatile discursive 

context. My research suggests that within this particular context, TNZW has 
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functioned on many levels, permitting the reimagining of nation, landscape 

and community, in many different ways.  

 

While these conclusions serve as an important outcome of my research, 

they add to the difficulty of gauging the wider reverberations of TNZW. This 

series has resonated in many different ways with differently situated 

audiences. For example, the series has been interpreted as a step in the 

development of an orthodox historical narrative, and this view is supported 

by the use of TNZW as an educational resource within secondary schools.1 

While this ongoing use of TNZW text may be viewed as a means of 

establishing a new orthodoxy, it can also be understood as a means of 

generating resistance to literary historical narratives, or as a vehicle for 

encouraging an engagement with oral histories. On the basis of the 

integration of insights emerging from the three levels of research conducted 

in this thesis, my observation of the wider resonance of this television series 

has focused on the emotional re-imagining of landscape and the stirring of 

collective and personal remembrance. While these aspects were only hinted 

at in the focus group responses and letters to the editor, they are worthy of 

further study.    

 

This research challenges some of the taken-for-granted assumptions about 

the supposed role of television documentary. The first is the assumption that 

television documentary should (or does) play the primary function of nation-

building and maintaining hegemonic power relations. While there are many 

examples of New Zealand documentaries that can be argued to have played 

this role,2 my research suggests that television documentary may potentially 

function in a far more socially and politically contextualised way. Even within 

an institutional climate of neo-liberal conservatism, where (during the 1990s) 

there was still a state mandate to maximise the use of television as a site for 

nation-building,3 this thesis has demonstrated that it is still possible for 

television documentary to open spaces for new (and even progressive) ways 

of re-imagining ‘nation’ and ‘community’.  
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My research adds to the small but vital body of documentary audience 

research.4 It extends existing research in this area by articulating the relation 

between discourse, memory and affect, and by challenging a common-

sense (and scholarly) assumption that engagement with television 

documentary can be defined as fundamentally rational, intellectual or socio-

cognitive.5 While intellectual processes do play an important role in 

engagement with television documentary, my research demonstrates that 

impassioned, emotional and bodily engagement are also inherent to viewing 

such texts, and that the distinctive characteristics of television documentary 

in fact make it a potentially powerful technology for inviting an affective and 

‘popular’ engagement with the past.6 As noted in chapter one, the study of 

affect in relation to the media has focused predominantly on cinema.7 Even 

when affect has been theorised in relation to documentary, the distinctive 

capacity of television documentary to invite affective engagement has tended 

to take a back seat to a focus on examples of independent or avant-garde 

documentary films.8 However, in recent years significant contributions have 

been made to this neglected area of study.9 Adding to this body of 

scholarship, this thesis reiterates the need for further research aimed at 

exploring the potential of television documentary to provoke multi-

dimensional types of engagement.  

 

The issue of affective engagement is addressed in this thesis by treating 

television documentary as a potentially complex technology of cultural 

memory. As discussed in chapter seven, TNZW weaves together a number 

of memory technologies (such as photography, colonial art-work, waiata, 

carvings and instrumental sounds). All of these cultural forms are woven into 

an audio-visual ‘fabric’, which operates as a complex, multi-dimensional 

technology of cultural memory, enabling the flow of memory through visual, 

oral and aural channels. My analysis of TNZW suggests that when television 

documentary functions as a technology of cultural memory, it can potentially 

serve as a site for challenging previously dominant histories (see sections 

1.3.5. and 8.5.).  
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My research provides a compelling example of the distinctive capacity of a 

television documentary to intervene in the process of cultural colonisation 

and to participate in an inverse process of cultural de-colonisation. The 

series’ creative interplay of expository and performative conventions has 

served as a strategy for ‘animating’ the past, and for establishing an indelible 

connection between past colonial injustices and contemporary experiences 

of the landscape. In particular, focus group extracts discussed in chapter 

eight demonstrate how the series’ juxtaposition of past and present imagery 

of the landscape has played an important role in a re-imagining of nation, for 

sections of the series’ New Zealand audience.  

 

These potentiating functions of TNZW are selected aspects of a more 

complex process in which the wider social-historical context plays an 

important part. While it is impossible to locate a singular, conclusive function 

for TNZW, the audience research discussed in chapter eight suggests that 

this series has functioned to open up radical spaces for alternative ways of 

engaging with the past and new ways of imagining nation and community. 

These are spaces ‘in-between’ the dimensions of discursive and affective 

engagement, and it is within these spaces that affect can agitate thought, 

generate a reiteration of colonial narratives, and activate an impassioned 

resistance to colonial discourse. While demonstrating the richness and 

complexity of this space in-between, this thesis emphasizes the need for 

further research located at the intersection of television documentary, 

discourse, affect and cultural memory: 

 

Memory … is not a means of closure – is not a strategy for closing or 
finishing the past – but on the contrary, memory emerges as a 
generative force, a force which propels us not backward but forwards 
(Landsberg, 1995: 176). 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 351 

Endnotes 
                                                
1 This resource was developed as an educational package by Learning Media in 1999. The 
VHS tapes and accompanying study guides were distributed to all state-funded secondary 
schools in New Zealand.  
 
2 For examples, see Goldson (2004). 
 
3 This state mandate is discussed in relation to the idea of ‘Mainstreaming the Margins’, in 
Bell (1995a). Here, Bell interrogates the ill-defined (but taken-for-granted) concept of 
‘national and cultural identity’ that was intended in 1989 Broadcasting Act.  
 
4 Here, I am referring to the audience research conducted by Corner et al (1990), Roscoe 
(1999), and Hill (2005).   
 
5 Despite his useful discussion on the role of affect in terms of documentary performativity, 
Nichols has implied that (in contrast to fictional film) a ‘documentary mode of engagement’ 
can be defined on the basis of a fundamentally sober, rational or intellectual type of 
engagement (1991: 28). Nichols suggests this in his statement about documentary’s kinship 
with the “discourses of sobriety” (1991: 3). See my discussion about this in sections 5.4.3. 
and 5.4.4. 
 
6  This role has been acknowledged by some documentarists. For example, Stephens 
(1999) appeared to be particularly aware of the potential of television documentary to invite 
an emotional engagement with the past. He expresses this in the interview extracts 
discussed in chapter six.  
 
7  See, for instance Deleuze (1988), and Marks (2000). 
 
8  See, for instance Nichols (1994, 2001), Gaines, (1999), and (Middleton, 2002). 

 
9  See, for instance Corner, (2005a, 2005b, 2006b, 2006c), and MacDonald (2006). 
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Appendix 1 
 
The pilot project was conducted in October 1998, and involved a survey of 

audience responses derived from media articles and letters to the editor. On 

the basis of a wide range of such responses, it was apparent that age and 

ethnicity were significant factors in determining the types of responses to 

TNZW. The six groups were; Mixed pilot group (Auckland, mixed gender and 

ethnicity, age 27-35), Historians/history lecturers from The University of 

Waikato, ‘Te Ahurei’ Maori Youth Group (based in Hamilton), Tainui 

Kaumatua (representatives from different hapu of the Waikato region), 

Ngaruawahia High School students (mixed gender and ethnicity), Pakeha, 

aged 50+ (with an active interest in the history of the Waikato region). The 

recruitment of participants involved making contact with a range of people in 

specific community settings. Given that there was some difficulty in gaining 

access to (and the trust of) particular groups, people were chosen for their 

ability to act as a ‘gatekeeper’- a “person who can facilitate an outsider’s 

entry into a ‘restricted’ location” (Tolich & Davidson, 1999: 94). The 

‘gatekeeper’ often became instrumental in the selection of participants, as 

well as initiating a dialogue between myself and the group members. The 

recruitment process was aided by “snowball sampling” (Tolich & Davidson, 

1999: 35), whereby group participants would suggest the names of 

acquaintances who could form a subsequent group. In this way, it was 

possible to recruit people who were genuinely interested in the topic, and 

who wanted to contribute to the discussion. The snowballing process was 

also an effective way of making contact with people who had either 

specialised knowledge or a curious fascination for the topic. 
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Code Init. Age Gen Ethnicity Residence Iwi Hapu 
Auckland 30-Somethings 
AS1  34  F Pakeha Auckland   
AS2  30  M Pakeha Auckland   
AS3  32  M Dutch 

NZer 
Auckland   

AS4  32  F Maori Auckland   
AS5  30  M Pakeha Hamilton   
Maori Youth Group: 
MY1  18 M Maori Waikato Tainui  
MY2  18 F Maori Waikato Tainui  
MY3  18 F Maori Waikato   
MY4  20 M Maori Waikato Tainui NgatiHaua 
MY5  29 F Maori Waikato   
Tainui Kaumatua: 
TK1  84 F Maori Waikato Tainui  
TK2  60+ M Maori Waikato   
TK3  40+ M Maori Pirongia Tainui  
TK4  80+ M Maori Waikato Tainui NgatiHaua 
TK5  80+ M Maori Waikato Tainui  
TK6  30+ M Maori Waikato Tainui  
TK7  70+ M Maori Waikato Tainui  
TK8  70+ F Maori Waikato Tainui  
Ngaruawahia High School Students: 
NHS1  15 F Pakeha Ngaruawahia   
NHS2  15 M Pakeha Ngarawahia   
NHS3  15 M Maori Ngarawahia Tainui  
NHS4  15 F Maori Ngarawahia Tainui  
History Academics: 
HA1  40+ M Maori Waikato Tainui  
HA2  50+ F Pakeha Waikato   
HA3  40+ M Pakeha Waikato   
HA4  40+ F Pakeha Waikato   
HA5  32 F Australian Waikato   
Mature Pakeha (NZHPT): 
MP1  50+ M Pakeha Waikato   
MP2  50+ M Pakeha Morrinsville   
MP3  50+ F Pakeha Morrinsville   
MP4  50+ F Pakeha Pirongia   
MP5  50+ M Pakeha Pirongia   
MP6  50+ M Pakeha Waikato   
MP7  40+ F Pakeha Pirongia   
 




