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ABSTRACT 

In a growing corner of the internet, rangatahi (young) Māori are finding and creating a 

place to gather, to discuss, and to explore their indigeneity. As a member of this 

community, the following thesis explores my own personal and research journey, 

alongside the rangatahi of Māori Instagram, by way of digital ethnography and 

supplemented by semi-structured interviews with three influential ‘leaders’ within this 

community. Kaupapa Māori methodologies were considered thoroughly throughout this 

process, and in relation to my positionality, which led to a strong autoethnographic 

component. This became particularly appropriate as Ihumātao occupation coincided 

unexpectedly with the beginning of my data gathering in late July, 2019. What emerged 

from this month of digital fieldwork and interviews, was an ethnography that explores 

what it means to be Māori for the diverse, dispersed, yet digitally connected rangatahi 

of Aotearoa, New Zealand and abroad. This includes considering the contexts and 

histories of colonisation, historical trauma, and urbanisation alongside the 

transformative possibilities of digital practices of decolonisation through Instagram. 

These practices incorporated relationships with the land and technologically-facilitated 

activism which I have termed e-kaitiakitanga. They further included the utilisation of 

Instagram’s dialogical affordances which enabled rangatahi to discuss personal and 

collective identity in relation to tradition, authenticity, and modernity, resulting in new 

adaptations of tradition through fashion and personal expression. Lastly, the 

transformative potential of Instagram as a socially constituted ‘place’, which I theorise 

as a ‘digital marae’, was seen in practices of connection and vulnerability, that in turn 

supported decolonisation and healing. The thesis then concludes by highlighting the 

agency of these community leaders in continuing the intergenerational struggle of 

dismantling colonial ideology, and in doing so, healing the disconnection lived and 

experienced by those I spoke with, by myself, and by so many other contemporary 

Māori. 

  



 iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Ehara taku toa i te toa takitahi, engari he toa takitini. 

My strength is not mine alone, but that of many. 

I foremost wish to express my deepest gratitude to the mana rangatahi who met and 

spoke with me, and to all the other influential creators and creatives that I follow on 

Instagram. You shared your time, your thoughts, and your aroha with me. This writing 

is a reflection of the mahi you do, day in and day out, in support of us all. 

Secondly, I would like to thank my devoted supervisor, Dr Susan Wardell. Your 

kindness and encouragement was invaluable as you sat with me in my whakamā, and 

further, as you helped me process it through these words. I could not have completed 

this research without your support and expertise, and your contagious enthusiasm for 

social research will stay with me as I take all I have learned with me into the world. 

I also wish to mihi to Dr Tangiwai Rewi and Dr Anaru Eketone for their 

guidance on this project and in developing a reflexive, Māori centred methodology. I 

am immensely grateful for your commitment to helping Māori students as we navigate 

our way through post graduate research. 

A special thanks to Mum, and to Dad for continuing to strengthen our 

connection to our Ngāti Porou and Te Whānau ā Apanui whakapapa. To Tania for her 

literary expertise, and to Caleb for his unwavering support and enthusiasm through 

another research project. Your thoughtful reflection and advice continue to help me 

through all of the most challenging aspects of the research journey.  

Lastly, I would like to express my aroha to the rest of my whānau and friends 

who made me laugh, checked up on me, and provided their support in so many ways 

throughout this process. 

  



 iv 

PREFACE 

One sleepless night during the early stages of my research, I put on an RNZ podcast 

and was intrigued by an interview with young New Zealand poet Tayi Tibble about 

mermaids, Māori identity, and the unique struggle many multicultural rangatahi (youth) 

share in ‘living in between’ Māori and Pākehā worlds. On Instagram Tayi is known as 

‘paniaofthekeef’, and it was through Instagram that I then found many other wāhine 

Māori, who were active in discussing the same experiences through this social media 

platform. This included Jessica Thompson Carr, who goes by ‘maori_mermaid’ on 

Instagram, and who captures through artwork and poetry the plethora of emotions 

which accompany the liminal lives of many rangatahi Māori. Until this point of my life, 

I cannot recall ever having heard the whakamā (shame) I carried – of my pasty 

complexion or the painfully limited depth of my connection to te ao Māori (the Māori 

world) – articulated by anyone, let alone young, relatable wāhine laying bare all of their 

own insecurities and challenges which rangatahi like me could find comfort in. Their 

message to followers was clear, you are enough as you are, and despite everything, you 

are Māori. 

Little did they know that their words and drawings, in an act of serendipity, 

would reach me at just the right time as I was planning to plunge head first into my own 

journey of decolonisation by way of postgraduate research. I found dozens of inspiring 

Māori creatives living their lives online and using this platform in various ways to 

publicise their mahi (work), engage in activism, connect with other rangatahi, and to 

begin to untangle the oppressive colonial ideology we had been subjected to our whole 

lives. Through Instagram, I began to experience a life altering sense of what I identified 

as healing, from the processes of colonialism which separated my whānau (family) 

from our people, whenua (land), and mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge), through a 

community of diverse rangatahi voicing strikingly similar experiences to my own. I 

planned to write about this experience and this community, empowering each other and 

creating meaningful transformations of individual and collective wellbeing. That was, 

of course, until Ihumātao exploded into all of our feeds and stories three days before 

my digital fieldwork was due to begin. Engaging with these voices, in this very specific 

context, has led to a thesis that is both personal and political, as well as academic, and 

far more transformative than I could have imagined.  
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GLOSSARY 

The following list of terms and translations have taken meaning from my own cultural 

knowledge and language use observed within the general vernacular of Māori 

Instagram. Additional sources including Māori Dictionary, Kerekere (2017), and 

Tapsell and Woods (2010) have been used to check and verify translations. 

aroha     Love, support. 

atua    Deities, god/s, supernatural being, ancestors. 

atua wāhine   Female deity. 

hapū    Sub tribe, pregnant. 

hau    Essence of person, place, or object. 

hauora   Wellbeing, health. 

hui    Meeting, discussion, forum, gathering. 

iwi    Tribe, bone. 

kaitiaki   Guardian, protector. 

kaitiakitanga   Guardianship. 

kanohi ki te kanohi  Face to face. 

karanga   Ceremonial welcome call. 

kaumātua   Elder. 

kaupapa   Philosophy, principles, protocol. 

koha    Donation, contribution. 

kōhanga reo   Language nest, Māori language preschool. 

kōrero    Converse, conversation, talk, speech. 

koru    Fern frond. 

kotahitanga   Unity, togetherness, solidarity. 



 xi 

kuia    Elderly woman, grandmother, female elder.  

kura kaupapa  Māori language immersion schools. 

mahi    Work, labour. 

mana Supernatural force/power in a person/place/object, and 

closely related with the concept and practices of tapu. 

The term was often used in English sentence structure in 

place of concepts such as powerful, spiritual power, 

authority, prestige, etc. 

mana whenua Groups with territorial rights or that identify as belonging 

to a particular area. 

manaakitanga  Hospitality, respect, care, generosity, reciprocity. 

Māori Indigenous person(s) of Aotearoa, New Zealand. This 

term, meaning normal/common/ordinary, was repurposed 

in response to Pākehā contact in order to distinguish and 

unite those of Māori descent. 

Māoritanga   Māori culture. 

marae    Cultural centre, meeting place. 

marae ātea   Courtyard, public forum. 

mātauranga Māori  Māori knowledge/wisdom. 

Māui-Pōtiki   Well-known figure of Māori mythology. 

mauri    Life-force. 

mihimihi   Introductions, speeches. 

moko kauae   Chin moko worn by wāhine Māori. 

noa    Profane, unrestricted, ordinary. 

Pākehā   New Zealander of European descent. 



 xii 

papa kāinga   Communal land, original home. 

Papatūānuku   Earth, earth mother, wife of Ranginui. 

pēpi    Baby. 

pōtiki    Youngest child. 

pounamu heru  Greenstone comb. 

pōwhiri   Welcoming ceremony. 

rangatahi   Young, youth, new generation. 

rangatira   High ranking, chiefly, elder. 

Ranginui   Atua of the sky, sky father, husband of Papatūānuku. 

reo    Language, voice, speech. 

tā moko   Traditional Māori tattooing. 

takarangi “Double spiral of creation” (Tapsell & Woods, 

2010:537). 

takatāpui The closest English translation of this term is an intimate 

friend/companion of the same gender. The term, 

reclaimed by Māori academics from precolonial 

tradition/history, has since been used as both an identity 

and umbrella term to encompass “Māori with diverse 

genders, sexualities, and sexual characteristics” 

(Kerekere, 2017:18). 

tāne    Men, male identifying. 

tangata whenua  Indigenous to Aotearoa, people of the land. 

tangi    Shortened version of tangihanga, funeral, cry, lament. 

tangihanga    Funeral rites. 

tapu    Sacred, prohibited, under protection of the atua. 



 xiii 

te ao Māori   The Māori world. 

te reo Māori   The Māori language. 

Te Tiriti o Waitangi  The Treaty of Waitangi. 

tihe Sneeze, used as part of tihe mauri ora, the sneeze of life. 

tika    Right, the ‘right’ way. 

tikanga (Māori)  Māori system of values and practices. 

tino rangatiratanga  Self-determination, control, agency. 

tīpuna    Ancestors. 
 
tūrangawaewae  Place of belonging, place to stand. 

utu    Paying, repaying, compensation, reciprocity. 

wāhi tapu   Sacred site. 

wāhine   Women, can relate to identifying as female. 

waiata    Sing, song, chant. 

wairuatanga    Spirituality. 

waka    Canoe, boat, vehicle. 

whakaaro   Thoughts, beliefs. 

whakairo   Carved, carving. 

whakamā   Shame, self-doubt, self-consciousness. 

whakapapa    Ancestry, to stack, to recite in order. 
 
whānau   Family, extended family. 

whanaunga   Relative, blood relation. 

whanaungatanga  Relationship, kinship rights and obligations. 

whare tangata  House of humanity, womb, uterus. 



 xiv 

wharekai   Dining hall. 

wharenui    Meeting house, main building of marae. 

whenua   Land, placenta. 
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1 ‘IN THE SAME WAKA’ 
AN INSIDER ETHNOGRAPHY OF MĀORI INSTAGRAM 

Māori Instagram, as both a place and community, is incredibly difficult to describe through 

words. The community itself is made up of the influential rangatahi (young) Māori ‘leaders’ 

sharing their daily lives, and their audiences of Māori, Pasifika, non-Māori, and international 

followers, collaborators, and friends. Many of these people dip in and out of this loosely 

defined space of connected Instagram accounts, acknowledged in brief mentions and 

interactions, specific references, and idiosyncratic humour. Engaging with this place, or 

community, within the wider platform of Instagram, therefore involves both brief and 

sustained interactions between familiar and unfamiliar Instagram accounts and the profile 

pictures that represent the people behind the screen. It is an experience of ephemeral moments 

of heightened emotion and urgency, where the social boundaries of friends and strangers seem 

irrelevant, and other slow, mundane periods of time which might serve as reminders of 

individual differences and distance. In choosing, within this thesis, to refer to this nebulous 

digital1 space specifically as ‘Māori Instagram’, as I saw and heard it referenced as on 

multiple occasions by those participating in the community itself, I hope to elucidate some of 

the social functions and contextual significance of this subsection of Māori Instagram users 

and their digital practices. 

As I will argue throughout this thesis, Māori Instagram is more than networked 

individuals, it is a distinct and self-identifying community of which I consider myself a 

member. Grounded in intentional and culturally specific acts of support and reciprocity, 

diverse and dispersed individuals have built online and offline connections as a collective. 

One of the leaders I interviewed described this as being “in the same waka (canoe/vehicle)”. 

In context, their statement elucidated a process of journeying closer to a shared aspiration of 

decolonisation which first involves learning to centre Māori perspectives and ways of being. 

As an extension of this shared experience of Instagram as community, I further theorise Māori 

Instagram throughout my research as a distinct place – both the primary locale of social 

interaction for this group, and as a specific site of “politicized, culturally relative, historically 

specific, local and multiple [social] constructions” (Rodman, 2003:205). 

The design of my research follows these theorisations in order to engage in a digital 

ethnography of Māori Instagram as community, place, and digital research site. This process, 

detailed further in Chapter 3, involved digital ethnographic methods where fieldnotes were 
                                                 

1 The term ‘digital’ is used throughout in relation to content and social phenomena that is experienced through 
the use of electronic and internet technologies, used synonymously with ‘online’ and occasionally ‘virtual’. 
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gathered in the form of screenshots of publicly available posts and discussions, in addition to 

personal reflections on my daily Instagram use, over the course of just over a month 

extending from late July to the end of August, 2019. The findings of this fieldwork were 

supplemented by three interviews with influential creators within the community. These 

different forms of data were drawn together to answer the central research question of this 

thesis: 

In what ways can the digital practices of rangatahi on Māori Instagram be 

understood through a lens of decolonisation? 

As part of this overall question I have examined three sub questions. The first is, in what ways 

rangatahi on Instagram broadly negotiate and perform their identity/ies. The second, related to 

this, is how historical and contemporary trauma is acknowledged and addressed. Lastly is 

how healing is pursued, both in relation to identity, and in terms of relationships with the 

land, with tikanga Māori (Māori system of values and practices expanded on later in this 

chapter), and with each other. The ethnography produced through this research on Māori 

Instagram as I experienced it during those months of fieldwork, includes a substantial addition 

of my autoethnographic voice in order to help contextualise and engage reflexively with the 

methods and findings, and to further share my vulnerability alongside those who have bravely 

shared theirs with me. Further, as a place and community which is personally significant to 

me, this thesis follows both my journey as a Māori researcher and Instagram user as I learn to 

decolonise my own ways of thinking and researching, and the personal and collective 

journeys of those who I have followed and spoke with from Māori Instagram. 

In the remainder of this introductory chapter, I provide an overview of this topic and 

community, beginning with the brief background of social media and Instagram research, 

contextualised by the community itself and Ihumātao occupation, which coincided with 

fieldwork and inevitably influenced both the community and findings of this research. The 

chapter then shifts to ‘an ethics of whakamā (self-doubt)’, an introduction to my own 

positionality within the research, including the kaupapa (philosophy/principles) Māori 

methodologies which were fundamental in guiding me through this process. This is then 

concluded with an overview of the thesis structure that maps out the research journey and 

results of this digital ethnography with the emerging and inspiring community of rangatahi on 

Māori Instagram. 
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SOCIAL MEDIA AND INSTAGRAM 

As a young person born in the final decade of the 20th century I, like many others, 

have grown up on the internet. Over the last decade, my generation has become the first to 

experience a coming of age deeply embedded within and filtered through social media/social 

networking sites (SNSs) – “websites and applications that enable users to create and share 

content with networks” (Pittman & Reich, 2016:155). These social platforms have become 

such a normalised aspect of everyday existence that having a digital presence is now an 

almost compulsory requirement of social participation. For this reason it is not surprising that 

many Māori are increasingly using social networking sites to connect with friends, whānau, 

and culture (O’Carroll, 2013; Waitoa et al., 2015).  

Instagram, the social media application at the centre of the community explored in this 

research, was launched in 2010 as a humble photo sharing adaptation of an earlier location-

based app, the functionality of which was largely ignored in favour of the image sharing 

features (Techcrunch, 2012). It was reported that the intentions of the creators was to focus 

the design of the second iteration specifically on photo communication, making the visual 

elements the primary focus of the minimal layout and adding features such as the ability to 

like and comment on photos (Medium, 2017). Within only a few years, the platform of user-

generated, visual content became an immensely popular social networking site, purchased by 

Facebook in 2012 (Techcrunch, 2012), now with over 1 billion monthly active users steadily 

increasing since the milestone was reached in 2018 (Statista, 2019). 

Instagram as it exists now, is much changed from those early beginnings. The 

communicative features of the platform have increased immensely, embracing popular 

methods of engagement and digital communication from other social media sites, yet remains 

centred upon the immersive and expressive visual features which define the platform. When 

regularly opening the app, on a computer or more commonly a cell phone, you are presented 

with a scrolling feed of visual posts and accompanying text based captions on which you have 

the ability to comment or like publicly. Other users of the application are represented by their 

account name and profile picture above the posts, which leads to their profile page consisting 

of the images they have posted and selected to keep. These, along with their short ‘bio’ profile 

description, become a form of personal expression, a representation of the self for a public or 

select private audience, depending on their preferred privacy settings. 
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Figure 1 Māori Instagram homepage. 

Returning once more to the home screen as in Figure 1, above the feed is where the 

more recently added communication features can be found. There is a small arrow which 

represents the private messaging function, and a distinctive banner of profile photos, front and 

centre, which can be clicked to reveal a selection of images, videos, and real time ‘lives’ in a 

slideshow format – a more recent and prominent function of Instagram, which the company 

has termed Instagram ‘stories’. Popularised by other platforms like Snapchat, this short-form 

format of photo/video, with only a limited view time, has significantly altered the way SNS 

users interact with one another, how companies and organisations reach their consumers and 

audiences, and even the nature of contemporary journalism (Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2019; 

Anderson, 2015). This format has been termed ‘ephemeral communication’ (Anderson, 2015) 

– a brief, instantaneous capturing of a moment in time, which for Māori Instagram, was where 

the community interacted and manifested most distinctly. The many functionalities of the 

feature, perhaps accounting for its popularity, include photo filters, the option to share old 
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posts or the posts of others, to add text and images to existing photos, and additionally to 

interact with others through question and polling features.  

As a comparatively new and less popular social networking site than the likes of 

Facebook or Twitter, research involving users, content, and the platform itself, as a legitimate 

research site in its own right, has only begun to gain momentum over the last few years 

(MacDowall & de Souza, 2018). Academics in this area have been interested in many 

differing topics, analysed through a range of disciplinary frameworks as our social lives 

increasingly migrate to the digital realm. These include self-presentation and belonging in 

relation to individual and collective identities (Baker & Walsh, 2018; Smith & Sanderson, 

2015; Hickey-Moody & Wilcox, 2019), and research inspired by the ‘influencer’ and ‘selfie’ 

culture that Instagram is often associated with, ranging from how business savvy influencers 

navigate Instagram algorithms to extend the reach of their content and person brand (Cotter, 

2018), to the influence of narcissistic personality traits of users (Moon et al., 2016). Similarly, 

other researchers have explored the assumed negative psychological impacts of social 

comparison (de Vries et al., 2018), and of Instagram seeming to convey a highly curated, 

aspirational representation of everyday life (Mackson et al., 2019). Beyond disproving some 

of the negative and superficial perceptions of Instagram, further academic inquiry has also 

highlighted the potential of this visually-driven social platform to foster greater intimacy than 

text based platforms (Pittman & Reich, 2016), and has additionally explored the influence of 

Instagram format, functions, and conventions in relation to street art practices and wider 

social action movements (MacDowall & de Souza, 2018). Future chapters in this thesis 

explore in greater depth other relevant themes in social media research such as identity 

performance (Taylor et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2008; Farquhar, 2012), indigenous and 

culturally specific use of social media (Duarte, 2017; O’Carroll, 2013; Waitoa et al., 2015; 

etc.), digital communities (Boellstorff, 2008; Clark, 2015), and activism (Brimacombe et al., 

2018; Cizek, 2017; Tai, 2015; Alqudsi-ghabra, 2012; etc.). However, much of the research in 

these areas is yet to explore Instagram as an influential site and source of youth interaction 

and culture. 

At this point, it must also be acknowledged that there are significant downsides to the 

platform, as reported by users and discussed in some academic literature. This includes a 

culture of consumerism, which was reported as the primary reason for rangatahi leaders I 

spoke with distancing themselves from the ‘influencer’ label, in addition to widespread 

privacy and surveillance concerns associated with Instagram’s parent company, Facebook 

(McEwan & Flood, 2018). This is also the reason I chose to eschew the term ‘influencer’ in 
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describing those who I interviewed and followed, and instead prefer to describe them as 

‘leaders’ throughout this thesis, by reference to their role in Māori Instagram as a community. 

In relation to the racism and ‘digital violence’ often reported of Facebook (Carlson & 

Frazer, 2018) and which I have experienced personally, the fact that Instagram is a 

comparatively smaller social media site with a younger demographic (Statista, 2020), 

certainly makes it feel like a safer digital space for negotiating and expressing indigeneity. 

The empowering and transformative possibilities of which were engaged with by the 

community members of Māori Instagram that I will now move to introducing.  

COMMUNITY, LAND RIGHTS, AND CONTEXT 

An introduction to the community I found myself a part of should undoubtably begin 

with the inspiring rangatahi I spoke with, and whose insight has helped form much of the 

social theorisation within this research. Following Ihumātao, which I will discuss 

momentarily, young, wāhine leaders of our generation – such as Pania Newton (Ihumātao co-

organiser and spokesperson) – have drawn an immense amount of interest and admiration 

from mainstream media (Misa, 2019; Rowe, 2019; Connor, 2019). Breathing the mauri (life-

force) into our own community, and gaining recognition in their own right, are the 

extraordinary wāhine and non-binary rangatahi Māori who share their lives, thoughts, and 

bare their souls with the aim of creating community, giving back to te ao Māori (the Māori 

world), and decolonising the minds and the lives of those around them. Of the many 

influential creatives in this space, I was immensely grateful to kōrero (converse) with three 

notable rangatahi about their own journeys of decolonisation, and their experiences of being 

Māori online – specifically on Instagram.  

The first I spoke to was Tayi Tibble (Te Whānau ā Apanui, Ngāti Porou) (a.k.a. 

‘paniaofthekeef’), an overwhelmingly successful 23 year-old author, poet, journal editor, and 

Adam Foundation Prize award winner, described as an ‘emerging voice’ of the Aotearoa 

literary scene. During peak Ihumātao media coverage, Tayi2 also became a public voice with 

her essay ‘Ihumātao: Everyone was there, e hoa’ published by Newsroom and shared widely 

on social media (Tibble, 2019). On Instagram, Tayi’s account features elements of her writing 

mahi (work), her personal life, social events, fashion, poetry, artwork, activism, jokes, and 

wider Māori issues in general. During our conversation Tayi highlighted her commitment to 

                                                 
2 I have selected to refer to the leaders by first name throughout this thesis, as a reflection of the informal tone of 
our interactions, and the vernacular norm within the (online and offline) social communities of rangatahi Māori 
in which my thesis is grounded. 
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giving back to te ao Māori where she can, and through documenting her achievements she 

might additionally show other Māori “we did that … we exist!” 

The second influential leader/creator who kindly offered to kōrero with me was 

Huriana Kopeke-Te Aho (Tūhoe, Ngāti Porou, Rongowhakaata, Te Āti Haunui-a-Pāpārangi, 

Ngāti Kahungunu) (‘hurianakt.a’), the immensely talented, 23-year-old takatāpui3 

activist/artist behind much of the familiar imagery of Ihumātao. Since the time of my 

fieldwork, Huriana has been featured in many prominent publications and their viral art has 

seen their Instagram follower count more than double. Huriana primarily posts art work that 

centres takatāpui and wāhine Māori, collaborating with varied organisations to produce 

activist artwork which incorporates a Māori worldview. 

The third leader I spoke to was Siobhan (Ngāti Naho, Ngāti Pou) (‘hello.wahine’). 

During our interview I marvelled over Siobhan’s many roles as a mother, teacher, and as 

takatāpui similarly researching body sovereignty, fat activism and posting content related to 

all of this. As she reminded me, these facets of her Instagram presence are all interconnected 

through colonialism, capitalism, and patriarchal oppression – all of which she aims to 

dismantle (as best she can). Intimidatingly for me, Siobhan is a hugely talented academic and 

writer, similarly researching and advocating for decolonisation. Invited to speak at hui (formal 

gatherings/meetings) both nationally and internationally, Siobhan is immensely humble about 

her online and offline successes, claiming the ultimate purpose of her Instagram is to share 

her vulnerability with others, and care for their thoughts as they share their vulnerability with 

her. 

While many of the other leaders in this space were their personal friends, or people 

they had been able to meet and develop closer relationships with on the whenua (land) at 

Ihumātao, their perception of the community that followed them largely reflected the lived 

experiences of the leaders themselves. As Tayi mentioned, the analytics of her page suggested 

that her audience was predominantly female (around 80%) in comparison to the remaining 

20% who identified as male4, generally being within the ‘millennial’ age range of 18-34 

years. These statistics largely follow Aotearoa Instagram demographics more generally, with 

the majority of users (61%) being between the ages of 18-34 years, and a slight majority of 

                                                 
3 The closest English translation of ‘takatāpui’ relates to a close or intimate friend of the same gender. The term 
has since been reclaimed as an identity and umbrella term, and will be used throughout this thesis to include 
“Māori with diverse genders, sexualities, and sexual characteristics” (Kerekere, 2017:18). 
4 It was not clear if Instagram tracks non-binary gender identities in their demographic data. 
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women were recorded to use the platform (57%)5 (Napoleoncat.com, 2019).6 In addition to 

this specific demographic information, Huriana and Siobhan also mentioned the takatāpui, 

trans, and queer communities that follow them, who are often marginalised in mainstream 

media, and who value having their experiences of the world reflected in Siobhan and 

Huriana’s thoughts and mahi. Generally, Māori Instagram seems to be dominated, according 

to those I spoke with, by young, political, wāhine Māori. A rich culture all of its own, as Tayi 

noted, with our own influencers, celebrities, inside jokes, fashion sense, and discourse. 

Creators and creatives, as Huriana said, “who are celebrating themselves and their 

Māoriness”. 

While rangatahi Māori were certainly engaged in the process of carving out and 

claiming a corner of Instagram prior to my fieldwork beginning, I witnessed Ihumātao, the 

important land-occupation gaining publicity and drawing rangatahi to the wāhi tapu (sacred 

site) coinciding with my fieldwork during July/August 2019, solidify this community as 

‘Māori Instagram’ – a networked community with a distinct identity. It seemed just as quickly 

as kaitiaki (guardians)7 met the hurried call to protect the whenua from development, they 

immediately flocked to Instagram as supporters and witnesses, whether there in person or 

attending by cell phone. During this momentous occasion, it felt like Instagram became the 

epicentre of organisation, communications, discussion, and grieving. Everyone came together, 

supported each other, built friendships, and helped each other and the cause in whatever way 

they could. It seemed like our generational moment, a chance to make change for years to 

come. 

As this thesis will explore, social media played a significant role during the course of 

Ihumātao. The research for this thesis offered the opportunity to capture some of the ideas and 

issues that were explored over this time, and especially the decolonising practices which were 

both invigorated by, and crucial in, the widespread influence of Ihumātao occupation. The 

previous sections have introduced the social and academic significance of Māori Instagram, 

the social media embedded place and community, as an introduction to the following 

research. Which begins, with the ethical considerations of my own positionality as a Māori 

researcher within the community. 

                                                 
5 Statistics reported of New Zealand Instagram demographics during August 2019 when the majority of my 
fieldwork took place. 
6 This statistical data was provided by a third-party marketing organisation claiming to have collected their data 
from Instagram as Instagram does not appear to make these analytics available directly on their platform. 
7 The preferred self-identified term of those who occupied and protected Ihumātao. 
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AN ETHICS OF WHAKAMĀ 

In the wake of Ihumātao and in relation to my own journey of decolonisation, 

whakamā became an emotional state I regularly inhabited during the course of this research. 

Due to my complex positionality and personal journey of connecting with Māoritanga (Māori 

culture) as a part of this research process, I was often met with feelings of shame and doubt 

that I found difficult to express. Whakamā, as Tayi described in relation to her experiences of 

Ihumātao and, herself, trying to negotiate her own relationship with te ao Māori is: 

an emotion that doesn’t have an exact English translation, but it is similar to 

feelings of inferiority, self-doubt and self-abasement. It’s a deep and 

enduring shame that is connected to dislocation, of not having a 

Turangawaewae, a place to stand, a sure footing in te ao Māori (Tibble, 

2019). 

Within this research I experienced an often ambiguous positionality as a novice 

anthropologist turned ‘insider’ researcher, a complicated undertaking which Tuhiwai Smith 

recognises as identifying as indigenous, yet receiving training “primarily within the Western 

academy and specific disciplinary methodologies” (2012:36). This is an experience which 

many anthropologists have also acknowledged to be a challenging negotiation of local and 

disciplinary politics and which requires careful consideration of ethics and representation 

(Abu-Lughod, 1991). As a relatively recent ‘insider’, still in the process of negotiating my 

own Māori identity, and further as a graduate student navigating a diffuse and fluid digital 

research field, these ethical, methodological, and personal considerations were difficult to 

disentangle. Each decision and new stage of this project was met with a familiar yet 

debilitating emotional response, one which I was not able to articulate for some time. That 

was, until I happened upon the piece of writing by Tayi which described the experience for 

me – whakamā. Her definition, as featured above, made me feel instantly grateful for 

describing what I could not.  

This experience of being so painfully aware of my own shortcomings as Māori is 

something I later found that many of us on Māori Instagram had to inevitably face as part of 

our journey of decolonisation. For me, this was related not only to my complicated colonised 

identity, but also to my role as a researcher intending to package precious knowledge for my 

own degree and betterment. Though the framework of kaupapa Māori research employed in 

this ethnography provided certain guidelines for respectful conduct, what constituted ethical 

research became far more subjective in the field. With this challenge in mind, and empowered 
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by Tayi’s words, I chose to experience and embrace the whakamā. As Caduff (2011) 

discussed, the experience of discomfort can serve a “valuable heuristic function” (2011:465), 

reminding and enabling anthropologists to engage reflexively with the “values and 

judgements that underpin our work” (Fassin, 2008:341; Quoted in Caduff, 2011:470). Further, 

what emerged from this ethical engagement was a study committed to honouring the 

principles of kaupapa Māori research (KMR), with reassurance from Tuhiwai Smith affirming 

that “indigenous research is not quite as simple as it looks, nor quite as complex as it feels” 

(2012:37). 

Kaupapa Māori Research 

As a research project which centres Māori experiences, it was of significant 

importance to incorporate kaupapa Māori methodologies and considerations at every stage of 

the process as an ethical obligation to those who provided their whakaaro (thoughts), in order 

to respect and faithfully represent their personal and cultural experiences and worldviews. 

Although many understandings of the world I encountered on Māori Instagram happened to 

be similar to my own as an urban, millennial Māori attempting to reconnect with te ao Māori, 

they inevitably differed based on each of our own personal histories and experiences, iwi 

(tribal) identification, personal relationships, and understanding of mātauranga Māori (Māori 

knowledge/wisdom). Before outlining the specific functions and principles of kaupapa Māori, 

a framework for culturally safe, relevant, and appropriate Māori research (Irwin, 1994; cited 

in Henry & Pene, 2001:236), it is perhaps useful here to outline some of the key Māori 

concepts upon which the principles are based. These will be helpful for contextualising the 

experiences explored throughout this thesis. 

In describing Māori religion, beliefs, custom, and ethics, Henare (1998) reflected on 

the koru, a fern frond, in the Koru of Māori Ethics, in order to describe key cultural concepts 

which underpin kaupapa Māori ethics, and similarly, Māori ways of being and understanding. 

At the centre of the koru frond are the ‘primary beliefs’ retold by Henry and Pene as 

beginning with: 

Io The Supreme Being or origin of all life, from which came Papatuanuku, 

the earth mother and Ranginui, the sky father. Their offspring, or atua, are 

guardians of every facet of life and the human environment. Tapu is the 

sacred and sacrosanct in all things, the intrinsic power imbued at the 

moment of creation. Mana is closely linked to tapu, the spiritual power and 

authority that can be applied to people, their words and acts. Mauri is the 
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life force, the intrinsic essence of a person or object. Hau is the vital essence 

embodied in a person and transmitted to their gifts or anything they treasure 

(2001:235). 

Though each iwi, and indeed each individual, may have their own understanding and 

experiences of these concepts, together they underpin Māori cosmology, of the origins and 

nature of the known universe, and likewise, outline guiding protocol, ethics, or tika (the right 

way), in principle and in practice.  

When considering then, the transfer and creation of knowledge, and further, a 

uniquely Māori worldview, Henare refers again to the koru: 

like a koru on the fern, each ethic reveals an inner core as it unfurls, and 

they are the foundations of Maori epistemology and hermeneutics— 

knowledge and interpretation of oral traditions, events and history . . . 

Together they constitute a cosmic, religious world-view and its philosophy, 

from which can be identified an economy of affection and the utilisation of 

resources (that) aims to provide for the people in Maori kinship systems 

(Henare, 1998:7). 

From this understanding, Māori epistemology, or the creation of knowledge, comes from 

contemporary understandings of oral traditions now reimagined and reinterpreted through 

centuries of colonisation, globalisation, and relevant to this research, the introduction of 

digital technologies. Following this, a Māori worldview, centres first, Māori ways of being 

and understanding which filter experiences of the world around us, and which incorporate all 

of the above which Henare (1998) outlined, including ethics of reciprocity and manaakitanga 

(hospitality/care) in caring for each other and the natural world, who is our creator and 

ancestor. Mātauranga Māori then, incorporates all of the above as an indigenous knowledge 

system, sometimes referring to precolonial ways of being (Glover, 1997; cited in Henry & 

Pene, 2001:236), or more restrictively as Charles Royal has identified, to primarily refer to 

“knowledge derived from an atua Māori (Māori deities)” (2009:2) and creation. However, in 

the spirit of capturing the potential of this concept for Māori, Charles Royal defines 

mātauranga Māori as “an encompassing, global way to refer to all knowledge created by 

Māori in history according to their experiences, worldview and lifeways” (2009:2). 

In order to further develop and protect mātauranga Māori, as well as Māori 

communities and researchers, kaupapa Māori research principles (KMR) were developed 

following the long and troubling legacy of Western epistemologies imposed on Māori 
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communities and histories. As such, researchers, and anthropologists more specifically, have 

historically been met with significant, yet warranted distrust by Māori communities. As 

Tuhiwai Smith discusses, research as a practice is inherently linked with a colonial past, 

traumatic memories, and disempowerment – its presence an unwelcomed reminder that “stirs 

up the silence” (2012:30). However, beyond the past, contemporary research still has some 

way to go in freeing itself from its colonial beginnings. Which, as Bishop suggests, promote 

an “ideology of cultural superiority” (1998:200) in regard to Western frameworks of 

knowledge which have, and often still, work to disempower Māori. This includes limiting 

agency and access to tino rangatiratanga (self-determination), and further undermining our 

very existence by invalidating lived experiences and ways of knowing. Even at a basic level, 

the fascination, intrusion, and scrutiny of our people often does not lead to any fundamental 

benefit for Māori. As Tuhiwai Smith notes: 

at a common sense level research was talked about both in terms of its absolute 

worthlessness to us, the indigenous world, and its absolute usefulness to those who 

wielded it as an instrument. It told us things already known, suggested things that 

would not work, and made careers for people who already had jobs (2012:33).  

The type of research described never meaningfully attended to the realities of inequality, as 

Tuhiwai Smith points out, but further, undermined Māori epistemologies, silenced Māori 

voices, exported sacred Māori knowledge, and even contributed to disparaging narratives 

which further solidified a distinct power imbalance for Māori (Bishop, 1998). 

These forms of ‘epistemological violence’ – a term created by Spivak (1988) – have a 

long and troubled history, simplified here, but which ultimately led to the development of a 

kaupapa Māori framework of research which aims to provide Māori further agency and 

control over the research process and resulting knowledge, outcomes, and benefits (Walker et 

al., 2006). At its essence, kaupapa Māori research aims to restore agency and tino 

rangatiratanga to Māori, while legitimising a Māori worldview and critiquing external claims 

to authority or truth (Bishop, 1998). As Walker and colleagues note, kaupapa Māori is “a 

research strategy … related to Maori ownership of knowledge, and acknowledging the 

validity of a Maori way of doing” (2006:333). This methodology, as they further note, exists 

as a paradigm, but also has a political function incorporating both resistance and social justice 

(Walker et al., 2006). With all of these inter-related considerations and aims, Walker and 

colleagues have devised an overview of the main principles of this research method: 
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Kaupapa Maori gives full recognition to Maori cultural values and systems; Kaupapa 

Maori research is a strategic position that challenges dominant Pakeha (non-Maori) 

constructions of research; Kaupapa Maori research ensures that Maori maintain 

conceptual, methodological, and interpretative control over research; Kaupapa Maori 

research is a philosophy that guides research and ensures that Maori protocol will be 

followed during the research process (2006:333). 

Where kaupapa Māori differs from other research methodology, including reflexive 

anthropological ethics, is primarily based in the knowledge system it was built upon, and for 

the communities it is designed to honour. It is a way for Māori researchers to satisfy “the 

rigour of research” (Irwin, 1994; cited in Henry & Pene, 2001:236), as defined by the Western 

institutions they operate within, while under the guidance of their own communities, be it iwi, 

hapū (sub tribe), Māori organisations, etc. This way, Māori are able to maintain control over 

our own views and experiences, represented faithfully, in a way which benefits the 

communities of whom the research includes. 

Outlined in this section was a brief overview of the intentions for kaupapa Māori 

research, of which there are many. In later chapters, when covering the methods employed in 

this research, I will discuss some of the more specific ways I have included KMR and tikanga 

Māori in this research. 

Decolonisation and decolonising methodologies 

A further goal of kaupapa Māori research, is to contribute to the process of 

decolonisation through centring indigenous knowledge and practice (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012), 

and continuing the intergenerational efforts of our tīpuna in the reclamation of our reo, our 

whenua, and our ways of knowing and being, here, in Aotearoa (Lee-Morgan & Hutchings, 

2016). For Māori, the use of decolonisation as a concept connects us to other indigenous 

peoples around the world in order to share in our “strategies of survival and commitment to 

leading positive, self-determining lives in [our] own homelands” (Lee-Morgan & Hutchings, 

2016:3). However, understanding decolonisation and what this means for the context of this 

research, first requires us to consider the definition of colonisation and the continued impact 

this ongoing process has on both research and the everyday lives of indigenous peoples.  

Lee-Morgan and Hutchings define colonisation as “the invasion and control over 

indigenous peoples, whereby the colonisers secure and sustain means to profit from the 

resources of the land … and as a part of this process supplant indigenous social, cultural, 

political and economic ways of being with their own” (Waziyatawin & Yellow Bird, 2012; 
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cited in Lee-Morgan and Hutchings, 2016: 3). Within the contexts of academic research, the 

early discipline of anthropology played a significant role in the colonising process by 

providing validation to the myths of white supremacist ideology. Furthermore, despite 

reflexive turns, anthropology in many ways continues to be a colonial discipline by nature of 

the Eurocentric cultural models, assumptions and unequal relationships persisting in 

anthropological and ethnographic practice (Alonso et al., 2019). 

This does not mean to say, however, that anthropology is not able to contribute to 

decolonial efforts. Indigenous and non-indigenous anthropologists continue to engage in the 

process of decolonial theory through “an effort to examine and challenge the many ways in 

which colonial experience is embedded, not just in people’s everyday lives, but in scholarly 

efforts to understand those lives and to write about them.” (Bejarano et al., 2019:20). This 

process of critique and self-reflection is followed by the creation of entirely new methods and 

theories, in addition to subverting the power relationships central to anthropological practice 

(Bejarano et al., 2019). When considering decolonial methodologies, however, Tuck and 

Yang remind us that decolonisation is not just a metaphor for the things that can improve our 

societies or disciplines (2012). Central to the aims of decolonisation are “the repatriation of 

indigenous land and life” (Tuck & Yang, 2012:1), which decolonial methodology must 

prioritise and actively contribute to.  

In Aotearoa, decolonising anthropological research, particularly for research with our 

own Māori communities, means grounding our practice as indigenous anthropologists in 

KMR philosophies and process. Beyond this, we may also continue to consider what 

decolonisation means for our people in relation to both the personal and the collective. In 

Imagining Decolonisation (2020), Moana Jackson reiterates that decolonisation might not be 

the best remedy to colonisation, as it exists as a limiting and binary framework which “came 

from somewhere else” (Jackson, 2020:149). Instead, Jackson speaks about engaging in an 

‘ethic of restoration’, moving beyond deconstruction to the restoration of balanced 

relationships, self-determination and tino rangatiratanga guaranteed by Te Tiriti o Waitangi. 

This is done through critical and constructive truth telling, honouring the value of tikanga, 

community, and place, and replacing colonial lies with new stories based in the whenua of 

Aotearoa (Jackson, 2020). Decolonisation as an ethic of restoration is a process which is both 

personal and collective, and in the following research, will be explored through the way 

rangatahi are contributing to this process through online spaces. Furthermore, this research 

will aim to contribute to transformative outcomes and follow in the footsteps of mana wāhine 

scholars, “challenging the everyday norms of ‘whiteness’ and Pākehā culture … [and] 
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presenting our own narratives of experience about ourselves, our whānau and communities” 

(Lee-Morgan and Hutchings, 2016:4). 

Positionality and Being ‘Māori Enough’ 

When considering KMR and decolonisation in relation to my own research, and the 

ethics of whakamā I had devised for myself, one of the key aspects of this whole process, and 

therefore the most difficult, was confronting my own positionality as Māori, as a researcher, 

as a mere ‘follower’ within this community, and further, as someone who had never visited 

Ihumātao. All of these aspects influenced, to varying degrees, the potential for power 

imbalance and representational issues which I carried heavily and reflected on often 

throughout this research. However, the one I struggled with the most, and is often highlighted 

as a prerequisite of kaupapa Māori research, was being Māori ‘enough’ to engage in the 

research and to contribute to knowledge creation as part of this process. 

This debated element of kaupapa Māori research, dictates that researchers interested in 

Māori worlds should themselves ‘be’ Māori. Beyond having Māori whakapapa (ancestry), 

many proponents also argue that in order to undertake Māori research that truly honours the 

kaupapa, researchers must have a deep understanding of both te ao and te reo Māori (Māori 

language) (Walker et al., 2006). These academics question how an individual without this 

experience might prioritise and fully represent a Māori worldview, when they have not 

experienced it for themselves. Concerns are inevitably raised regarding how the researcher 

will be able to understand how and why individuals form their opinions, how they make sense 

of the world around them, or identify the nuanced significance in ordinary interactions. 

However, what seems to be far more ambiguous still, is just how ‘Māori’ one needs to be to 

undertake research that respects this aspect of kaupapa Māori principles. 

This ambiguity is where I struggled immensely. One thing to note, from my own 

experiences of being an urban, millennial Māori, is that ordinary life demands a constant 

negotiation between two or more cultural ‘worlds’ – a struggle in itself. However, when 

attempting to conduct research, even at an introductory level, the stakes became far higher. At 

this point an ethical obligation to individuals and communities in respectfully conducting 

research and further, in representation, created additional challenges for this negotiation – and 

in my own experience, often led to being confronted by my cultural shortcomings. As I have 

explained, what I experienced was a deep and often paralysing sense of whakamā in regard to 

my own perhaps deficient positionality as a Māori researcher. This related not only to these 

perceived cultural deficiencies, but also in relation to my proximity to whiteness and power 
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within colonial systems and structures. These factors, I feared, risked shaping my 

interpretation of lived experience in ways that reproduced the epistemological violence done 

to our people. Fortunately, this problem is one that anthropologists have been reflecting on for 

some time within relatively recent shifts toward reflexive ethnography – a methodology 

which considers insider/outsider ethnography and the issues of positionality. 

In 1991, influential Palestinian-American anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod reflected 

on some of the misconceptions that the discipline had, perhaps inadvertently, been endorsing 

regarding positionality and objectivity. ‘Writing back’ against some of the early notions of 

culture which create the self by positioning participant communities as the ‘Other’, Abu-

Lughod revealed the complexities for ‘halfie’ or indigenous anthropologists with one foot in 

their ‘native’ worlds and another in an often colonised academic institution – two world views 

that may often be conflicting. As she argues, though anthropologists generally distance 

themselves from positivist notions of objectivity, questions still seem to arise regarding the 

‘distance’ one has from the community they are studying and the associated credibility of 

their writing. In these circumstances, Abu-Lughod suggests, “For halfies, the Other is in 

certain ways the self, there is said to be the danger shared with indigenous anthropologists of 

identification and the easy slide into subjectivity” (1991:468).  

As I experienced, finding a balance between competing expectations was in 1991, and 

still remains immensely difficult. Kaupapa Māori research demands full immersion within the 

Māori world, yet anthropology questions cultural relativism, dictating the role of the 

anthropologist as someone who must bridge different communities or sub-cultures. 

Throughout the research process I often questioned to whom I should remain authentic and 

with whom must I compromise. As ultimately this work will be read by multiple audiences – 

perhaps even other indigenous academics who have shared this struggle and their opinions in 

this study – and consequently, I will be held accountable in different ways. As a result, Abu-

Lughod suggests that indigenous anthropologists “are forced to confront squarely the politics 

of their ethics and representations” (1991:469) – however difficult that may be.  

What emerged for my own research was a commitment to make every effort to 

educate and immerse myself in the mātauranga, language, and culture, and as Abu-Lughod 

(1991) suggested, to consider thoroughly the ethics of my positionality and issues of 

representation I will outline in later chapters. Furthermore, a deep engagement with 

decolonial practice and kaupapa Māori methodologies provided guidance for the roles and 

responsibilities of us all as researchers and anthropologists, particularly in relation to 

whiteness and proximity to whiteness here in Aotearoa (Vaeau & Trundle, 2020). 
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Specifically, in using the privileges I hold to challenge the status quo and redistribute power, 

confront Pākehā (and my own) defensiveness, to prioritise relationships over outputs, and be 

guided by trust, reciprocity and the aspirations of the leaders that share their experiences with 

me. 

Beyond these important considerations, there would come a point (as Tayi’s words 

foreshadowed) when I would need to dive in. A point when I would need to make myself 

vulnerable, be willing to make mistakes and learn, and ultimately, to grow and improve my 

own research, writing, and similarly, decolonised understandings of myself as Māori. What 

resulted was a subjective account about the people and practices of Māori Instagram during 

Ihumātao occupation, acknowledging the interpretative nature of knowledge making, and the 

inclusion of my own experience which aims to make this process more transparent. The 

following thesis thus complements the strategies of digital ethnography, and interviews, with 

an autoethnographic approach. This inclusion, expanded on in Chapter 3, explores my own 

personal journey both within the research process and beyond it, alongside the stories of many 

others on Māori Instagram, in the interests of negotiating and healing our whakamā together. 

THESIS STRUCTURE 

In this chapter I have provided a brief introduction to Māori Instagram and my own 

positionality as a rangatahi Māori ‘follower’ and researcher within it, navigating kaupapa 

Māori methodologies in addition to Māori identity. The following chapter, Chapter 2, which 

is entitled ‘Digital Lives and Indigenous Experiences’, focuses on reviewing academic 

literature around digital citizenship, identity, the politics of social media, online indigeneity, 

and historical trauma as theorised, and further as it is experienced both internationally and 

locally by Māori. This body of research highlights the lack of consideration of Instagram as a 

site of rangatahi Māori identity negotiation and sociality, and further, the meaningful and 

restorative possibilities of this platform. In Chapter 3 I go on to map out research and my own 

designs in regard to ethnography of digital communities and places. This chapter considers 

methodological applications of digital ethnography within an online Māori space and 

community, and further, outlines the specific methods of this research as a kuapapa Māori 

research informed, multimodal approach to exploring these social worlds as an insider Māori 

anthropologist. 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 represent a discussion and exploration of my findings from this 

research, drawing from online observations, digital texts and images, excerpts from 

interviews, and my own personal reflections. The first of this chapters is titled ‘Whenua’, and 
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explains the significance of Ihumātao to this research. In doing this, I consider the relationship 

of the whenua (land) to Māori Instagram, as a site of digital and ecological activism, and as an 

emotive and immersive platform. The chapter argues for e-kaitiakitanga, as an original 

concept to explain cultural and affective digital engagements, blurring the lines between 

space, place, ‘virtual’, and ‘real’. The next chapter, ‘Tikanga’, discusses how Māori Identity 

and tradition are being adapted by rangatahi Māori on Instagram to suit their diverse 

community through Instagram as discursive space suited to navigating contemporary 

experiences of gender, indigeneity, modernity, and religion in the interests of separating 

notions of authenticity from colonial filtering of Māori histories. The chapter then explores a 

contemporary adaptation of tikanga, the ‘bougie native’ aesthetic, as both influenced by and 

in critique of, urbanisation, capitalism, and colonial interpretations of success in order to 

explore how ‘Māoriness’, as it is understood now, is embodied and negotiated through this 

platform. 

The final chapter of this thesis, ‘Marae’, considers the concept of Māori Instagram as a digital 

marae (cultural centre), being both a place, and in relation to the affordances of the platform 

used to gather, create a community, and build meaningful connections. These were facilitated 

by vulnerability and openness, in order to engage in decolonisation and healing from 

intergenerational grief and trauma. The thesis then concludes by highlighting agency in 

utilising these digital practices of decolonisation in order to create therapeutic outcomes and 

in undoing colonial alienation through this platform. Further, these concluding remarks 

explore how agency is considered and balanced from kaupapa Māori research and 

anthropological perspectives, and finally, acknowledges bravery in the ongoing struggle of 

decolonisation in the interests of past and future generations. 
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2 DIGITAL LIVES AND INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCES 

As our lives become ever more embedded in the digital worlds of social media, so too do our 

self-expressions become subject to the politics and influence of online discourses, ideology, 

moral standards, and behavioural norms (Vivienne et al., 2016). For Māori, this has come to 

include the way we express and experience our indigeneity, and even the way we process our 

most intimate emotions of grief and trauma. Before finding Māori Instagram, being Māori 

online was somewhat of a fraught and fragmented experience for me. I was a member of 

some long inactive iwi (tribe) Facebook groups, I was subscribed to some Māori news outlets, 

but the main experience I encountered of being ‘digitally Māori’ was the constant exposure to 

racist comments on what seemed like every news article that included Māori stories, crime, or 

inequality. For my own wellbeing I unsubscribed from many major news outlets on 

Facebook, and outside of that social networking site (SNS), followed a very selective handful 

of public ‘influencers’ on Instagram, some of whom happened to be Māori. 

As a platform, Instagram is often associated with the superficial ‘influencer’ culture of 

privilege, doctored images, and covert advertising which certainly occurs here and across 

many other SNSs (Baker & Walsh, 2018). The platform is less often associated, however, 

with the possibility for creating uniquely indigenous spaces and communities. Those through 

which rangatahi (youth) like me may begin to explore our own indigeneity and discuss our 

experiences of disconnection and diaspora as a symptom of intergenerational trauma and 

colonisation. 

Encompassing all of these elements, and considering the wider contexts of indigenous 

online experiences, the following chapter reviews literature surrounding identity and digital 

politics of control and resistance, as defined within the social sciences. The section then 

moves to explore both international and local uses of social media, highlighting the 

advantages of exploring Instagram as a site of indigenous reclamation and activism. The 

following section then provides a brief overview of historical trauma theory (HTT) and 

contemporary experiences for rangatahi Māori. Finally, as a response to HTT, the chapter 

concludes with reviewing how intimate and embodied experiences such as grief and healing 

have been navigated and expressed through digital spaces, and further, the potential for 

exploring decolonising frameworks online in order to elucidate the many ways Māori 

negotiate identities in contemporary digital contexts. 
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ONLINE IDENTITIES AND DIGITAL CITIZENSHIP 

Difficult to express as an experience, the concept of identity has been equally as 

challenging to define within the social sciences. Identity, as a multidisciplinary topic of 

academic inquiry, has been conceptualised in many ways, encompassing both self-concept 

and self-presentation, and further relating to individual and collective similarities and 

distinctiveness (Lawler, 2008). Contributions from psychological anthropology have 

additionally acknowledged the shifting globalised and digital contexts which have both 

challenged and expanded traditional understandings of identity as relatively static and more 

clearly delineated (Lindholm, 2007). These contemporary understandings largely originate 

from postmodernist schools of thought, considering identity as fluid, multiple, and unbounded 

(Lawler, 2008). Identity, in this sense, can be thought of in terms of multiplicity, as an 

intersection of dialogical relationships of different facets of self-expression and 

positionalities. This interdisciplinary theory of the dialogical self elucidates how conflicting 

identities are regularly negotiated privately, and in distinct social contexts (van Meijl, 2011). 

As others have observed, a relational and fluid understanding of identity, as something shaped 

by personal experience and public discourse, accounts for both the complexities of identity 

development and negotiation, and the possibilities for forming new identities and worldviews 

(Lindholm, 2007). 

Another helpful framework for conceptualising experience within online contexts is 

the theory of digital citizenship. This is explored by Vivienne and colleagues (2016), who 

write that as our lives increasingly migrate to digital spaces, we become subject to a certain 

“set of rights and responsibilities” (2016:1) which govern online spaces. However, beyond 

this simplification, the authors further theorise digital citizenship as a ‘fluid interface’ which 

expands concepts of nationhood and control to include “literacies, surveillance, resistance and 

creativity [which] are intrinsically intertwined with the fluid acts of being and meaning 

making that constitute citizenship” (Vivienne et al., 2016:3).  

These two frameworks provide important context for this research and encompass a 

wide range of digital experiences and expressions. The following section builds on these 

interrelated theoretical understandings of identity and digital citizenship in order to explore 

how individual and collective selves are developed, expressed, and further negotiated through 

the political environment of social media. 
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Digital Politics of Control and Resistance 

A significant amount of literature emerging across various disciplines – including 

sociology, journalism, education, and social policy studies – has explored SNSs like 

Facebook as rich sites of identity expression and performance (Taylor et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 

2008; Farquhar, 2012). However, as a medium to express identity, social media research is 

fraught with contradicting claims which at times praise it as a democratic means of expressing 

personal identity (Farquhar, 2012), and at other times critique the platforms for mirroring 

relationships of power within broader society and traditional media – favouring the voices of 

some and oppressing the voices of many others (Jackson et al., 2018). However, returning to 

the theory of digital citizenship (Vivienne et al., 2016), it is important to acknowledge that 

SNSs and digital technologies themselves are not inherently good or bad, but are instead a 

means of facilitating social interaction inevitably influenced by the similar social 

organisation, norms, and conventions experienced offline. This, however, is not to say that 

SNSs are apolitical – there are many aspects of their design and use which have resulted in 

limiting of agency for certain individuals when expressing their online identities, those that 

disproportionately affect individuals and groups who deviate too far from accepted forms of 

self-expression, or challenge the status-quo (Ochigame & Holston, 2016). 

The first aspect of SNSs that might limit freedom of expression is the notion of 

context collapse. As discussed by Davis (2012), context collapse is the phenomenon whereby 

audiences of personal online content have become so broad, including friends, family, 

colleagues, strangers, potential employers, etc., that it becomes increasingly difficult to 

predict how any given remark or opinion will be received. Davis (2012) argues that online 

engagement creates ‘spheres of obligation’, where there is first an obligation to the self and 

‘authentic expression’, which inevitably come into conflict with differing interpersonal 

relationships, broader social values, and codes of online conduct. In order to compensate for 

these demands, Davis (2012) suggests that many ‘digital youth’ have diversified and express 

the multiplicity of their personal lives through different social platforms where they can 

control each audience, i.e. expressing their public lives on Facebook, and their private 

experiences anonymously on LiveJournal. Furthermore, McEwan and Flood (2018) argue that 

outcomes of this phenomena may be far more sinister than Davis predicted. They suggest that 

context collapse may result in a comprehensive portrayal of ‘compressed’ and conservative 

identities. This in itself may seem fairly innocuous, or sensible in fact, yet may have serious 

implications when this phenomenon works to suppress the political opinions of marginalised 

communities (McEwan and Flood, 2018). 
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Following seminal literature of the 20th century, such as Foucault’s concept of the 

panopticon and governance through covert and omnipresent surveillance limiting personal 

expression (1979), academics in the area of digital politics have become increasingly 

concerned with new and adapted surveillance practices now commonplace among digital 

technologies. Whether in regard to relaxed privacy settings, government intelligence sourcing, 

or social media sites actively selling private data, McEwan and Flood (2018) found that the 

threat of surveillance, real or imagined, had a significant impact on the behaviour of social 

networking users. Within their research they explored responses to a news article in which 

employers demanded the private Facebook information of their job applicants – the resulting 

commentary revealing telling insight into user’s attitudes toward SNSs. Through this study 

they found how greatly the implicit threat of surveillance influenced users’ personal 

expression and particularly, as above, how it worked to suppress political opinion. They 

argued that workplaces acted as an ideological state apparatus, as termed by Althusser (1971), 

in describing “entities that condition individuals to behave in ways deemed appropriate and 

useful by dominant ideologies” (Althusser, 1971; cited in McEwan & Flood, 2018:1718). 

SNSs such as Linkedin also work in a similar way by extension, defining and condoning only 

a narrow range of appropriate personal expression, and condemning all else deemed a 

transgression of these confines. Though there were many ways that users adapted to the threat 

of surveillance in McEwan and Flood’s findings, it had an inevitable lasting effect with many 

opting to censor their opinions or opt out of social media altogether. This relates back to the 

earlier discussion of colonisation. Surveillance and control as a feature of social media is 

inherently linked to the maintenance of colonial power as it protects the wealth and resources 

built off the theft of indigenous lands by protecting the status quo of inequitable, Western-

colonial power structures. 

The final limitation on identity expression included within this literature is that of the 

sites’ programming itself. Created for profit within a capitalist economy, and produced by 

human programmers who impart their own unique positionality and worldview, De Ridder 

(2015) argues that storytelling practices and experiences of identity are both shaped and 

mediated by SNSs as an active agent in the process by nature of its design. Through ordering 

and normative practices, it is suggested that SNSs actively create acceptable forms of 

expression. In particular, De Ridder explored how a Belgium SNS interfered within the 

intimate narratives of young users, limiting the representation of their diverse sexual identities 

to only a small number of normative categories (2015). In relation to market influences which 

dictate that programmers create ‘optimal’ designs that adhere to predetermined and non-

controversial social norms, the author notes “it is important to acknowledge how software 
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platforms are sense-making objects; therefore, it is useful to conceptualise them as cultural 

templates that are created within the subjectivities of the specific social and cultural spheres in 

which the platform operates” (De Ridder, 2015:370). That is, governed by and acting on 

behalf of broader power structures in reinforcing moralising and normative ideology such as 

heteronormativity, while simultaneously prioritising the voices which uphold these principles. 

However, when considering control and limitations, it is also important to highlight 

the agency of those impacted by deliberate and unintentional censorship when using SNSs. 

Where others have outlined limitations and suppression by the use of digital media, Fung 

(2002) importantly notes that paradoxically, digital media as a site of domination and control 

also has the potential to be harnessed as a source of liberation. In his study social media site 

Hong Kong Net (HNet), Fung found that users residing in America used the site to escape the 

expectations and discursive limitations of Northern American/Western cultural norms, and 

engage in identity work that connected them with their home and upbringing in Hong Kong. 

Unburdened of associated societal expectations, HNet users had the freedom to explore and 

co-construct their identity with like-minded individuals. Drawing from Foucauldian theory, 

Fung argues that the participants of this study were engaging in the creation of ‘counter-

discourse’, which the author claims is the beginning of resistance through imagining varying 

possibilities and normalities, differing from that prescribed by dominant culture (Foucault, 

1980; cited in Fung, 2002).  

Likewise, many other academics are also engaging with the topic of resistance when 

considering the use of social media. An article by Kuo (2018) considers the power of 

collective ‘counterpublics’ in disseminating alternate discourses. Through their own analysis 

of racial justice hashtags like #NotYourAsianSideKick, the author believes that hashtags are 

valuable tools for activists and marginalised groups to collectively challenge normalising 

discourse. As Kuo notes, “[hashtags’] primary value may be in elevating and circulating 

discourse, but these hashtags also help establish grounds for participation, build individual 

and collective identity, and organize for collective action” (2018:496). Additionally, hashtags 

may serve to broadcast issues to those who are not ordinarily exposed to social inequality 

(Kuo, 2018). Jackson and colleagues (2018) have also discussed hashtags for trans advocacy 

in relation to creating counterpublics. They argue that this collective action is particularly 

helpful for oppressed groups to reclaim identity and challenge discriminatory media 

representations, and to further document, create, and share histories made for and by those 

involved. Similarly, Gal and colleagues (2016) also note comparative functions of memes in 

creating collective identity and leveraging shared agency. As they note, memes function to 
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establish communities through ‘boundary work’, solidifying a group of individuals with 

shared interests or motivations, creating common values through discourse, and positioning 

the collective against outside influence. In this sense, memes, like hashtags, can function to 

strengthen the group through a sense of belonging, and additionally, challenge the authority of 

dominant power structures (Gal et al., 2016).  

In essence, these authors demonstrate that hashtags, memes, and digital technologies 

can be harnessed as revolutionary tools to reclaim agency and create more bearable means of 

living and functioning within an inequitable social world. However, while it is important to 

consider the possibilities of social media as a site of resistance, of equal importance is to 

examine who has the ability to participate in these conversations. Many studies note a digital 

divide when considering access to both the technology and internet facilities to engage in 

conversations of resistance (Marler, 2018), and even locally in Aotearoa (Parker, 2003). 

Additionally, what is less discussed – but raised within this research – was the influence of 

access to education in order to participate in conversations which are often presented through 

specialised, academic language and rationalised through Western frameworks of knowledge.  

The examples I have raised so far have demonstrated what communication scholar 

Kristin Langellier (1999) argues: that the public expression of identity is inherently political. 

Telling and expressing stories of the self transport the narrator to a liminal space where the 

personal and communal intersect, and where shared meaning is both produced and 

reproduced. Personal narrative is a site of struggle, negotiation, and transaction existing 

within broader power structures, discursive understandings, and moralised rhetoric. It is for 

this reason that a critical analysis of control and resistance must be considered in relation to 

both online and offline identities, particularly regarding the identity work of marginalised 

groups – for whom the agency over personal narrative may mean reclaiming and rewriting 

stories once written on their behalf (Langellier, 1999). The following subsection further 

explores this intersection and negotiation of agency as it relates to indigenous identities and 

resistance, and further as they are experienced through social media. 

Social Media as a Site of Indigenous Resistance 

Indigenous social media users are both diverse, geographically widespread and are, in 

many ways, like any other user/s. Social media is used for ‘ordinary’, utilitarian purposes 

such as self-expression, strengthening and building social connections, sharing information 

and experiences, and to organise ‘offline’ events and gatherings (Duarte, 2017). What differs 

for indigenous users, however, is the affordance of reclaimed agency through the nature and 
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design of digital technologies. Academic literature related to indigenous social media use is 

still fairly limited (Wilson et al., 2017), but despite this, authors from the fields of indigenous 

studies, sociology, public health, cultural studies, and computer science are beginning to 

outline some encouraging uses of social media for indigenous communities as a means of 

subverting dominant ideology, engaging in activism, and collectively working toward 

decolonisation.  

The most significant focus of indigenous social media research involves the spread of 

activism through the use of these platforms. Similarly to what I witnessed on Māori Instagram 

(which will be discussed in later chapters) Duarte discusses the indigenous activists who have 

been harnessing the communicative powers of social media in order to “practice a politics of 

visibility, cultivate solidarity, diffuse an indigenous consciousness, enforce dominant 

governments’ trust and treaty responsibilities, and remind many of the irrevocable injustice of 

colonialism” (2017:1). In this regard, social media has provided a platform which allows a 

more democratic form of political participation to marginalised communities who may not be 

afforded such opportunities within formal political systems (Duarte, 2017). Furthermore, 

Lindgren and Cocq (2017) have discussed how social media has provided indigenous activists 

an ever more extended audience, linking local activism of Sámi protestors in Sweden with the 

shared ecological concerns of global audiences. Surprisingly, despite acquiring many new 

allies for their cause through their strategic use of Twitter, Sámi groups and actors largely 

retained control over their own narrative and agenda – leading to large demonstrations and 

international attention to petition the opening of new mines which would jeopardise 

indigenous livelihoods and pollute local water supplies (Lindgren & Cocq, 2017).  

Beyond activism, Lindgren and Cocq (2017) also note the social benefits of SNSs for 

indigenous groups globally, affirming cultural identity through revitalising indigenous 

languages, connecting displaced and fragmented communities, and challenging negative 

perceptions through the creation of community driven media. The notion of opportunity was 

also reflected by Virtanen’s (2015) research with isolated indigenous groups located in 

Amazonian Brazil. With recent access to internet facilities, social networking dramatically 

changed how many communicate within and outside of their communities. For example, 

social media created opportunities to make broader contacts in larger population centres, 

source funding opportunities, and has provided greater agency in collaborations with external 

organisations. In this sense, social media provided increased control and social connection, 

but has also enhanced economic opportunities and even impacted gender relations, allowing 

local women a space to publicly discuss issues pertinent to them. Many other uses were 
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discussed which expanded on those addressed above, and as Virtanen further highlighted, 

participation in social media ultimately meant the ability to fully engage with the 

contemporary world and provided empowerment in advocating for the community within 

wider society (Virtanen, 2015). However, as Duarte (2017) notes, social equality beyond 

digital spaces requires comprehensive and long-term structural change. Therefore, indigenous 

resistance and digital media use must be considered in relation to the contexts of colonial 

power imbalance discussed above, alongside the social possibilities of the platform. 

Uses of Social Media for Māori 

As an extension of indigenous social media research, a small, yet growing body of 

literature is beginning to capture the unique ways that Māori are engaging with social media. 

Primarily, these articles refer to the virtual translation of the Māori concept of 

whanaungatanga, which simplified, are the responsibilities by whānau (extended family) 

through “attaining and maintaining relationships” (O’Carroll, 2013:231). Within their 

Aotearoa-based research, Māori PhD candidate Acushla O’Carroll notes the ways which 

rangatahi are using SNSs such as Facebook to nurture relationships with immediate whānau, 

and to locate and build connections with whānau that they were yet to meet (2013). 

Additionally, it was found that iwi, hapū (sub tribe) and marae (cultural centre) groups had 

been using social media to strengthen communities and communicate with those who no 

longer resided in their tūrangawaewae (place of belonging) or iwi lands. In this sense, through 

easing the experience of diaspora and displacement through connection and belonging 

(O’Carroll, 2013), Facebook was seen as an extension of social interactions on the marae, 

which I will further explore in Chapter 6 in relation to the theory of Māori Instagram as a 

digital marae. 

Māori and Pacific researchers Joanne Waitoa, Regina Scheyvens, and Te Rina Warren 

(2015), also speak of the ways which SNSs facilitate the practices of tikanga Māori through 

whanaungatanga, and additionally through tino rangatiratanga (self-determination). However, 

despite these positive aspects of engagement with social networking, the use of these sites 

was also reported to risk misappropriation of cultural knowledge. In relation to the Mana 

Party’s strategic use of social media to empower Māori to participate in political engagement, 

it was found that: 

While [the] positive factors contribute to enhancing both Māori development and 

political empowerment, social media conflicts with Māori values when it facilitates 

breaches of tikanga such as lack of respect, cultural misappropriation, sharing of 
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sacred information, subversion of traditional hierarchy and lack of kanohi ki te kanohi 

(face to face) interaction (Waitoa et al., 2015:53).  

These important concerns experienced and expressed during the Mana Party political 

campaign must be considered in regard to Māori engagement with social media, as increased 

political empowerment may be coupled with unintended outcomes which consequently 

disempower Māori in other ways (Waitoa et al., 2015), as already established in relation to 

wider indigenous social media use. However, despite these valid concerns, on the whole 

academics have largely been acknowledging the transformative possibilities through Māori 

use of social media – as has been discussed here in relation to social connectivity and political 

engagement, and additionally through the protection and revitalisation of te reo Māori (Māori 

language) on digital mediums such as Twitter (Keegan et al., 2015).  

As social life moves increasingly toward the digital realm, there will be many more 

opportunities and unique ways for Māori and other indigenous communities to both engage 

with social media, and similarly reflect agency through indigenous-led research. As outlined 

above, much of the research involving indigenous uses of social media primarily focus on 

Facebook and Twitter. However, as I will demonstrate through my own research, Instagram 

and its broad social functionality has attracted a wide range of influential Māori and 

followers, spreading awareness and empowerment through the use of the platform. Instagram 

research included in the previous chapter, outlined an emerging academic interest in the 

diverse ways users were engaging with the platform. While this research is important for 

highlighting the impacts of Instagram as a social technology, it does little to demonstrate the 

meaningful ways users harness the platform as a tool for social change. As a starting point for 

this Instagram-based ethnography, the following section introduces historical trauma theory, a 

critical theoretical framework for understanding and contextualising the negotiation of 

identity and decolonisation by rangatahi on Māori Instagram. 

HISTORICAL TRAUMA THEORY 

Whether in their online or face-to-face interactions, for many indigenous individuals 

and communities daily life and emotional wellbeing is still heavily influenced by events 

extending back hundreds of years. Daily reminders of historical colonial violence, through the 

perpetuation of social and structural inequality, may be found in the most ordinary and 

seemingly unexpected places such as social media news posts (Carlson et al., 2017). While 

some non-indigenous individuals may find present reactions of anger, sadness, and grief to 

historic events unwarranted (Walters et al., 2011), colonial trauma through its many enduring 
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consequences has a significant impact on the contemporary lives of indigenous people(s), and 

likewise impacts on how they relate to their own sense of identity. This shared, 

intergenerational experience has been given many names in academic literature, referred to 

varyingly as historical unresolved grief, collective trauma, and (as it was also referred to on 

Māori Instagram) intergenerational trauma (Evans-Campbell, 2008). The later term, 

intergerational trauma, was expressed in highlighting both the means of transmission and the 

impact on tīpuna (ancestors) along with those living today. However, the primary term used in 

this thesis, historical trauma theory (HTT) (Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998) is based on the 

established theoretical framework developed and used by many indigenous academics. With 

significant contributions from the fields of social work, psychology, and indigenous 

development studies, HTT primarily emerged in the aftermath of WWII in attempts to 

comprehend such traumatic events and the impact on subsequent generations (Fogelman, 

1988 and Kestenburg, 1982/1990; cited in Brave Heart, 1999). The theory has since been 

extended to include the colonial trauma of indigenous communities, with literature initially 

centring on the experiences of First Nations and Indigenous Americans (Brave Heart & 

DeBruyn, 1998).  

Underlying historical trauma theory is the understanding that colonised populations 

continue to be significantly impacted by the trauma of initial settlement, and further by 

systemic processes, discourses, and institutions which perpetually uphold and enact 

colonising principles of European imperialism (Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998; Duran et al., 

2008; Duran, 2006). Referred to as a deep and pervasive “soul wound” by Duran in the title of 

his 2006 book, historical trauma continues to have a deeply profound impact on contemporary 

indigenous communities and individuals. 

Historical Trauma Response 

One of the central and most intensively researched areas of historical trauma theory is 

the individual emotional impact of unresolved grief, otherwise known as the historical trauma 

response (Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998; Brave Heart, 1999; Duran, 2006; Duran & Duran, 

1995). As Duran and Duran explain, the initial violent events of colonisation combined with 

continued oppression, separated families, and forced assimilation, lead to what has been 

referred to as “intergenerational post-traumatic stress disorder” (1995:30). Symptoms are 

comparable to post-traumatic stress disorder which include “guilt, anxiety, grief, and 

depressive symptomology” (Evans-Campbell 2008:322), and it is further suggested that this 

experience can be transmitted intergenerationally (Duran & Duran 1995). As scholars in this 
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area argue, emotional trauma is experienced not only by initial victims of colonial violence, 

but it is passed down, embodied, and re-enacted by contemporary generations.  

In addition to the traumatic loss of sovereignty, life, and culture, Walters and their 

colleagues (2011) remind readers of the further impacts of land theft and loss, colonial 

displacement, and resulting indigenous diaspora. Contrary to a Western understanding of land 

ownership and domination, the authors explain a different relationship with the land which 

may be less familiar to non-indigenous audiences, but is shared by many indigenous 

communities globally. Expressing a life-giving relationship shared between communities and 

their environment, they argue “what happens to the land happens to our bodies, what happens 

to our bodies happens to our spirits, and it is happening individually, collectively, and 

globally” (Walters et al., 2011:173). As this quote affirms, for many indigenous communities 

including rangatahi Māori rallying to Ihumātao, land and place are of vital importance to 

collective wellbeing.  

Along with disruptions of place with initial and continued forceful displacement of 

colonisation and capitalism, Walters and colleagues (2011) outline the impacts of continued 

‘development’ of remaining indigenous lands. They suggest that contemporary land-based 

micro aggressions, just as with racism, serve as an enduring reminders of the immense 

violence and traumatic displacement experienced during early colonial settlement, such which 

might summon a seemly unwarranted response by others. As they state, “The connections 

between past and present trauma may be quite subtle, making it difficult for individuals to see 

the relationship between contemporary responses and a historically traumatic past” (Walters 

et al., 2011:184). However, through historical trauma research, these complex connections are 

steadily being disentangled to further comprehend the consequences of interrupted place, 

space, and belonging. 

Contemporary Experiences of Rangatahi Māori 

Colonial violence has had an enduring legacy on the emotional wellbeing and identity 

of indigenous communities, and so too have the present-day enactments of racism and 

structural violence which signify the ongoing process of colonialism, cultural domination, and 

furthered trauma. As many academics in Aotearoa note, Māori continue to face significantly 

higher rates of trauma exposure (Pihama et al., 2014), material hardship and restricted civil 

liberties (Borell et al., 2018), and further experience considerable disparities in most health 

and wellbeing measures (Reid et al., 2014). These factors are significantly influenced and 

furthered by structural violence enacted by every level of state authority through discursive, 
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neoliberal practices which blame Māori for our own trauma and make individuals responsible 

for their own healing (Bryers-Brown, 2015). 

While statistical disparities seem to now be common knowledge, there exists a refusal 

by mainstream audiences in Aotearoa to acknowledge historical violence or the associated 

privilege bestowed to Pākehā (NZ Europeans), and further, the normalisation of settler-

European culture (Borell et al., 2018). The selective forgetting of colonial violence in the 

name of national, bi-cultural identity politics has resulted in trauma largely unaddressed by 

formal health, education, or governmental agencies. For this reason, acknowledging and 

finding assistance in addressing said trauma has largely been a grassroots effort by Māori 

leaders, politicians, academics, and activists (Pihama et al., 2014). A significant part of this 

process has been gaining awareness regarding socio-historical contributors to contemporary 

and ongoing colonisation, as experienced by rangatahi Māori. 

As Tayi acknowledged during our interview, rangatahi Māori, like many generations 

before them, often describe similar experiences of alienation as those I will outline in 

following chapters. This generational experience described by Tayi as being “spiritually 

sick”, has been reflected in literature in relation to disruption of culturally and personally 

significant identifying relationships with land and place (Durie, 2017). As Kidman (2012) 

discusses, political tensions and ecological concerns are reflected and experienced within 

‘socio-spatial’ identity as an important factor of belonging for Māori youth. For many since 

mass urbanisation in the last half of the 20th century, land-based connections have been 

severed with lasting impacts on individual and collective wellbeing (Durie, 2017) (expanded 

on later in Chapters 4 and 5). City living has provided many associated challenges and 

benefits for new generations of urban Māori (Durie, 2017), however, language and cultural 

revitalisation efforts over the last 40 years such as kōhanga reo and kura kaupapa (Māori 

language schools), urban marae, and Māori media (Walker, 2004), have created opportunities 

for urban and rangatahi Māori to reconnect with both reo (language) and Māoritanga (culture) 

despite spatial dislocation. As a result of these efforts, many previous studies have centred 

language as a key factor of Māori identity (Paringatai, 2014). Te reo Māori did feature within 

the Instagram posts and stories I observed. However, since English was the primary language 

used in favour of accessibility (as my interviewees themselves noted), this aspect of identity 

reclamation and decolonisation did not emerge as prominently within this research. 

To summarise, rangatahi Māori, despite being of a younger, predominantly ‘urban’ 

generation (Kukutai, 2013), still live with the lasting impacts of colonisation. While HTT is 

helpful for understanding the relationships and transmission of trauma, dwelling only on these 
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aspects of experience may unintentionally dehumanise those for whom the theory was 

designed to provide awareness and social change (George et al., 2014). This research aims to 

highlight the resilience of rangatahi on Māori Instagram, reflecting the intentions of George 

and colleagues (2014) who prompt their readers to consider the representation and potential of 

‘vulnerable’ Māori communities. Despite circumstance, as young Māori we too hold the 

agency to enact change and to engage in creative acts of dreaming and of imagining different 

futures. As a part of this process, related emotions of grief and pain, and further of hope and 

healing, will be explored in the following sections as they are expressed within the digital as a 

site of negotiation and as an embodied response to historical trauma. 

EMBODIMENT AND EMOTION ONLINE 

Historical trauma, as a deeply emotional experience, is something which shapes 

collective narratives, identities, and histories. So far this chapter has explored the politics of 

online identity expressions as they both respond to and transcend broader mechanisms of 

power enacted and reflected through this digital medium. However, as Langellier (1999) 

argues, these personal narratives and their public expression are inherently premised on 

embodied experiences. When telling stories about ourselves, we are simultaneously 

communicating and reinterpreting what happened to us, lived through the body as the 

necessary mediator of experience (Csordas, 1993). For this reason, emotion and embodiment 

are fundamental to online identity practices, but remain less frequently explored from a 

phenomenological perspective which attends to the lived body as part of the narrator/digital 

interface configuration when participating in online social interactions. 

As mentioned early, emerging literature has explored Facebook as a site of identity 

expression and negotiation (Taylor et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2008; Farquhar, 2012). Many of 

these studies consider highly curated Facebook profiles as a form of symbolic online 

embodiment – taking on a life of their own, separate to corporeal bodies and identities. For 

example, regarding this perceived division, Taylor and their colleagues (2014) discuss a 

(dis)embodiment of online identities that queer, religious youth use to their advantage – 

harnessing Facebook as a place of identity discovery, and as a place to ‘come out’ to their 

friends and family while not being burdened by the concern of managing their corporeal body 

which may betray emotional expressions of nervousness (Taylor et al., 2014).  

This focus on online identity performance as bounded and controlled, in opposition to 

the seemingly uncontrollable physical body, is reflective of broader disciplinary trends and 

influences. Argued of phenomenological anthropology, these analyses primarily follow 
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Foucauldian conceptualisations of discursive meaning and symbolism read of the body, but 

do not encompass visceral and emotional experiences that relate to broader intersubjective 

meaning and self-making practices (Csordas, 1993). Following the later understanding, this 

section explores emotional and bodily experience as it is reflected and navigated within social 

media, and further, the potential of online platforms to facilitate collective emotional work in 

both translating and transforming experiences of historical trauma. 

Online Negotiation of Grief and Pain 

Pain and suffering, as prominent aspects of personal narrative and experience, 

demonstrate how easily demarcated boundaries of physical, emotional, and digital can be 

complicated in the act of online identity expression. As Kleinman and Kleinman (1996) attest, 

suffering exists as a fundamental human experience that transcends social divide. For this 

reason, digital publics have become a common place to share in suffering and reach out to 

others: to relate, to find comfort, and to make meaning in times of need. The shift to online 

social exchanges, Gibson and Talaie (2018) argue, has brought personal and intimate 

experiences of suffering or grief into an ever more public sphere. What once might have been 

highly ritualised and private affairs, such as bereavement, have now become part of ordinary 

exchange between strangers online. With regard to their study of Youtube dedications to a 

recently deceased child, personal grief becomes subject to social commentary and part of a 

larger shared body of grief constituting new ‘intimate publics’ (Gibson & Talaie, 2018). 

According to the authors, it seems that part of sharing the self digitally, has become sharing 

deeply personal and emotional experiences – those which are deeply embodied both online 

and offline. 

Just as embodied experiences shape digital landscapes, so too do online interactions 

shape subjective understandings of individual bodies, including the experiences of health and 

illness. In research by Tucker and Goodings (2016), two social media sites were explored to 

reveal how those experiencing mental distress were managing the impacts of medication 

through the use of these sites, and further, how these interactions shaped feelings about their 

personal bodies. As the authors note, embodied knowledge and experiences shared online are 

not merely representations, but instead emanate from within the corporeal body itself. 

Described as ‘affections’, this real and deeply felt feedback from the body informs and 

modifies our own understandings of ourselves, and likewise, provides a reference point for 

understanding the experiences of others. As Tucker and Goodings argue, “Affection is the 

capacity to experience modifications of individual bodies as they come into contact with both 

themselves and other bodies” (2016:552). Through the shared experience of psychological 
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pain and the complicated nature of navigating the effects of psychotropic medication, users 

engage in a dialogical act of collective “somatic sense-making” (Tucker & Goodings, 2016) – 

both relaying and creating embodied experiences and identities through a shared experience 

of pain and illness. 

Furthering this understanding of collaborative sense making, Newhouse and 

colleagues (2018) discuss the transformative capacity of digital technologies regarding the 

experience of chronic physical pain. For these users, digital technologies were seen to modify 

their experiences for the better – in acquiring new languages to speak of their symptoms to 

doctors, for locating advice on navigating the healthcare system and managing pain, and 

further connecting with others – sharing and normalising their experiences of illness. In this 

sense, access to social media and message boards transformed the participants’ experiences of 

pain, making it more manageable by offering information, a community, and identity, based 

around a condition which biomedicine often failed to recognise adequately (Newhouse et al., 

2018).  

Just as digital technologies and social media have facilitated the transformation of 

physical pain, so too have they become a place for indigenous communities to engage in 

meaning making and cultural rituals surrounding the likes of grief and bereavement (Carlson 

& Frazer, 2015). For many geographically spread First Nations Australians, social media has 

provided opportunities to engage in culturally meaningful ‘Sorry Business’. This involves 

being notified of passings, the ability to offer condolences through social media, and 

facilitating grieving in the process by honouring the deceased through photos and memorial 

pages. For those involved in the study, online participation in these meaning making rituals 

was immensely important for those separated from their communities (Carlson & Frazer, 

2015). However, despite the opportunities to engage in new forms of meaningful online 

grieving, Carlson and Frazer (2015) highlight the historic and present-day colonial violence 

which resulted in displaced communities and high mortality rates to begin with. This analysis 

elucidates the reality that positive social media use by indigenous communities is not always 

in act of resistance, but perhaps used a means of adapting to the social contexts of continued 

colonial violence. The authors suggest that this use of social media, when analysed in the 

socio-historical contexts of the likes of historical trauma, may be considered at once both 

“productive and problematic” (Carlson & Frazer, 2015:222). 

Reflecting back on the topic of indigenous resistance in relation to the more 

problematic ways social media has influenced the lives of indigenous communities is 

explored in further research by Carlson and colleagues (2017) in relation to re-traumatisation 
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in ‘shared recognition’ of frustration and pain when social media serves as a reminder of 

colonial violence. As has been discussed, social media for indigenous communities is not 

inherently liberating. Similar to my own experiences, through the publication and distribution 

of racist acts of violence and discriminatory propaganda, social media spaces are made unsafe 

and unwelcoming for indigenous users. Even when the posts are shared in solidarity of 

outrage, they may serve to create an overwhelming environment of constant 

(re)traumatisation (Carlson et al., 2017). Such may be a cost of achieving greater visibility 

and increased political engagement, resulting in increased difficulty for indigenous users of 

social media to use the sites for non-political purposes without being bombarded with 

emotionally exhausting pleas, or as Duarte (2017) argues, being expected to engage politically 

based on their indigenous identity. However, for the First Nations Australian fathers who 

were slandered in the online content researched by Carlson and colleagues (2017), Twitter 

and the hashtag #IndigenousDads was used to transform pain and outrage into a source of 

pride which challenged colonial discourse through stories of caring paternal relationships.  

While these examples of both pain and grief have great significance within indigenous 

activism and new intimate and digital publics (Gibson & Talaie, 2018), they are also 

important emotional experiences for my research – given further relevance in later chapters. 

As will be revealed, pain and grief feature as prominent emotions within collective 

decolonising practices of community building and meaning making. Additionally 

demonstrating that through social media, pain can be shared as part of a collective identity 

building process, and further, as a means of healing. 

HEALING AND DECOLONISING POSSIBILITIES 

As has been highlighted throughout this chapter, literature regarding online 

experiences of hope and healing for indigenous communities is beginning to emerge in 

relation to aforementioned grief rituals (Carlson & Frazer, 2015), language reclamation 

(Keegan et al., 2015), and in relation to social practices which bridge the geographical divides 

of indigenous diaspora (O’Carroll, 2013). However, healing experiences and practices in 

relation to historical trauma and colonial histories are still primarily theorised in relation to 

offline experiences, as a more general way to conceptualise this process. Considering the 

broad applicability and cultural diversity of healing, and before narrowing to the specificities 

of my research which relate to literature regarding Māori experiences of healing, it is 

important to reflect first on points of similarity and distinction in understanding this concept, 

as outlined within anthropological theory. 
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As Kirmayer (2013) discusses, the process of healing across time and cultures often 

includes some defined specifications such as a notion of affliction; ritual aspects of roles, 

places, and conduct of healing practices; symbolic actions; and an expectation of recovery. 

However, as opposed to being ‘cured’ – where a person might be relieved of their symptoms 

or distress, being healed may not comprehensively restore an individual to optimal health. 

The notion of healing may have varying levels of efficacy, only slightly relieving or 

improving the lives of those ‘afflicted’. There is also a possibility that healing may not serve 

any restorative function for the individual at all, working instead to help others around them 

or their communities, or even simply to affirm the associated system of medicine through 

engaging in a healing practice (Kirmayer, 2013). 

While these understandings of healing primarily relate to formal medical systems and 

individual journeys, this term and understanding still has relevance to the healing that may be 

achieved by individuals and communities using digital technologies in moments of 

psychological, emotional, and spiritual distress, and in relation to historical trauma. In these 

contexts, social engagement may work to improve life circumstances; engaging with identity 

and/or culture may relieve isolation, or having feelings affirmed or normalised by familiar and 

unfamiliar others may serve a healing function, in that moment. As Kirmayer states, a 

fundamental aspect of ‘new’ healing practices is in addressing “core values and concerns in 

which individuals and communities have a profound stake” (2013:39), which highlights the 

significance of meaning making in the collective healing process. 

Encompassing these understandings in healing literature related to Māori experience, 

Wirihana and Smith (2014) highlight that despite the growth of global and local literature 

surrounding HTT, the culturally specific forms of healing experienced by contemporary 

Māori are only just beginning to be explored academically. Within this literature review, 

academics included such as George and colleagues (2014), Bryers-Brown (2015), Wirihana 

and Smith (2014), and O’Carroll (2013), are contributing to this growing body of literature 

exploring the ways that Māori are engaging in healing through narrative, and other meaning 

making practices including spiritual (wairuatanga), social/familial (whanaungatanga), 

language (reo), and ancestral (whakapapa), in the process of personal and collective healing.  

In relation to HTT theory, a four stage intervention model has been identified by 

Brave Heart (2005:5) in the process of sense making and transforming grief, which follows 

that indigenous individuals and communities: 

1. Confront our trauma and embrace our history; 
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2. Understand that trauma; 

3. [grieve and] Release the pain; and then 

4. Transcend the trauma. 

Helpful in comprehending the meaning making processes of healing, the structure of this 

model also reflects the principles of Tuhiwai Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies (2012). 

Aimed to decolonise research practices and reflecting earlier literature relating to 

decolonisation, the underlying functions of speaking back to colonising knowledges, 

reclaiming indigenous histories, and having agency and control over representation, are all 

included within this thesis to explore the ways Māori specifically, are engaging in healing 

practices. As Tuhiwai Smith expresses: 

[as Māori] our survival, our humanity, our worldview and language, our 

imagination and spirit, our very place in the world depends on our capacity 

to act for ourselves, to speak for ourselves, to engage in the world and the 

actions of our colonizers, to face them head on (2012:315). 

These words reflect tino rangatiratanga as central to both the processes of decolonisation, and 

associated healing and transformative outcomes. 

Through this lens of decolonisation and agency, centring Māori knowledge and 

experience, the following research aims to bring together the topics of control and activism, 

historical trauma, and embodied digital responses, in exploring socio-spatial Māori identities 

as they are negotiated through Instagram. By examining these in relationship to one another, it 

becomes possible to discuss the potential for individual and community healing through 

digital practices. The following chapter maps out the approach of investigating this process 

through developing a kaupapa Māori Research informed digital ethnography of Māori 

Instagram as both a place and a community. 
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3 ‘INSTAGRAM IS WHERE THE MĀORI ARE’ 
ETHNOGRAPHY IN DIGITAL COMMUNITIES AND PLACES 

Upon immersing myself in the digital research process, I immediately began to realise the 

purposeful efforts that had been made by the leaders of our community in constructing this 

place of Māori Instagram. Their efforts centred the culturally significant and relational 

practices of support, reciprocity, and whanaungatanga, as “attaining and maintaining 

relationships” (O’Carroll, 2013:231), discussed by other Māori academics in exploring virtual 

adaptations of cultural practice (O’Carroll, 2013; Waitoa et al., 2015). Along with the emic 

voices of the influential rangatahi (young) leaders within this community, I intentionally 

conceptualise Māori Instagram as a socially constituted place within this writing, which in 

turn, informs the research approach outlined in this chapter. As Tayi expressed 

enthusiastically during our interview, “Instagram is where the Māori are” (my emphasis), and 

as such, this location is where I will ‘go’ in this thesis. 

The following chapter outlines the processes and practices of exploring digital 

socialities and places through kaupapa Māori informed digital ethnography. This begins with 

introducing and defining digital and social media ethnography (Murthy, 2008; Postill & Pink, 

2012; Miller & Horst, 2012; Pink et al., 2016), alongside the multimodal approach I 

employed in my own online research, which includes participant observation, semiotic and 

visual analysis (Ortner, 1973; Pink, 2013), and supplementary semi-structured interviewing 

(Roulston, 2012) outlined in later sections. This is then followed by reviewing the problem of 

‘place’ within anthropology, explored here through the findings and approaches of two digital 

community researchers, in order to locate and attend to culture in a kaupapa Māori research 

informed approach of digital ethnography. 

This research project was given approval by the University of Otago Ethics 

Committee (reference number: 19/057 – Appendix 1) in consultation with the Ngāi Tahu 

Research Consultation Committee – Te Komiti Rakahau ki Kāi Tahu. 

A MULTIMODAL APPROACH TO EXPLORING DIGTIALLY 
EMBEDDED LIFEWORLDS 

In imagining the possibilities for digital media research in the early years of the new 

millennium, Dicks and colleagues (2006) outlined the potential for a multimodal approach, 

one that incorporated the increasingly varied mediums of visual and audible communication 

made readily available to researchers through digital technologies. With the increased uptake 
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of social networking sites (SNSs) in the years that followed, Murthy (2008) then began to 

explore the potential for multimodal approaches in emergent and promising digital ‘fields’, 

where anthropologists could transfer their familiar methods of ethnographic inquiry, and 

expertise in reflexivity, to a new and unfolding realm of social interaction. In reviewing and 

adapting earlier work, Murthy (2008) argued for a multimodal approach which includes both 

ethnographic methods of participant observation, as an immersive and participatory approach 

of experiencing and interpreting social lifeworlds (Emerson et al., 2011), along with ‘new’ 

digital research methods, in order to “provide a fuller, more comprehensive account” 

(Murthy, 2008:849) of complex and shifting digital fields. 

The following section will explore these ‘new’ digital research methods, as they were 

theorised in the early years of social networking, and as they have adapted with the rapidly 

expanding affordances of web 2.0 – the ‘interactive’ phase of the internet (Murthy, 2008) 

encompassing the growth of web applications, user generated content, and social media. In 

doing so, this review will lay the methodological foundations for my own digital research of 

interpreting text based, visual, and audio data, incorporated within a multimodal approach of 

digital ethnography (Murthy, 2008; Miller & Horst, 2012; Pink et al., 2016) as I explore both 

the public and intimate digital lives of rangatahi Māori on Instagram. 

Digital and Social Media Ethnography 

With the advancement of web 2.0, many different conceptualisations of digital 

ethnographic practice (otherwise known as ‘virtual’ or ‘online’ ethnography) have emerged in 

relation to broader disciplinary trends, theories, and methodologies (Pink et al., 2016; Miller 

& Horst, 2012). Pink and colleagues (2016) relate the approach of digital ethnography as a 

specific adaptation of ethnographic practice which attends to the digital as part of 

contemporary social life. In outlining this approach, they have listed 5 specific principles of  

“multiplicity, non-digital-centric-ness, openness, reflexivity and unorthodox” (Pink et al., 

2016:8) in describing the nature of digital research and social interactions as fluid, multi-sited 

(including offline), adaptable, and interpretive – which requires an attention to reflexivity as 

an important aspect of the digital research process. These approaches to social research, in 

general, are premised by a recognition of digital research sites as facilitating no less 

‘authentic’ or material social interaction than that which is taking place offline, and further, 

that the ‘digital world’ allows new possibilities for exploring many varied expressions of 

humanness (Miller & Horst, 2012). Digital ethnography, and in particular the specific 

multimodal approach of online fieldwork and supplementary ‘offline’ interviewing employed 
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in this research, can be considered similarly to contemporary ‘offline’ ethnography, described 

by O’Reilly (2012) as a practice which: 

evolves in design as the study progresses; involves direct and sustained contact with 

human beings, in the context of their daily lives, over a prolonged period of time; 

draws on a family of methods, usually including participant observation and 

conversation; respects the complexity of the social world; and therefore tells, rich, 

sensitive and credible stories (2012:3). 

Pink and colleagues’ (2016) definition of digital ethnography as an adaptation of this 

description, draws on similar methods of participant observation and conversation in order to 

produce reflexive, rich, and interpretative ethnographic texts. As Pink and colleagues (2016) 

note, however, complications arise when considering what specificities constitute ‘direct’ and 

‘sustained’ contact within digital contexts. 

Writings on digital ethnography have considered the issues of place and boundedness 

in relation to digital spaces, particularly social media, in describing these domains as ‘messy 

webs’ of social intensities (Postill and Pink, 2012). As anthropologists Postill and Pink (2012) 

note, ethnographic place in social media research is established through relationships and 

connections rather than physical space. No longer bounded by proximity or limited to a 

specific community, this type of research focuses on clusters and intensities of sociality. As 

might be imagined, defining the social field of study, as will be attempted in following 

sections, and further keeping track of fluid communities and interactions spilling between 

online and offline worlds might prove challenging. With this in mind, Postill and Pink remind 

readers of the ethnographer’s role in connecting these two worlds through narrative, and while 

physical boundaries are not as distinct, recognising the interpretative nature of anthropology 

in constructing a particular reproduction of a certain place and time, might lead to new and 

interesting ways of understanding our changing social worlds. 

For my own research, ethnographic ‘place’ was defined by the specific social media 

site, Instagram, and further by the community based around influential Māori leaders who 

interacted with each other and engaged in digital practices of decolonisation (expanded on 

later in the chapter). However, the boundaries of my research also happened to extend to 

interactions surrounding events such as Ihumātao, which became a place constructed both 

online and offline, and focused on belonging and guardianship of physical space. Though 

physical, virtual, and conceptual spaces intertwined in numerous complex ways, following 

intensities of interactions, ideas, and discussion, meant that I was able to help capture some of 
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the real time negotiations of what it means to be Māori in contemporary Aotearoa, without 

being limited to a physical space or initiated conversations – which may not capture the same 

levels of careful reflection and intimacy. 

Returning once more to underlying principles of the discipline beyond the digital, 

O’Rielly (2012) further discusses reflexive considerations inherent to contemporary 

anthropology. As she notes, ethnography in practice should also include an examination of 

“one’s own role in the construction of social life as ethnography unfolds; [which] determines 

the methods on which to draw and how to apply them as part of an ongoing, reflexive practice 

of ethnography” (O’Reilly, 2012:3). Here, O’Reilly outlines a fundamental component of the 

ethnographic method as it exists today in considering reflexively, the methods anthropologists 

and ethnographers choose to employ and the associated ethical implications of their planning 

and undertaking at every stage of their research. A significant part of this ethical and reflexive 

engagement for digital ethnography is the complex navigation of securing informed consent 

in digital spaces and the nature of social media lending itself to research anonymity and what 

is known as ‘lurking’, or adopting a cloak of anonymity, to gather personal and intimate 

experiences without alerting individuals to the presence of the researcher, denying would-be 

participants the opportunity to oppose consent (Murthy, 2008). 

As a relatively recent social realm, digital researchers are still carefully deliberating 

the ethics involved in the type of research. As Murthy (2008) noted when digital research was 

still in its infancy, there are many varied ways in which online research has and can be 

approached. With this consideration, Murthy highlights the vigilance and ethical 

accountability required in digital contexts which often include intimate content unlikely to be 

revealed in person, particularly as it is shared by marginalised groups and communities. 

Though information may be posted publicly, when taken out of context these personal 

experiences may acquire new meanings, and further remove agency of the author over their 

own words and reputation. Murthy (2008) instead advocates for engagement and transparency 

in order to make communities aware of the presence of the researcher. Though Murthy does 

not explicitly state so, ethical best practice in anthropology would involve securing consent 

when attributing quotes to individuals where possible – even if the information is public – in 

order to fulfil ethical obligations to the communities being researched. Considerations of 

lurking, ethical consent, and transparency will be further explored in later sections as it relates 

to kaupapa Māori methodologies (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012; Walker et al., 2006; Bishop, 1998; 

Henry & Pene, 2001) and my own engagement with Māori Instagram. 
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To summarise, at its foundations, digital ethnography (and by extension social media 

research) does not differ vastly from ‘traditional’ ethnography. Similar principles of 

participant observation, conversation, and reflexivity remain the same. However, digital 

technology has afforded many different ways to express humanness and connect with others, 

and similarly new ways for social researchers to explore these connections. Accordingly, 

research within these social environments is accompanied by particular considerations which 

must be made when undertaking social research, including how to select and interpret the 

abundance of visual data and personal expression as a prominent functionality of digital 

media. 

Visual Anthropology and Semiotic Analysis 

My chosen digital field site of Māori Instagram is a rich social landscape which, by 

nature of the platform, primarily relies on a visual modality of communication accompanied 

by text or audio data. Artistic expression in the form of digital imagery, illustration, 

photography, videography, and exported physical art, contribute to a multi-sensory experience 

that creates a deep emotional and personal connection for the viewer that text alone may not 

be able to achieve (expanded on in Chapter 4). As Marion and Crowder (2013) highlight, 

visual images are the most ‘powerful communicative symbols’ – conveying complex 

information in an instant, and are therefore open to many varying interpretations of meaning 

and significance. 

As ethnographic practice continues to adapt alongside visually rich digital worlds and 

dynamic digital technologies, so too have visual methodologies become an increasingly 

incorporated aspect of ethnographic inquiry. As a sub discipline, visual anthropology 

encompasses many creative and interpretive approaches of exploring visual expression as 

representative of deeper cultural meaning (Pink, 2013). Within recent years, visual methods 

have been reinvigorated and adapted to include more accessible ways of exploring abstract 

social ideas, in developing collaborative approaches of shared knowledge production, and 

additionally utilised in exposing social injustice (Pink, 2011).  

In regard to analysis, one older, yet significant theoretical contribution to this area of 

study, is the work of anthropologist Sherry Ortner (1973) whose writing on symbolism and 

symbolic meaning describes symbolic information of all modalities, as “vehicles for cultural 

meaning” (Ortner, 1973:1339). Within Ortner’s conceptualisation, themes, concepts, and 

symbols deliver deeper meaning and significance, but additionally, function to organise social 

experiences through mechanisms such as repetition, importance, and elaboration, which 
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solidify shared beliefs and expectations. Some specific symbols, which Ortner terms ‘key 

symbols’, including colours, words, designs, or images, may function to essentialise 

fundamental beliefs and values of a given community and provide guidance toward “correct 

and successful living in the culture” (Ortner, 1973:1341). 

A related approach of semiotic analysis, bringing these methodologies together, has 

been reviewed by (Mertz, 2007), and is additionally included within this research to explore 

important themes across various visual, conversational, and text-based modalities. As Mertz 

(2007) discusses, where many anthropologists have attempted to deconstruct symbolic 

objects, agents, and meanings to their primary elements, contemporary semiotic anthropology 

expands on these understandings to identify the different socio-historic contexts of a sign, the 

various meaning drawn by any given interpreter, and how certain language or themes connect 

to broader structures of power and ideology (Mertz, 2007). In essence, semiotic analysis is an 

act of translation, and in this study, will be used to explore some of the visual elements such 

as colour, flags, landscapes, bodies, artwork, etc., and their varying histories, contexts, 

significance, and meaning for their creators and interpreters of Māori Instagram.  

The following section takes this multimodal approach of digital ethnography, semiotic 

analysis, and supplementary conversational methods to Māori Instagram. Which begins with 

further establishing the parameters of this digital ‘field’, in order develop culturally 

responsive research methods of exploring Māori Instagram as both a site of place and 

‘culture’. 

LOCATING THE DIGITAL ‘FIELD’ 

Locating the ethnographic ‘field’ has long been an issue of anthropology since 

recognising that socially constituted place is dependent on varied interpretations and 

constructions, by a multitude of social actors, in the complex and ‘dislocating’ theories of late 

20th century anthropologists (Coleman & Collins, 2006). These understandings conceptualise 

social ‘fields’ of ethnographic research as multi-sited, dynamic, and unbounded as a reflection 

of the fluid nature of social worlds (Rodman, 2003), yet remain difficult to define in practice 

(Coleman & Collins, 2006). While terms such as ‘field’ and ‘site’, and even ‘fieldwork’ might 

be considered problematic in themselves as reminiscent of anthropology’s role in an all-too-

recent colonial past/present (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012), this issue of parameters, definition, and 

scope became further problematised with the introduction of digital technologies, social 

media, and the ‘messy webs’ of social interactions that have come to define them (Postill & 

Pink, 2012). 
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For my own research I chose instead to do as Postill and Pink (2012) suggest and 

attend to the social organisation and mobility, in addition to the voices of those included in 

this research (Rodman, 2003), when demarcating an online (and offline) community of social 

significance. This effort was greatly aided by limiting the scope to the specific platform of 

Instagram, and the content of the community members included as somewhat related to Māori 

identity, rights, and empowerment. While I recognise and acknowledge throughout this thesis 

that my understanding of ‘place’ and Māori Instagram is still in large part a construction of 

own design, I have worked greatly in ensuring the voices and understandings of the leaders I 

spoke with (outlined in later sections), were reflected as a part of an emic understanding of 

community and place. In developing this approach, I looked to other community-centred 

digital ethnographies (Boellstorff, 2008; Clark, 2015) in order to begin exploring online 

lifeworlds, digital ‘being there’ (included in Chapter 4), and the transformative digital 

practices that were being enacted by my own community, in the interest of decolonisation and 

healing. 

Digital Communities 

As Boellstorff acknowledges in his writing on community in relation to research as an 

insider ethnographer within the ‘virtual world’8 of Second Life (2008), digital communities 

and attempts to define them have been subject to much scrutiny by academics. By virtue of 

locating the digital ‘field’ through defining and demarcating social groupings, digital 

community making risks fixing and homogenising vast and varied individuals or creating 

connections where they potentially do not exist (see Boellstorff, 2008). However, Boellstorff 

believes that these claims are contradictory to ‘ethnographic evidence’, and further, a fixation 

on digital communities tied to ‘actual’ world events or meetups “reflects an unfounded 

suspicion that cybersocialities are not legitimate or sustainable places of human culture in 

their own right” (Boellstorff, 2008:201). 

In the interest of locating ‘culture’ on Instagram, which I will expand on in the 

following subsection, I first wish to introduce and compare research of two other digital 

communities in developing informed digital research practices in relation to Māori Instagram, 

the place, ‘field’, and community. The first community, introduced above, includes the groups 

and subcultures of virtual world Second Life (Boellstorff, 2008). The second is much bigger 

but remarkably similar to my own, albeit on a different social media platform, relating to 

                                                 
8 Virtual world denotes an immersive, interactive digital environment, referred to by some as ‘games’, and to 
Boellstorff as "places of human culture realized by computer programs through the internet” (2008:17). 
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‘Black Twitter’, a self-identified community centred around culture and conversation (Clark, 

2015). 

Boellstorff’s 2008 ethnography of the virtual world of Second Life (SL), was 

described as a “landmark” study for employing ethnographic methods in immersive digital 

environments (Pink et al., 2016:130). Traversing relatively new ethnographic ground, he 

embedded himself within the world of SL and the digital social worlds that existed within it. 

When defining sociality in this digital realm, Boellstorff focuses largely on both casual and 

formalised ‘groups’ as communities within themselves, in addition to larger communities and 

subcultures, such as the example he uses of Furries9, who were well known on the platform at 

the time. Groups themselves were structured and identified with in many ways. Some groups 

existed as little more than a means of communicating with large audiences through chat, 

while other groups purchased virtual property together. Some were so important that 

individuals would chose to have their group name displayed directly under their avatar name 

as a significant aspect of their SL identity (Boellstorff, 2008). In addition to these group 

formations, some of which he created specifically for his research, Boellstorff explored SL 

sociality across the internet as he quickly discovered the multi-sited nature of these digital 

communities. In recognising the diversity in SL social arrangement and identification, 

Boellstorff reflects ‘communities’ as they are in ‘real’ life – messy, unpredictable, multiple, 

mobile, and difficult to define. Instead of attempting to limit his inquiry to any one 

community specifically, as I have done, he instead outlines the varied groups and 

identifications of himself, and the many others he encounters, demonstrating that the 

definition of ‘community’ need not be prescribed in order to conduct meaningful ethnography 

in diffuse digital destinations. 

At the time of Boellstorff’s research, social media was only beginning to grow in 

popularity, and was thus only in the early stages of being considered a single source of 

community, as in Boellstorff’s research of SL. However, many ethnographic, content, and 

discourse based analyses have emerged in the years since his research. One such study whose 

community is premised on very similar social phenomena to my own, is the work of Clark 

(2015) which explores Black Twitter, a community centralised around discursive  “cultural 

conversations” (Brock, 2013:529; quoted in Clark, 2015:206). Described as a ‘hashtag 

public’, based on communicative functionality of hashtag use on Twitter, Black Twitter exists 

as two layers of social identification – as a wider assemblage of smaller communities based 
                                                 

9 Boellstorff simplifies the definition of ‘Furries’ as “persons who identify as animals or animal-like, and often 
wish to be embodied as animals in some fashion. Furrie culture, which for some but not all participants had 
sexual aspects, predates and exists outside virtual worlds” (2008:184). 



 45 

around specific topics and interests of Black Twitter users within the community. Through the 

regular use of hashtags, humour, and language, Black twitter engages, as Clark (2015) 

discusses, in processes of boundary making and reframing of shared values (explored in 

relation to Māori Instagram in Chapters 4 and 5). These digital practices of identity work, cut 

through social divides, as Clark observes in content analysis and interviews:  

where boundaries of class, education, gender, and geography might 

otherwise stratify Twitter’s Black users, the use of culturally resonant 

hashtags affords them the opportunity to form multilevel networks online, 

developing a sense of online community (Blanchard, 2007; cited in Clark, 

2015:207). 

While these two communities exist on different platforms of online social life, one a virtual 

world and the other a social media site, both affirm the multiple identifications of digital 

selfhood and the ability of these platforms to bring diverse people together based on a variety 

of shared interests and values. These communities, like my own, might be considered in 

varying ways by those within them or by others who encounter them, however, that does not 

mean that labelling them as such limits collective understanding of online social life. In fact, 

conceptualising digital communities in all of their complex and occasionally paradoxical 

expressions only aids in shared efforts to explore digital social lives, which is becoming 

increasingly impossible to avoid as social researchers (Murthy, 2008).  

Returning once more to the topic of defining digital place, from the approach that both 

digital researchers took in exploring their chosen online socialities, Boellstorff (2008) 

conversing ‘in-world’ and following friends and participants across digital platforms, and 

Clark (2015) in gaining insight through interviews with Black Twitter users, it can be seen 

that the problem of location is superseded by a larger consideration of translation. Such which 

instead of places, explores online cultures and the communities centred around them, as 

constitutive of the ‘fields’ explored by digital anthropologists. 

A KAUPAPA MĀORI RESEARCH INFORMED APPROACH OF 
LOCATING AND ATTENDING TO ‘CULTURE’ ON INSTAGRAM 

As the traditional anthropological field became subject to criticism based on the 

diffuse social lives of individuals and communities, increased globalisation occurring in the 

late 20th century posed similar, perhaps overdue, challenges to conceptualisations of distinct 

and confined research sites (Olwig, 1997). Like digital worlds, shifts at the time led to 

characterisations of lived worlds as ‘deterritorialised’ –  meaning they were experienced 
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across, and in relation to, sometimes vastly different localities. The concept of culture has 

been heavily critiqued in anthropology as homogenising and essentialising collective 

expressions – particularly false perceptions by mainstream audiences that indigenous cultures 

are static and unchanging, and often constructed in opposition to ‘Western’ culture (Abu-

Lughod, 1991). However, the term is helpful as Olwig (1997) suggests, in exploring sociality 

through ‘culture sites’ of social significance. As a concept, this encompasses the mobility and 

shifting nature of contemporary and digital life. Further, the concept includes shared values, 

beliefs, histories, and even worldviews, as central and occasionally defining identifications of 

particular communities. 

In the case of my own research, not only is attending to ‘culture’ helpful in identifying 

the shared values and similar worldviews which unite Māori Instagram, but this approach is 

also useful in considering the culturally significant practices which research within Māori 

communities requires, in accordance with kaupapa research (KMR) principles outlined in 

Chapter 1 (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012; Walker et al., 2006; Bishop, 1998; Henry & Pene, 2001). It 

is at this point where I begin to transition into the methods portion of this chapter, considering 

KMR in relation to digital practice by outlining the plans I made in my own approach, the 

potential issues or benefits of these decisions, and reflecting on the implementation of these 

considerations. 

People and Planning 

In devising this research approach alongside developing the earlier personal ‘ethics of 

whakamā’ included in Chapter 1, there were two central principles of KMR I wished to 

embody. These, related to tikanga Māori (system of values and practices), are the concepts of 

whanaungatanga as “attaining and maintaining relationships” (O’Carroll, 2013:231), and 

associated manaakitanga encompassing “hospitality, kindness, and respect” (O’Carroll, 

2013:240) as a basis for relationship building, and here used to both uphold and reflect agency 

in line with the intentions of KMR. Associated values of agency, tino rangatiratanga (self-

determination/control), openness, and reciprocity will be brought up throughout these 

methods in relation to the purposeful inclusions made in the planning and undertaking of 

Māori centred research. 

The first stage of this digital ethnography of Māori Instagram, after its planning which 

was revised and adapted along the way, was establishing the scope of this digital research and 

community I wished to explore, along with approaching the influential leaders within the 

community that I wished to speak with. The scope was made easy by choosing to limit myself 
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to this platform I was already familiar with, and the community of influential leaders I had 

already been enthusiastically following in my personal life, defined for the purposes of this 

research as users/creators who in some way incorporated Māori identity, rights, or 

empowerment within their regular online content/discussions. 

The selected influential leaders were defined at the time by a follower count of over 

300 people, and included Huriana and Siobhan introduced in Chapter 1. These leaders, who in 

many ways inspired this research, are all immensely accomplished Māori artists, writers, 

poets, academics, and activists, having achieved so much, especially considering they are all 

part of the “35 and under club” as Siobhan described of the Māori Instagram community. 

Other important leaders contributing to this community who I followed during the course of 

fieldwork were accounts such as ‘māori_mermaid’, an incredibly talented artist/poet/activist; 

‘womenofoceania’, a page dedicated to Māori and Pasifika womxn; ‘miss.hanelle’, an 

indigenous film maker; ‘tylrjade’, a popular tā moko/tattoo artist; ‘miriamagracesmith’, 

another talented Māori artist; ‘phatmahmah’, a Cook Island vā’ine academic and fat activist, 

who shares decolonial content within the community; ‘plantbasedmaori’, a tāne (male) Māori 

vegan activist; and so many talented others. At the beginning I started following the 

individuals and collectives listed in Table 1 below, then broadened this out as Ihumātao 

unfolded in the public domain. As the month ended, I was following over 30 Māori leaders on 

Instagram, including Tayi ‘paniaofthekeef’, all of whom engaged in some way with activism 

over this time, and whose followers had all increased immensely since this table was created 

in early July, 2019. 

Account Name Privacy General Content Overview Follower 
Count 

Hello.wahine Public Personal/commentary/fat 
activism/queer activism 598 

Maori_mermaid Public Personal/commentary/art 3866 

Hinenui Public Personal/commentary/lifestyle 1672 
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awawahine Public Zine for wāhine Māori/art 876 

Frybread.power Public Memes 1278 

Womenofoceania Public 
Collective/personal/commentary/ 

1359 

art 

Reorangatahi Public Collective/commentary/education 3367 

Ngati_frybread Public Memes 1389 

Phatmahmah Public Personal/commentary/fat 
activism/queer activism 1357 

DecolonialmemeMaori 
Public Memes 2010 

 

Tehaunuiart Public Art/tā moko (tattoo)/personal 
(one of few tāne on Instagram) 18,400 

Hanatapiata Public Personal/lifestyle/motivational 11,500 
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Plantbasedmaori Public 

Personal/lifestyle/vegan 
activism/podcaster (Another of 
the very few male leaders in this 
community) 

26,300 

Hurianakt.a Public Personal/activist artwork 1004 

Tylrjade Public Tā moko artist 28,900 

Decolonizemyself & 
Indigenousgoddessgang 

Following for reference – Predominantly First Nations/ 
Indigenous American content but frequently shared by 
NZ pages (7,000 & 92,000) 

Maoriworldwide 
Public ‘Traditional’ culture 15,200 

(Semi-active) 

Tatoutatouorg 
Public Collective/education 1,139 

(Semi-active) 

Manawahine_  
 
(semi-active) 

Public Activist Artwork 572 

Table 1 A table of the Instagram accounts researched including names, private or public status, general 
purpose, and follower count July, 2019. 

Now having established a cohort of leaders to begin following within this community, 

with the intention of expanding out organically as the month progressed based on those whose 

posts I saw ‘tagged’ by others, I felt additionally required to account for some of the 

contextual elements of digital research in relation to KMR. More specifically, the nature of 

anonymity afforded by digital platforms and the potential for ‘lurking’ mentioned earlier, 

which seemed at the time to be at odds with principles of manaakitanga, openness, and 

reciprocity.   
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With this in mind, I created a new Instagram profile with a personal photo and a brief 

description of my positionality as a Māori researcher, limited by character count but shown 

below in Figure 2. This included my physical location, positionality as a Māori researcher, 

intentions, and an invitation to discuss the project further via the private message feature. 

Though I did not engage often via commenting (as most data was collected from Instagram 

‘stories’), I often liked posts, stories, and private messaged various members of the 

community. This included affirming posts and discussing interviews, and additionally to alert 

leaders to my presence and give them the opportunity to object if it caused discomfort.  

 

Figure 2 Instagram research account ‘bio’. 

While I was and remain a ‘follower’ within this community, contributing very little from a 

relational perspective in the way of content and discourse, I still interacted in many ways and 

hopefully through this research I am able to provide a different perspective which may prove 

interesting and meaningful to those who provided their thoughts and insight. 

KMR and Digital Ethnography in Practice 

Over the course of just over a month, extending from late July to the end of August 

2019, I began formally following this community of various public and influential leaders 

who engaged in a range of decolonising digital practices that will be revealed in later 

chapters. During this time I viewed, shared, liked, and commented on posts and stories for 

roughly an hour each day, spread across multiple times of the day, and on occasion in 

response to an alert that someone was going ‘live’ – i.e. broadcasting a live video feed where 

viewers could watch, like (heart), and comment in real-time. Māori Instagram interaction 

occurred primarily through ‘stories’, which were posted often and existed only for brief 

moments in time, then were generally deleted (unless the poster decided to ‘feature’ them on 

their profile). Here is where the majority of off-the-cuff commentary, supporting of other 

people’s work, and follower engagement (through Q+A and polling features) occurred. Posts 

were the outward facing images that constituted the user’s public facing profile. Images 

collected here unfolded more slowly, were usually planned in advance, and centred a 

particular message, achievement, or focus. As I found them to be far more natural and 

thought-provoking, in addition to being the primary method of communication used by the 
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community, most of the data captured was in the form of stories. Through capturing these, I 

acknowledge that though made available to a public audience, I have removed their temporal 

contexts and intended ephemeral quality. Every effort has been made to anonymise 

controversial and sensitive information contained in stories, in order to protect those who 

posted. 

The social expressions of, and interactions between, community members was 

collected primarily through the method of digital ethnography – expanded on above – and 

included participant observation in the form of observing, and capturing private ‘screenshots’, 

of Instagram posts, stories, interactions, and comments. Ethnographic fieldnotes, as a central 

practice of recounting ethnographic participation, accompanied this data in recording my own 

interpretations and reflexive considerations (Emerson et al., 2011), which provided further 

context and detail during analysis and in creating the “rich, sensitive and credible stories” 

(O’Reilly, 2012:3) described in relation to the production of ethnographic texts. 

These screenshots started out intentionally broad in the first week or so to capture the 

range of different topics people were engaging with (and in response to Ihumātao), then 

narrowed down through the course of the month to common areas of focus within the 

community including land rights, Māori identity, gender politics, and many others that will be 

outlined in later chapters. The screenshots in these later stages also included areas of 

significance pertaining to my research. As identity and the body were recognised as important 

areas of literature related to online expression, and meaningful within the community I 

researched, during my digital fieldwork I chose to discern and attend to markers of identity, 

self-expression, and emotion. Capturing online expressions of this deeply subjective 

experience involved attending to the contexts and uses of emotional words such as ‘healing’, 

‘trauma’, ‘pain’, ‘suffering’ etc., and also included focusing on the visual representations of 

Māori bodies – more specifically the gender, shape, skin tone, and contexts of these bodies as 

symbolically significant. 

As well as following individual accounts, I also included relevant hashtags such as 

#māori, #manawahine, and #wahinetoa which were displayed as part of my Instagram feed 

and represented markers of Māori identity. These were not used very often so did not produce 

much material over the month, but were captured in a matrix at the end of the fieldwork to 

reflect on some of the common themes captured by these hashtags.  

In addition to these methods of digital ethnography, a second and complimentary 

method of data gathering for this project involved three semi-structured interviews with three 
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influential leaders from this community after the initial month of digital data gathering was 

completed, so that emerging insights from fieldwork could be discussed with the creators 

themselves. As Roulston (2012) discusses, semi-structured interviews may be used in such 

situations as a more organic and conversational style of interviewing which aims to ensure 

greater comfort and autonomy to the interviewee. These conversations are given overarching 

structure by particular predetermined topics (see Appendix 2), yet are flexible enough to 

follow different ideas and elaborations as interviewees provide in-depth answers to open 

ended questions. 

 In accordance with KMR, every effort was made for these audio recorded interviews 

to be conducted kanohi ki te kanohi (face to face) where possible, however, two were 

conducted by video call over Skype due to geographical location. Individuals based in 

Wellington were selected initially to facilitate face-to-face interviews, then extended out to 

those who I perceived engaged strongly with the themes of my research including trauma, 

healing, empowerment, and decolonisation. Potential interviewees were approached via 

Instagram message with some initial details about the study, were then sent a research ethics 

information sheet via email if they were comfortable sharing their address, and most provided 

an email without being asked. Informed consent was provided for each of the three recorded 

interviews lasting 60-90 minutes in duration. The main focus of these interviews was to find 

out more about the leaders themselves and to learn more about their motivations and personal 

journeys with questions such as: what inspired you to post publicly on Instagram and how did 

it come about? Additionally, interviewees were asked about their audiences and the perceived 

affective impact of sharing and engaging with personal and sometimes emotional content with 

questions such as: what do you think your followers get out of your posts? Further, leaders 

were asked about some of the initial findings from research in the interest of co-constructing 

meaning (occasionally aided by viewing Instagram posts on their phones).  

For the analysis phase of this research, I then transcribed the interviews and non-

verbal data, followed by an iterative thematic coding process through use of nVivo software 

to unite fieldwork data and transcribed interviews under broader conceptual themes. Over this 

time 600 screenshots were reviewed along with the three interview transcripts and fieldnotes. 

The development of themes involved a process of discussions, including those with my 

supervisor, as well as different creative and conceptual organisation of data to discern 

connections and relationships of meaning. Potential themes and meaning were discussed in 

interviews with leaders, reflected on with friends, considered in relation to my ongoing 

personal use of Instagram, and given the time and space to emerge through this process of 
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thinking and relationship. From a kaupapa Māori perspective, while the scope and limitations 

of isolated postgraduate research meant I was not able to fully engage in a collaborative and 

relational analytical process, every effort was made to ground my own interpretation in the 

shared experiences of this month and this Instagram community. 

Meaningful concepts were discerned (see Appendix 3), which were then used to 

inform the combined results and discussion chapters of this thesis. For these sections, 

thematic concepts were compared and connected with existing academic literature – including 

empirical studies of other settings and studies highlighting the anthropological significance of 

similar concepts. For various reasons, it is important to recognise here that the use of 

comparative methods may cause justified apprehension from indigenous audiences (Tuhiwai 

Smith, 2012), particularly where their use is unclear. Within this research, comparative 

analysis is used in a limited way, as an anthropological tool for highlighting what is distinct 

about this community and setting. It is also used to honour and recognise mana and agency 

shared by Indigenous communities globally. Both of these uses assist in elucidating the 

connections that support the theoretical arguments I make in relation to digital decolonisation 

here, in Aotearoa, among the Māori Instagram community. 

With the interest of facilitating agency within the research process, each interviewee 

had the opportunity to read and review their transcript and to additionally select a pseudonym 

(if they wished) to be used in their transcript and throughout the research. Prior to publication 

of this thesis, each of the leaders that were interviewed were given the opportunity to review 

their attributed inclusions within the thesis in order to view how their words were framed in 

context. Further, permission was given for the use of all art work and personally identifying 

screenshots i.e. selfies included in the thesis. Other quotes and screenshots were limited to 

those made publicly available. 

Knowledge Production and the Writing Process 

While acknowledging that the following ethnography is my own subjective 

interpretation of what I witnessed during this digital fieldwork, there were some specific 

framing and editorial decisions I made in order to adhere as closely as possible to the 

guidelines of KMR. The first of these was in relation to my use of te reo Māori (Māori 

language) which was selectively not italicised as an official language of Aotearoa. Using a 

standardised version of our language10, with limited space available, short definitions have 

                                                 
10 Informed by maoridictionary.co.nz and by other peer reviewed articles published by Māori authors. 
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been provided on first introduction of Māori words in each chapter, accompanied by the 

glossary at the beginning of the thesis. 

In framing this writing, I have selected to follow a ‘native method of inquiry’ 

(Whitinui, 2014) which includes autoethnographic elements of personal narrative in order to 

honour ‘traditional’ indigenous knowledge systems and transmission. This involves making 

available my own personal perspective and exploration of indigeneity in order to reflect 

difference as part of a collective reclamation of indigenous voice, and to provide increased 

transparency of my role in this process of knowledge construction and co-construction 

(Whitinui, 2014). In reflecting my own positionality within this community while further 

limiting unintentional distancing through language, I have made selective use of the 

determiner ‘our’ and pronoun ‘we’ throughout this thesis as part of this autoethnographic 

inclusion. 

Furthermore, in writing this thesis, I intended to reflect the agency of those included, 

as much as possible. I refrained from referring to leaders as participants as reminiscent of the 

colonial ‘subjects’ included in Tuhiwai Smith’s seminal critiques of social (particularly 

anthropological) research (2012). Instead I have framed community members as creators, 

leaders, and occasionally for practicality as ‘interviewees’ in this methods section, and as 

mentioned in Chapter 2, have highlighted agency contextualised by lived experiences of 

intergenerational trauma and colonisation. In making these choices, I acknowledge (as I did in 

the earlier ‘ethics of whakamā’ section) my own complex and multi-cultural positionality as a 

researcher, my relative position of power in the research process, and my epistemological role 

in knowledge creation through these words. 

Reflecting on Methods and Methodology in Relation to KMR 

Before introducing the findings of this research journey, I wish to briefly reflect on the 

methods and methodology outlined here and in previous chapters. As a first time Māori 

researcher, and part of reflexive anthropological practice, I feel it important to highlight 

which aspects I felt went well, and which areas might be improved. 

 As someone who is relatively inexperienced with formal processes of tikanga in 

research, I was proud of the elements I managed to weave into my own practice. Along with 

the many considerations outlined here and in Chapter 1, I included a more casual form of 

mihimihi (introductions/speeches) as a significant part of the interview process where before I 

invited interviewees to share their vulnerability with me, I shared mine with them. This 

included outlining my whakapapa (ancestry) as part of this process, and additionally my 
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positionality in terms of the research and in relation to my own beginnings and journey of 

decolonisation. I also spent time during these interviews explaining that I was not a fluent 

speaker of te reo Māori, but would ask for clarification if required, as to not limit the leaders’ 

expression. While I never needed to, and it is unclear if this disclosure made any difference to 

expression, I believe it provided a more comfortable and reciprocal environment following 

the formal ethical procedures which preface research interviews. 

 The areas of this methodology that made me the most uncomfortable were primarily 

in relation to digital research. As Māori academics exploring digital platforms have warned, 

this is not a familiar forum for expressing affection and building relationships within our 

culture (O’Carroll, 2013; Waitoa et al., 2015), and attempting to integrate decolonising 

methodologies (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012) through this platform added further elements of 

consideration such as lurking, power imbalance, etc. Given the time, I would have much 

preferred to build my own online presence, to be able to contribute my own content, to 

potentially have discussions about digital research within the platform, and further to be able 

to share my findings through this medium in a way that is meaningful to the community. 

While this was certainly out of scope for a Master’s project, and these emic perspectives were 

instead sought through ‘offline’ interviews, this discussion will be picked up again in 

concluding reflections in Chapter 6 regarding future research possibilities and disseminating 

research findings. While I was not able to build this level of sustained contact and trust during 

research, I will remain a part of this community in my personal life, and continue to think of 

new ways I can reciprocate for the insightful perspectives and encouragement that was kindly 

shared with me. 

In concluding these considerations, I will now move into the part of the thesis that 

shares and discusses my findings. This is separated into three interrelated topics of whenua 

(land), tikanga (values and practices), and marae (cultural centre). The next chapter, Whenua, 

follows Māori Instagram during Ihumātao occupation and considers the concept I have termed 

e-kaitiakitanga in relation to digitally ‘being there’, ecological activism, and in creating 

affective digital spaces. 
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4 WHENUA 

“This is the beginning of the reclamation, not only of our land but also our language, 

art, tikanga, and whānau.” 

(maori_mermaid, 2019) 

July 2019 marked the beginning of an unforgettable period of Instagram and Māori history 

and, coincidentally, signalled the beginning of my fieldwork. As I watched on, it felt as 

though the whole of Māori Instagram answered the call of occupation organisers to gather at 

Ihumātao in order to halt housing development. The New Zealand Police had served eviction 

notices to mana whenua11 organisation SOUL (save our unique landscape) and supporters 

who had been occupying the site for some time (see Table 2 timeline, pg. 68). In this moment, 

rangatahi (young) Māori from all over Aotearoa and abroad were reminded what was at stake 

– the loss of another wāhi tapu (sacred site) which held stories of our people’s first origins in 

this country. As Māori, the land and our history are fundamental to our collective identity and 

wellbeing (Durie, 2017), something which everyone watching on from Instagram felt 

obligated to protect. The overwhelming emotional response and sense of urgency that was 

created, despite being separated from the main event in a physical sense by a screen, was 

something I had never before experienced. 

With the help of digital technology, rangatahi leaders of Māori Instagram began to 

mobilise the online community of geographically dispersed Māori we had been incidentally 

creating, in order to help protect the whenua (land). Each morning I woke to find 50+ new 

Instagram stories, photos, and posts, of leaders reaching out to their audience pleading with 

them to help in whatever way they could. There was a cathartic outpouring, with some leaders 

crying into the camera, encouraging others to have a tangi (cry) alongside them, to be upset 

and to do something about it. Furthermore, an overwhelming feeling of aroha (love/support) 

solidified the community as one. Now more than ever, leaders started checking in on one 

another and their audiences, finding and meeting each other kanohi ki te kanohi (face to face), 

supporting each other’s work, building a virtual community that everyone watching felt a part 

of. I could barely look away. Though separated by distance, the guilt I felt for not being at the 

whenua drove me to stay connected hour by hour, experiencing that same profound feeling 

that other rangatahi described when attending Ihumātao in person – an overwhelming sense of 

kotahitanga (unity) in protecting the whenua (land). 

                                                 
11 Mana whenua has been a contested term among Māori Instagram. Unless specified it has been used to describe 
those who claim to have territorial rights to, or identify with being from, a specific geographical area. 
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As I reflected later on this period of my research, I began to realise that despite the 

method of our participation, what we were collectively involved in was a phenomenon similar 

to what Waitoa and their colleagues (2015) described in relation to ‘e-whanaungatanga’. 

Emerging out of a long history of Māori resistance and activism (Walker, 2004), what we 

were witnessing was a contemporary manifestation of our tikanga (values and practices) being 

put into practice, centring our own indigenous meaning making, spirituality, and values, 

through a digital medium. Borrowing from the technique these authors used, I have termed 

this parallel framework of collective digital practices ‘e-kaitiakitanga’, outlining in this 

chapter how rangatahi on Māori Instagram care for the environment and indigenous rights in 

connecting ‘virtual’ and physical spaces through the use of social media. 

Responding to Ortner’s (2016) call for anthropologists to reflect activism through 

incorporating both struggle and possibility, the following chapter takes a narrative, insider 

approach which follows the community of Māori Instagram through the process of 

community building and mobilisation afforded by the communicative practices of social 

media and the incorporation of artwork and visual media to build a collective, embodied sense 

of ‘being there’ while engaging in ecological activism. The chapter then moves to reflect 

resistance efforts in expanding collective consciousness and visibility through reclaiming 

knowledges and advocating for indigenous rights as kaitiaki12 (guardian/s) activists act as the 

“critic and conscience of societies” (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012:348). These two interrelated 

aspects of activist practice are then discussed in combination within the aforementioned 

conceptual framework of ‘e-kaitiakitanga’, in order to explore place and affect in digital 

environmental protection as an extension of protecting indigenous rights. 

CONTEMPORARY ENGAGEMENTS WITH INDIGENOUS 
ECOLOGICAL GUARDIANSHIP 

It was during one of my twice-daily (or more) Instagram sessions, from the comfort of 

bed as I prepared to sleep, that I first saw troubling stories of imminent land loss – 

intermittently dispersed between the usual selfies, holiday photos, and memes shared by my 

friends and acquaintances. Soon, my whole feed become inundated with photos, stories, and 

artwork which called everyone who would listen to the whenua. As a novice anthropologist 

beginning my fieldwork journey, I witnessed before my eyes, Māori Instagram transform 

from a place primarily made up of discussion and online relational acts, to one more 

intimately linked, and impactful upon, the physical world as an extension of the platform.  

                                                 
12 Preferred term used by those who occupied and protected Ihumātao.  
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This collective effort to bring Ihumātao to Instagram, and similarly of bringing 

Instagram users to Ihumātao, was a purposeful exercise achieved through the digital practices 

of kaitiaki in protecting the whenua from development. The main contributor to these efforts 

was the SOUL run Instagram ‘protectihumatao’, an account which was being shared and 

tagged by what seemed like everyone – including the most influential and revered accounts on 

Māori Instagram. The sheer volume and rate at which every single one of the live stories and 

updates from this account were being shared gave the account an immediate sense of 

authority on everything Ihumātao related. As I later found out, what seemed like a 

spontaneous response born out of necessity, was actually a coordinated strategic effort by 

social media experts (including Māori Instagram leaders), and skilfully harnessed all the 

communicative powers that Instagram had to offer (Sinclair, 2019). This effort resulted in 

over 36,000 people following the journey in a show of support on Instagram alone, as 

demonstrated in Figure 313. 

 

Figure 3 ‘protectihumatao’ Instagram page (protectihumatao, 2020). 

The presence built under Instagram accounts like ‘protectihumatao’, contributed 

greatly to the reach of self-generated Ihumātao coverage. During this time I observed 

Instagram became an influential communicative tool for this cause as leaders and organisers 

worked together collectively in order to “ignite others [and] move them to take action” 

(Tuhiwai Smith, 2012:357). Indeed the power of the medium for such purposes is recorded in 

a significant body of research regarding contemporary activism already, including the ways 

social media might be utilised to help build momentum through affective solidarity (Cappelli, 

2018; Tewksbury, 2018), mobilise support (Hodges & Stocking, 2016; Linder et al., 2016), to 

                                                 
13 Follower count as of March 2020. 
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create and distribute local knowledge and discourse (Brimacombe et al., 2018; Ciszek, 2017; 

Tai, 2015; Alqudsi-ghabra, 2012), and to further supplement and organise the physical 

presence of ‘traditional’ activism (Bastos et al., 2015). In the case of Ihumātao, the physical 

bodies of those obstructing machines and development was the most impactful action of the 

whenua occupation, and yet Instagram played a significant role in the turnout and success of 

these efforts. As organiser Qiane Matata-Sipu told Te Waha Nui at the time, “when we need 

people on the ground, we put out a message and they come” (Sinclair, 2019). 

 

Figure 4 Untitled Instagram story (protectihumatao, 2019a). 

Figure 4 above was one of many such messages sent out by the ‘protectihumatao’ account on 

a daily basis during the height of urgency. This example invited supporters to the whenua, 

reminded everyone of the peaceful kaupapa (philosophy), and asked them to share widely. 

Other posts included requests of those who could not access the whenua to engage through 

signing petitions, donating, attending local protests, contacting politicians, etc. Everyone was 
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given a job, which also provided those supporting by distance the means to feel that their 

actions were impactful and additionally afforded them the opportunity to connect personally 

with the cause. 

Social Media and ‘Artful Resistance’ 

As it happened, SOUL’s direct and strategic messages to rangatahi using social media 

were incredibly successful. Publications such as The Spinoff wrote of how the deliberate use 

of social media, combined with impactful visual artwork which I will expand on shortly, 

resulted in “an army of support” (McKenzie, 2019). During our later interview, Tayi was in 

awe of the support and atmosphere that social media had helped to create. As mentioned in 

earlier chapters, during this time Tayi found herself a documenter of Māori history, 

publishing her experiences of being at Ihumātao and her interlinked life-long journey of 

decolonisation in many major media outlets including Newsroom (Tibble, 2019). As she 

reflected on these experiences, she shared her amazement of the significance and community 

that had been built: 

When [Ihumātao] was happening I was thinking, this is sort of a grandiose 

comparison, but I was thinking about Black Lives Matter and things that 

happen in America … we’re from all different upbringings and walks of 

life. Some of them are raised in te ao Māori (the Māori world) and some of 

them aren’t, and everyone was just ready to be like, nah, we have to make a 

stand on this! And that proved to me, with Instagram especially, I see the 

consciousness of indigenous people growing.  

As Tayi attested, this whole movement stirred something inside rangatahi Māori which drew 

us en masse, by screen and by foot (sometimes simultaneously), and which added to the 

generation defining significance of this event and cause. 

Another function of Instagram which I observed contributing to the significance of 

Ihumātao’s virtual presence, as also observed by The Spinoff (McKenzie, 2019), was the use 

of artwork and viral images which increased the reach, emotional engagement, and 

accessibility of Ihumātao occupation. Perhaps the most well recognised viral image of 

Ihumātao, featured below (Figure 5), and used as the display picture for the protectihumatao 

account, was created by one of the incredible Māori Instagram artists that I interviewed, 

Huriana Kopeke-Te Aho. Huriana and I talked at lengths about the visual nature of Instagram 

specifically, a platform which supports an “art focused community”. During our discussion, 

we spoke of how Māori artists are drawn to this platform as an impactful way to display their 
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work. Not only is Instagram valued by this community due to its design, but also due to the 

fact it is a largely unfiltered way to share self-published media which centres the experiences 

of Māori, wāhine, and takatāpui – those who are often marginalised in mainstream media.  

 

Figure 5 I stand with Ihumātao (hurianakt.a, 2019a). 

During my fieldwork, this kaupapa of inclusion and self-generated narratives 

dominated the artwork, be it visual or poetic, that was shared by Māori Instagram creatives in 

support of, or in grappling with the aftermath of Ihumātao. Of the diverse portfolios of 

Ihumātao artwork, Huriana’s images are among the most easily recognisable. Their artwork 

often features striking yet intimate colouring and placement, with the personalising inclusion 

of hands, faces, or bodies and sometimes the signature tīpuna (ancestor) figures observing 

from a distance, reminding Māori of our obligations and connections to our ancestors. The 

bold red, white, and black combination link the images back to the colours of the Māori tino 

rangatiratanga (self-determination) flag, and the associated political nature of this fight for 

independence and reclamation of both land and culture. 

The role of art in relation to resistance, widely discussed by art historians and social 

scientists, reflects many of the properties that Huriana and I both observed of Ihumātao 

inspired “artful resistance” (Cappelli, 2018). In addition to accessibility, art as a medium often 
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functions politically through its ability to subvert traditional power structures by presenting 

alternative possibilities, ideas, or worldviews. This is aided greatly by the freedom of artwork 

to explore meaning through metaphor, and provide both subtle or overt critique through 

innuendo (Barnstone & Otto, 2018). Further, artistry and creation which many on Instagram 

already participated in, helped immensely with accessibility during Ihumātao, and in the 

aftermath in efforts to make complex ideas and discussions engaging and meaningful to those 

who might not be fluent in the often alienating language of academia. As Huriana explained: 

I’ve talked about this with friends who are artists. I think that artwork is a 

foot in the door in accessing these ideas and it’s a wonderful tool for 

conscientising [sic] people because it’s easy. It’s easy to look at a beautiful 

picture, to hear a song, or to read a poem and then get interested in those 

ideas and to learn further. Art is a wonderful tool and always has been for 

political struggle … I think it is a wonderful tool to lead into learning more 

about ideas that seem quite daunting when you don’t know the language. 

It is perhaps for these reasons discussed by Huriana, that the artwork produced in the wake of 

Ihumātao contributed so greatly to building virtual solidarity and support through its 

accessible aesthetic qualities, in addition to the inherent political contexts it was born out of.  

While communication has been a feature of academic discussion in relation to art and 

resistance, what is comparatively less discussed and what I felt was critical to the artwork I 

observed emerging from this experience, was the powerful emotional draw of artistic 

expression that was so personal and raw, but also, that harnessed the visceral and visually 

impactful capabilities of Instagram as a platform. 

Art work, according to Matravers (2001), provides an experience which engages 

“many aspects of our mental lives simultaneously; filling our senses while at the same time 

making demands on our intelligence, our sympathies, and our emotions” (2001:1). Among the 

‘traditional’ art world, Matravers (2001) explains, it is art which causes a certain affective 

state or experience in others which is be considered ‘great’ art, such as Figure 6, which has 

the potential to evoke certain emotional responses of awe and potentially belonging or 

longing (depending on the reader), in relation to culturally specific references to pōwhiri 

(welcoming ceremony) and karanga (ceremonial welcome call).  
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Figure 6 Untitled Instagram story, poem by Grace Iwashita-Taylor (grace.teuila, 2019; shared by reorangatahi, 2019a). 

As a further example of art and affect, Matravers (2001) also details the way emotions are 

communicated through shared social understandings such as colour associations. One of the 

most powerful of Ihumātao imagery was the aforementioned black and red now symbolic of 

centuries of Māori struggle and resilience in protecting land, rights, and culture. The 

experiential contexts of Ihumātao, and the uniquely Māori experiences reflected in each 

artistic representation, produced an additional element of emotional significance and salience 

which connected the audience/creators of Māori Instagram, as a collective and with the cause, 

in a far deeper sense than text alone could possibly achieve. 

Evoking a Sense of ‘Being There’ 

In exploring similar elements of immersion and digital embodiment from a 

methodological perspective, Mollerup (2017) writes that social media does not provide the 

same affordances as other platforms such as videogames, which allow players to interact with 
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the environment around them, or even Skype calls which facilitate a reciprocal relationship of 

“our presence there”. Nonetheless, digital technology and social media still provide the ability 

to bring distant locations and spaces into the homes and lives of many, as if they were there 

themselves. Gray (2016) describes the way that they experienced protests in Moscow through 

their body, with visceral reactions of goose bumps, tears, etc. that I too experienced in relation 

to Ihumātao, despite attending via cell phone. Gray argues that through deeply embodied 

space-based memories, those attending an event or location might experience, though 

temporarily, a phenomenological sense of presence. 

 

Figure 7 Untitled Instagram story (maori_mermaid, 2019a). 

Perhaps aware of this themselves, kaitiaki at Ihumātao manifested this experience of 

immersion and presence through the communicative affordances of Instagram by 

documenting and broadcasting events on the whenua in efforts to build and mobilise the 

community. A feeling of presence or digital ‘being there’, despite not actually being there in a 
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physical sense, resulted from a number of sensory elements communicated through Instagram 

which I observed and experienced during my fieldwork. The first and perhaps most powerful, 

was being provided a first person perspective of the whenua through visual documentation, 

particularly of the kaitiaki village at the epicentre of the resistance and occupation efforts. 

This village was the hub of communication, fed protectors, and hosted a number of important 

guests. The village itself was modelled on a pre-European koha (donation) economy based on 

principals of collectively and reciprocity (Hunt, 2020). Visually, the scenes depicted of this 

communal village embodied the kaupapa of the entire movement. The candid photos 

captured, including Figure 7, reflect the supportive and relaxed familial environment to which 

everyone was welcomed.  

 

Figure 8 Dawn break at Ihumātao (locapinay, 2019). 

In addition to the kaitiaki village, the ‘frontline’ located in fields where protectors 

stood opposite a wall of police (Figure 8), was also a significant site when mapping out the 

virtually represented Ihumātao. By attending through Instagram, we were transported to this 

space more often as the principle location of eviction efforts, strategically broadcasted to keep 

the community updated and to hold police and government to account. Expanding on the 

concept of ‘attending’, Frosh (2018) discusses the connection between interface design and 

moral response in relation to digital witnessing of suffering. Frosh argues in his research 
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involving holocaust testimony, that ‘attending’ to digital content now demands a moral 

response of co-witnessing, or contrarily, small eye and finger movements through which we 

might choose to ignore troubling content. While it is unclear if digitally attending Ihumātao 

by cell phone meaningfully replaced my physical participation within the broader scheme of 

things, virtually attending to troubling content on the frontline and feeling a sense presence 

combined to create a powerful phenomenological response of immersion and of moral 

participation. 

As a virtual attendee, these first person images provided not only a sense of physical 

orientation, but also the feel and experience of being in these spaces. Contrasting each other, 

intimate shots of the village provided comfort and a sense of kotahitanga, whereas images of 

the frontline reflected a mixture of conflict and danger in addition to the pride of witnessing 

powerful wāhine, and Māoridom by extension, demonstrate strength and agency. Images and 

videos capturing other important events at Ihumātao, such as Figure 9 below, were shared 

from many different people and viewpoints, some broadcasting live, others posting images 

and videos that were only a few hours old. Like many others who supported the cause, I 

myself had not stepped foot on the whenua at Ihumātao. Though I had never been to this 

specific place, I grew up in both Auckland and rural Aotearoa. I knew the area and could 

situate myself in descriptions of the location, but additionally, my body remembers what it is 

like to be in the middle of a paddock, during an Auckland winter, to hear the crunch of frosty 

grass beneath my feet or see steam rising from cups of tea in travel mugs. When viewing I 

would oftentimes find myself transported for a moment, imagining the view as my own, and 

videos that were often shared through Instagram stories were accompanied by captivating 

soundscapes of nature, waiata (song), general commotion, and voices. These in turn, carried 

with them the varying states of emotion at the camp, at any given time. 

While these recordings contributed significantly to a sense of ‘digital being there’, the 

moments in which I felt most immersed and the boundaries between my home and the 

whenua began to dissipate, were during live events broadcasted through Instagram. One such 

event was the Stan Walker concert performed fire-side one winter evening in July. 
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Figure 9 Untitled Instagram live story (protectihumatao, 2019b). 

As Figure 9 shows, 437 people were watching this feed live when I took this screenshot, 

many of whom were commenting and using emojis, and many more who were pressing the 

‘heart’ button to support Stan and the cause in real time. Other live events included moments 

of heightened emotion and importance on and around the whenua, including police presence 

and arrests documented live by ‘maori_mermaid’ (Figure 10), separated from the above 

concert by mere hours on the 25th of July, 2019 (Rosenburg, 2019). 
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Figure 10 Untitled Instagram live story (maori_mermaid, 2019b). 

This particular update was met with messages of support and outrage by those who watched it 

live. In this moment of tension, though separated by a screen, we were all reminded of what 

was at stake and how serious the risk of violence and losing the whenua had become.  

Through the experience of live events unfolding instantaneously, such as the examples 

included above, we as a community had created a sense of what anthropologist Patty Gray has 

observed as a “temporal co-presence” (2016) in relation to her own research of digitally 

mediated attendance of Moscow street protests. In response to this research experience, Gray 

argues for a “being then” (2016:508) rather than ‘being there’ in relation to these digital 

affordances which bring attendees in closer proximity with one another, and may stand in 

place of physical attendance where it is not possible. This was particularly relevant in the case 

of Ihumātao, where dispersed Māori all over Aotearoa and abroad felt a moral obligation to 

attend as part of their inherent duties as kaitiaki (expanded on later). In combination with the 
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aforementioned moral witnessing (Frosh, 2018), and this co-presence established through 

temporal and visual functionalities of Instagram, Māori from all over could contribute to the 

cause through co-constructing a collective emotional sense of being there, together. Thus 

beyond the practical organisational powers of social media, Instagram provided a deeply 

emotional and embodied experience which connected dispersed supporters with the space and 

cause. 

Engaging through these phenomenological and technologically embedded 

experiences, attending Ihumātao via Instagram did not seem to lack the profound sense of 

belonging and unity expressed by many Māori Instagram leaders in relation to attending in 

person (Tibble, 2019). Surprisingly, my experiences of the events as they unfolded, despite 

attending via phone, resembled almost entirely Turner’s (1969) theorisation of communitas as 

a concrete and instantaneous shared, meta-physical occurrence, where the self and the 

collective become intertwined through profound emotional experience. During this defining 

moment for Māori, engaging in this manner felt real, whether watching Stan from my couch 

at night, or waking up bleary eyed to immediately reach over and be confronted with 

troubling news of police aggression, staying up to date, feeling present, and bearing witness 

felt like connection and contribution. 

Through the emotionally potent and immersive affordances of artwork and 

documenting practices, Māori Instagram and Ihumātao occupation organisers were able to 

collaborate in profound and captivating community building and mobilisation efforts. As will 

be elaborated on in the next section, these communicative digital practices extended beyond 

ecological protection to also include broader struggles for land rights and building both public 

awareness and indigenous consciousness through this digital medium. 

LAND AND RESISTANCE 

In framing the idea of struggle within the field of anthropology, Ortner (2016) 

discusses broader disciplinary trends in portraying creative acts of resistance against 

neoliberalism and inequality. These have ranged from oftentimes dehumanising ‘dark’ 

anthropological retellings of hopelessness, to an anthropology of the ‘good’ which might 

unintentionally mask the lived, material realities of those on the frontlines. Ortner (2016) 

instead suggests acts of resistance and activism be reflected within broader structures of 

inequality and socio-historical contexts, providing both cultural critique and reflecting agency 

in acknowledging the circumstances that resistance efforts are influenced by. In line with 

these principles, it is important to consider Ihumātao and acts of ‘resistance’ in efforts to 
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protect it, as part of an intergenerational struggle against colonialism and land loss which has 

taken place over the last 200+ years.  

Timeline of Ihumātao Events 
(Rosenburg, 2019) 

1863 - Armed British and New Zealand troops force Māori off Ihumātao, land they've held 
for 800 years. The land is farmed for 150 years by the Wallace family. 

2007 - Manukau City Council intends to add the land to the Otuataua Stonefields Historic 
Reserve. 

2011 - The land is zoned for residential development. 

2016 - Ihumātao is purchased by Fletcher Building which plans to build 480 houses. Pania 
Newton and other members from SOUL move onto the whenua. 

2017 - SOUL travels to United Nations to contest the alleged breaches under 
the Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the Convention on the Elimination 
of Racial Discrimination. 

2018 - Thirty protesters attend Fletcher Building's annual meeting at Eden Park. Five 
directors respond to questions saying they support Fletcher Building's decision to proceed 
with the development. 

April 30 - SOUL says its power has been cut at Ihumātao for two weeks. "They're trying to 
force us out," Newton says. 

July 23 - Fletcher arrives at Ihumātao, with Newton saying it gave zero warning.  

July 24 - Occupiers begin arriving in numbers. Two dogs are pepper sprayed and three 
people are arrested. Numbers reach about 300 people at the peak of the protest. Lambton 
Quay in central Wellington is blocked as activists march in solidarity. 

July 25 - About 150 people stayed the night at Ihumātao with 80 taking turns to maintain a 
line against Police. Seven people are arrested for trying to block highway near Auckland 
Airport. Stan Walker performs an impromptu show at the site saying "if my people ain't 
winning, I ain't winning." 

July 26 - Occupation continues with people travelling from as far as Wellington to 
attend. Green MPs ... arrive carrying the Māori flag. Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern 
announces hold on development.  

July 27- 28 - The occupation continues. 

Table 2 Timeline of Ihumātao events (Rosenburg, 2019). 
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As the above timeline (Table 2) shows, the historical context and struggle for 

Ihumātao has been transpiring for over a century. As such, Ihumātao has now come to be 

interconnected with the likes of Bastion Point, another generation-defining kaitiaki 

occupation occurring in 1977-8, within a broader fight for recognition of Māori rights and 

reclamation of land from which Māori have been violently displaced since European arrival 

(Walker, 2004). Considering this history, Ihumātao and the immense support the organisers 

received not only involved a struggle for this particular plot of land, but a fight for tino 

rangatiratanga, autonomy, sovereignty, and rights under Te Tiriti o Waitangi (The Treaty of 

Waitangi), as one of the founding documents of this nation. For this reason, decolonial 

resistance efforts in Aotearoa, and for many other indigenous peoples (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012), 

centres both land reclamation and the assertion of rights, in relation to a colonial system 

which continues to enforce ‘legal’ claims to land over indigenous ones despite the 

circumstances in which that land was acquired. As Pania Newton (SOUL co-founder) was 

quoted many times on Instagram during my month of fieldwork, to be kaitiaki means to 

protect the land and our rights as “guardians of all things that matter to us” (Graham-McLay, 

2019). Building from these socio-historical contexts of this momentous cause, movement, and 

occupation, the following section considers activism and indigenous rights by exploring 

education and communicative practices of internal conscious building and mobilisation, and 

further, in building external accountability through the digital affordances skilfully adopted 

through Instagram during Ihumātao. 

Reclamation of Socio-Spatial Knowledge to Fuel Resistance 

For many of us on Māori Instagram, it was highly likely that the posts and stories 

emerging suddenly and urgently in response to the eviction notice were the first time we had 

learned about Ihumātao or its significance (as mentioned earlier). In my own experience, this 

mobile application at the centre of our community, often accused of being superficial or 

performative, has provided me with an invaluable connection to my people, culture, and 

history. In this manner, Instagram functions for many rangatahi Māori as what has been 

termed ‘nano-media’ (Pajnik & Downing, 2008; cited in Dawson, 2012), an alternative 

platform for disseminating indigenous knowledge and discourse where mainstream media 

may not be suited, or otherwise inaccessible. During Ihumātao, this platform became a 

powerful tool of community mobilisation and awareness building in sharing internal and 

public ‘scripts’, where resistance efforts require a consistent and compelling performance in 

appealing to the morality of wide and varied audiences (expanded on in the following section) 

(Dawson, 2012). 
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As authors like Duarte (2017) have claimed, where social media use might be 

particularly effective for indigenous activism is in building collective consciousness, achieved 

on Māori Instagram through education of land based history. Given that socio-spatial 

knowledge is a profound aspect of self-identification as Māori (Kidman, 2012), reclamation 

and dissemination of this information aids in both personal and collective efforts of 

decolonising historical understandings and in legitimising Māori ways of being and 

understanding. Over the course of Ihumātao occupation, Instagram was used in this way as a 

means of disseminating local knowledges regarding land rights and tino rangatiratanga, which 

in turn, further inspired resistance efforts including the march on Parliament (24th July), the 

‘Hands off our Tamariki’ march (30th July), and ‘Day of Action in Support of Ihumātao’ (7th 

August). 

 

Figure 11 Untitled Instagram story (protectihumatao, 2019;shared bymaori_mermaid, 2019c). 
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The above image, Figure 11 re-shared by ‘maori_mermaid’ on the 24th of July, only a 

day after the eviction notice was served, was spread widely through Māori Instagram to 

quickly convey to the community the contexts of Ihumātao and wider land based injustices 

currently occurring throughout the country. This was just one of many infographics 

circulating in response to Ihumātao events and media backlash against protectors. Similar to 

the racial discourse circulation observed by Kuo (2018) on Twitter, local and less publicised 

perspectives on current events, shared in this way on Māori Instagram, served to remind us 

that our collective fight for land rights was far from over. While I, and perhaps many others, 

had been lulled into a false assumption that country-wide demonstrations for land rights were 

a fight of the generation before me, reflecting on the likes of Bastion Point, these posts 

reminded all of us of the work that remained to be done. 

 

Figure 12 Untitled Instagram story (thepeopleweaver, 2019; shared by tylrjade, 2019). 
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Through the impassioned messages and responses of urgency and outrage, it felt at the 

time as though we as a community were all learning this information together. The act of 

reclaiming this knowledge, despite the heavy nature of the content of colonial violence 

included in Figure 12 seemed transgressive and thus potentially transformative. Though the 

community is often careful in sharing possibly upsetting information related to historical 

trauma, as discussed by Walters and colleagues (2011) in the earlier literature review, it felt 

important in this case to fully engage in moral witnessing and comprehend the collective loss 

all of our tīpuna experienced and what we now have the responsibility to protect. Through the 

likes of these images, Māori Instagram was engaged in an act of knowledge reclamation, not 

just of Ihumātao, but of socio-spatial, land-based history throughout Aotearoa, connecting us 

once more with the land and our own identities. 

 

Figure 13 Untitled Instagram story (te.mahara, 2019; 
shared by trin_tb, 2019a). 

 

Figure 14 Untitled Instagram story (jaackiepaul, 
2019; shared by trin_tb, 2019b). 

As this self-generated media spread, so did the determination and the collective consciousness 

of our community grow almost overnight. Just over two weeks after the eviction notice was 

served (7th August), a day of action was planned for population centres all over Aotearoa. In 

the capital city alone, almost 2,000 people said they would attend a march on parliament that 

was shared and broadcasted by leaders (as shown in Figure 13 and Figure 14). People were 
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joining resistance efforts en masse, on Instagram and in ‘real life’. There was an 

overwhelming sense that Māori, with the support of many, were making a collective stand 

driven by this community that had been built on Instagram. Further, just as Instagram and 

other social media fuelled physical action, so did these demonstrations and media coverage 

bring increased attention to Māori voices on Instagram. For example, artists like 

‘maori_mermaid’ who, when I initially started fieldwork in mid 2019, had a mere 3,866 

followers and as I write now in early 2020, has over 13,000 followers. All of those who I 

interviewed also saw their follower count more than double following Ihumātao and this 

month of action. Over this time, many other campaigns related to Māori communities and 

decolonisation began emerging, including the #handsoffourtamariki campaign, which called 

for the cessation of the state removal of Māori children from their whānau (extended family). 

As Māori and supporters marched on Parliament to make these demands, and while others 

bravely occupied the whenua, a wave of discontent spread across the Māori Instagram 

community and solidified our collective identity as politically-engaged rangatahi, guardians 

of the rights of our people. 

Similar to Dawson’s (2012) exploration of ‘nano-media’, Kuo (2018) (as mentioned in 

Chapter 2) discusses ‘counterpublics’ as spaces where counter-discourse may be shared and 

hidden from mainstream viewership. This political discourse, which often differs from 

mainstream media rhetoric and framing of current events, may be used to unite marginalised 

communities in their efforts to challenge the status quo through solidifying their political 

interests and strategies. However as Tuhiwai Smith (2012) adds, resistance efforts for 

indigenous communities often involve education in the way of reclaiming ‘traditional 

knowledge’ which might further reinforce the collective solidarity and mobilisation outlined 

in both Kuo (2018) and Dawson’s (2012) research. Land based knowledge reclamation and 

dissemination provides a powerful means of participation as a critical aspect of personal and 

collective decolonising efforts for Māori. The following section builds on these internal 

activist efforts, to include further digital practices that create outsider accountability and 

awareness in the protection of land and advocation of indigenous rights. 

The Politics of Visibility 

Over the days and weeks that followed, the sense of collective awakening and 

discontentedness described above seemed to grow amongst the Māori Instagram community. 

It was unclear at that stage if a meaningful resolution would be found. Police presence grew 

on the whenua of Ihumātao, arrests had been made, the frontline had been met with 

aggression by police (Rosenburg, 2019), and our Prime Minister, Jacinda Ardern, still had not 
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visited Ihumātao despite expressly promising to do so (McLachlan, 2019). In the face of 

inaction by a supposedly sympathetic Government, I observed Māori use Instagram to engage 

in what Duarte (2017) has termed the ‘politics of visibility’, the public and fraught efforts 

which draw attention to resistance movements and make their experiences of inequality 

concrete and undeniable. While these exercises in awareness are often contested by both 

internal and external audiences Dawson (2012), and further, wider representation of activist 

voices does not necessarily correlate with increased political participation Duarte (2017), over 

the course of Ihumātao digital technologies provided meaningful ways for activists to 

highlight injustice and ongoing impacts of colonialism. The following section offers various 

examples of the way the visuality of Instagram was utilised over the course of Ihumātao to 

engage in Duarte’s politics of visibility through both highlighting injustice, and in holding the 

Crown to account in efforts to advocate for indigenous rights. This began by exposing 

injustices of the most immediate Crown presence on the whenua at Ihumātao, and the New 

Zealand Police, through documenting and disseminating police injustices undertaken on the 

whenua at Ihumātao.  

 

Figure 15 Untitled Instagram story (reorangatahi, 2019b). 
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On many occasions Māori Instagram was key in exposing police engaging in 

unwarranted and unprovoked force against peaceful groups of kaitiaki. While news outlets 

were aiding tensions by primarily publishing articles regarding arrests and comments by our 

Prime Minister for “protestors” to “remain peaceful” (1 News, 2019a), through social media, 

Māori were able to expose injustices through recording and visually representing happenings 

themselves, directly, to large audiences. With low-cost production afforded by Instagram, and 

larger audiences sourcing their news from social media, the monopoly on ‘truth’ by traditional 

media has been destabilised allowing greater accessibility of self-generated media and 

perspectives (Linder et al., 2016). During Ihumātao, these affordances were used to make 

significant injustices visible, including the covert armament by the police force of officers 

who leaders such as ‘reorangatahi’ maintained, should not have authority to carry weapons. 

As part of engaging visibility politics, ‘reorangatahi’ appealed to Amnesty 

International, an established and influential international organisation, claiming human rights 

violations in relation to the armed officer that was documented in a viral video by a kaitiaki 

protector on the whenua (Figure 15). Reflecting back on this image, I was shocked that I had 

not seen it anywhere else, and as it happened, the image went largely unnoticed by the public 

when NZ Police first denied it then later withdrew armed officers from Ihumātao (Anderson, 

2019; Wright, 2019). This happened to coincide within months of the highly contested armed 

police rollouts over 2019, criticised of targeting residential areas predominantly occupied by 

Māori and Pasifika households, later to receive significant critique as Black Lives Matter 

protests also gained immense public visibility and support in the USA (Neilson, 2020). 

As further examples of visibility politics, others like ‘maori_mermaid’, ‘trin_tb’, and 

‘francescarter’ pictured below, used their Instagram accounts to document and broadcast the 

injustice of the seemingly unwarranted increase of police presence (Figure 16), and even the 

immensely troubling acts of aggression by police in Figure 17. After ‘reorangatahi’ alerted 

Instagram to armed police on the whenua, they posted a story that stated, “You’re a fool if 

you think the beat cops get to make the decisions. It’s all a part of the agenda and just like 

every other profession, cops themselves are just pawns in the chess game” (Reorangatahi, 

2019). Linking these separate images together through a wider structural narrative of police 

injustice, ‘reorangatahi’ invited, or perhaps forced, audiences to attend to these injustices in 

an act of moral witnessing. 
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Figure 16 Untitled Instagram story (francescarter, 
2019; shared by protectihumatao, 2019c). 

 

Figure 17 Untitled Instagram story (maori_mermaid, 
2019; shared by trin_tb, 2019c). 

In building this narrative, or script as Dawson (2012) frames, kaitiaki activists at 

Ihumātao engaged in the ‘political theatre’ of visibility, strengthening and amplifying their 

voices through repetition, digital communicative practices such as hashtags (Kuo, 2018), and 

as Ristovska (2016) claims, a form of ‘strategic witnessing’ through specific stylistic forms of 

documentation and practices, which are intended to produce witnesses due to their 

compelling, distinct, and even standardised visual format. While commercialised forms of 

‘strategic witnessing’ have been critiqued by those such as Ristovska (2016), this act of 

creating a witness, documenting injustice, and making suffering at the hands of diffuse power 

structures tangible, undeniable, and unavoidable (in social media spaces), aided kaitiaki on 

Ihumātao immensely in connecting these individual acts on the whenua to the Government 

entity as a whole. This helped to form a compelling case to bring the media and public on side 

in holding the present Government accountable for land seizure authorised (or enacted) by 

their predecessors, and simultaneously for the current actions of their enforcers, the police. 

As the police presence eventually began to subside at the whenua, Māori Instagram 

began to focus their attention on the Prime Minister, who at this point it felt clear, was not 

going to visit the whenua and who was reluctant to set any precedents that might harm the 
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Labour Party’s public image. As a community, despite visits from many influential figures 

and political parties, a sense of abandonment was felt toward our Prime Minister who held the 

power to intervene. After many promises to visit the whenua in a symbolic show of solidarity 

(McLachlan, 2019), or even gain some first-hand experience of the importance of this space, 

humour was evoked by our community to raise awareness and influence the Government to 

recognise its treaty obligations to Māori. Eventually, when the patience afforded to the 

government waned, the phrase ‘waitingforjacinda’ was turned into a meme with a dual 

purpose of expressing frustration and as a provocation to act on her promise to Māori. 

 

Figure 18 Untitled Instagram story (miss.hanelle, 2019; shared by maori_mermaid, 2019d). 

These highly circulated and visible memes, such as Figure 18 above, were used in accordance 

with visibility politics in order to highlight the ludicrousness of the length of time it had taken 

Jacinda to visit, taking on many different forms. “Where are you Jacinda?” became a viral 
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message displayed on a placard at the whenua, and the implication of this long wait for 

Jacinda was included in critique such as in Figure 19. 

 

Figure 19 Untitled Instagram story (Posted on Tiwtter by momuse_, 2019; shared by maori_mermaid, 2019e). 

The use of memes, humour, and sarcasm has been subject to much literary and academic 

interest in the wake of web 2.0 and the associated rise of social media. Memes, as stylistic and 

adaptable format for delivering humour popularised by the internet, have become an effective 

and affordable way for activists to deliver oppositional political humour (Pearce & Hajizada, 

2014). Humour itself, Pearce and Hajizada (2014) claim, has long been used as a tool against 

oppression, functioning in varying ways to “express [moral] superiority, relieve tension, and 

to deal with incongruity” (Pearce & Hajizada, 2014:68). Additionally, humour also functions 

socially, as mentioned in the earlier literature review, to build identity, strengthen collective 

boundaries (in opposition with others) (Gal et al., 2016), and to additionally provide some 

sense of control in uncertain circumstances (Pearce & Hajizada, 2014). 



 81 

Subversive and humorous memes have been considered by authors such as Shifman 

(2014), to help activists immensely in engaging others politically, as an accessible, less 

confronting, and easily relatable form of expressing political discourse, intentions, and 

demands with audiences who might not otherwise participate in politics and resistance efforts. 

It is the combination of social media affordances, however, that makes memes such a 

powerful tool of visibility for activists such as kaitiaki at Ihumātao. As Shifman (2014) 

highlights, meme ‘displays’ have now become common, as images, quotes, and videos are 

shared repeatedly, populate feeds, and spread across varying platforms and locations. Similar 

to how the ‘waitingforjacinda’ meme and criticism, used in varying ways, spread across 

Instagram and other social media, on media images of the whenua, and on placards at 

marches (Ensor et al., 2019), Shifman describes the potential for memes to become enveloped 

within a “widespread subversive meme circulation [which] serves as a powerful public 

display of criticism and distrust” (2014:149). As with the discussions of artwork above, 

memes were used within the Māori Instagram community as a means to both cope with 

certain painful realities of continued colonialism, and likewise to undermine systems of power 

through subversive rhetoric. As an aspect of this, humour was employed as activists 

communicated across social divides (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012), captured audiences, and 

performatively engaged in political theatre (Dawson, 2012), in order to have voices heard and 

potentially inspire meaningful change.  

As discussed in the earlier literature review, Duarte (2017) acknowledges that 

traditional means of political involvement including lobbying, donations, campaigning, etc., 

often exclude indigenous communities by design. It is for this reason that alternative means of 

gaining visibility such as memes and social media have helped indigenous communities like 

ours so greatly and have been subject to much research over the past decade. In relation to 

visibility, it is important to acknowledge that Instagram is by no means the only digital site of 

Māori resistance, as researchers such as Waitoa and colleagues (2015) demonstrate. Differing 

intersections of class, age, and gender have shaped the experiences of this community in 

particular ways, as well as the ways our community experienced Ihumātao, and additionally 

influence the visibility and reach of this cause. Although outside of the scope of my own 

research, other equally valid sites of resistance, such as Heils Kitchen (on Facebook), and 

causes such as #handsoffourtamariki, are important to acknowledge here, in relation to the 

smaller reach and mixed reception of such resistance which has been more explicitly shaped 

by experiences of poverty, gangs, and violence (Vaeau, 2020). 
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Though many academic activists have provided critical cautioning against viewing 

digital technologies as inherently empowering (Ochigame & Holston, 2016; Duarte, 2017), 

others such as Dreher and their colleagues (2016) have highlighted the potential for 

indigenous voices and varied opinion to be heard by politicians, providing their communities 

with a participatory role in the act of policy making and structural change. The following 

section of e-kaitiakitanga builds on the influential digital practices outlined above – of 

community, consciousness, and awareness building – in order to centre these acts of 

resistance in culture and in ecological protection, and to highlight the way Māori culture and 

identity has adapted and translated to shifting digital realities and the rise of digital activism. 

E-KAITIAKITANGA 

When coming into contact with digital technologies as social beings, it is inevitable 

that we will bring with us our collective histories, values, and experiences. The transferability 

of these aspects of existence which highlight the permeability of digital and physical spaces 

are incorporated within theorisations of digital citizenship conceived as a ‘fluid interface’, 

explored in Chapter 2, by which social processes such as nation building, meaning making, 

and modes of control may occur through or with digital technologies (Vivienne et al., 2016). 

In a similar way, as Māori, when engaging and connecting through digital spaces we bring 

with us our indigenous and culturally specific ways of comprehending ourselves and the 

world around us, innately grounded in the life giving exchange experienced in relation with 

the environment, land, and place. 

This understanding is outlined within the concept of kaitiakitanga (guardianship) and 

associated personal and collective identification and moral positioning as kaitiaki, guardians 

and custodians. This is usually conceptualised in relation to the land/natural environment 

(Roberts et al., 1995), but is provided immense significance by the role of kaitiaki within 

broader Māori cosmology and tikanga. As Carmen Kirkwood was quoted, an understanding 

of kaitiaki encompasses: 

atua (gods/deities), tapu (prohibitions/sanctification), mana (spiritual 

power). It involves whakapapa (ancestry) and tika (the ‘right’ way); to know 

'kaitiaki' is to know the Maori world. Everybody on this planet has a role to 

play as a guardian. But if you use the word kaitiaki, that person must be 

Maori because of the depth and meaning of the word, and the 

responsibilities that go with it. The reason is that to be a kaitiaki means 

looking after one's own blood and bones - literally. One's whanaunga (blood 
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relations) and tupuna (ancestors) include the plants and animals, rocks and 

trees. We are all descended from Papatuanuku; she is our kaitiaki and we in 

turn are hers (Roberts et al., 1995:13). 

As Māori, and as tangata whenua (people of the land), our understanding of ourselves is 

intertwined with the land (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012; Kidman, 2012), and further, our reciprocal 

relationship with Papatūānuku, the life giving earth mother, morally binds us with the natural 

environment and its protection. This relationship is so profound and so deeply experienced, 

that as Durie claims, “if the land is alienated or adulterated, then its people are impoverished 

both in body and in spirit” (2017:147). Building from this understanding and the significance 

of this term and identification, used often during Ihumātao, there is a need to explore the 

relationship between ‘actual’ and ‘virtual’ through the concept of e-kaitiakitanga. This 

includes developing a framework for understanding the culturally specific moral obligations 

and digital acts of resistance which connected these spaces, through affective engagements in 

protecting and advocating for indigenous land rights as custodians of the land (Aotearoa). 

Affective Engagements between ‘Actual’ and ‘Virtual’ in Land and 
Protection 

Outlining the differences and interconnectedness between the ‘virtual world’ explored 

during digital ethnography, and offline worlds which are oftentimes assumed to be more 

authentic or legitimate than their online counterparts, Boellstorff (2008) explored differences 

between the two concepts of ‘virtual’ and ‘actual’ in relation to digital sociality. 

Comprehending virtuality thorough his background in linguistics, he turned to the word 

‘virtual’ in contemporary (North American) English as connoting ‘almost’ real or actual 

(Boellstorff, 2008). In positioning these two terms in binary, and associating them with 

embodied experiences of these two sites of social existence and culture, Boellstorff 

experiments and explores the connections and separation, which he claims distinguishes 

‘online’ and ‘offline’ worlds and spaces. This is not to say that experiences within the digital 

are no less real or authentic. I have already established throughout this thesis and chapter that 

digital spaces such as Instagram convey, and are used to produce, rich and immersive 

emotional content and experiences. This distinction does, however, help to explore the 

relationship between the two ‘spaces’, as the experiential “dimensions of culture” (Low & 

Lawrence-Zúñiga, 2003:1), of Māori Instagram and Ihumātao as they intersect through 

emotional experience and resistance efforts. 
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In coming to learn more about the relationship between these spaces, and the broader 

context of e-kaitiakitanga, I have turned to Sara Ahmed’s interpretation of affect theory in 

exploring “how emotions work to shape the ‘surfaces’” of bodies and objects (2014:1), and 

similarly, how affect and emotion bring distant places into being, and beings (like myself and 

the rest of Māori Instagram) to distant places (and the spaces within them). This begins with 

first understanding how we come to comprehend and feel about an object (in this case 

Ihumātao) as dependent on how we come into contact with said object (Ahmed, 2014). For 

Ihumātao, my first contact with this space and particular area of land as an urban dwelling and 

diasporic Māori, with virtually no prior awareness of the area, history, or struggle, was under 

the circumstances of immediate threat and urgency. This was contextualised, however, by our 

collective history and intergenerational experiences of land loss and struggle for reclamation 

as Māori. According to Ahmed’s theorisation, this threat of loss, and the emotions of grief, 

urgency, fear, and uneasiness which accompanied it, shaped Ihumātao for those like me on 

Māori Instagram as sacred but also as permeable, fragile, and in need of protection by us as 

kaitiaki. 

These emotions of fear and loss, accompanied by the moral obligations outlined 

above, produced an affective (re)orientation as Ahmed (2014) highlights in regard to emotion, 

which drew us on Māori Instagram closer to Ihumātao, beckoning many, in a physical sense, 

to the whenua itself. Reciprocally, for those who could not travel to the whenua, or who could 

only attend for limited, interspersed amounts of time, this reorientation also meant bringing 

Ihumātao to us. As a physical and fixed place, this was made possible by digital technologies, 

and in this case the potent affordances of Instagram in combination with the skilful practices 

of kaitiaki (on the whenua and on Instagram), in creating this immersion through capturing 

and sharing, and in turn, bringing us closer with Ihumātao.  

Similar to what Gray (2016) described as an experience of ‘being there’ despite not 

physically being there, affective engagement with Ihumātao created a deeply felt experience 

of the space for those of us who did not attend, and in turn, our digital space of Māori 

Instagram became Ihumātao, at least temporarily. All of our discussions and content, for that 

moment of intensity, become centred around this space, the land, and the cause. Emotions and 

land related discourse circulated within Māori Instagram the space, as they followed the ebb 

and flow of intensity on the whenua. As a community, and through Instagram, we 

encountered and comprehended these events and emotions as we were moved to action 

together – as Tayi highlighted earlier, to make a collective stand (through whatever individual 

form that took). In this way, affect produced a more vivid experience of virtually attended 
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Ihumātao through the social and shared experience of emotion (Ahmed, 2014). In relation to 

the ‘affective spaces’ created by a community of Hacktivists explored by Urbano (2017), it 

was revealed that ‘affective attunement’, or feeling moved with and within a community, 

contributed significantly to experiences of cohesion and solidarity. In this way, affect 

functioned very similarly to what Gray (2016) described in terms of ‘being together’. A 

temporally connected and more profound shared emotional experience of community 

solidarity and of Ihumātao as a space, given significance by the memes, photographs, land 

based history, etc. included above. An experience which thinned the boundaries between 

‘virtual’ and ‘real’ and between each of us on Māori Instagram. It produced within me, and I 

assume within many others, a sense of engagement and fulfilment of those compelling moral 

obligations ascribed by the philosophy and duty within kaitiakitanga. 

As Urbano (2017) recognised within their own research, affect is but one theoretical 

approach of conceptualising social relationships and interactions between people, technology, 

and power, in this case, centred around Ihumātao and resistance. However, the central 

underlying concepts of affect, emotion, and moral obligation are all inherently related to 

Māori identity and the negotiation process of (re)establishing who we are and, as Pania 

Newton was quoted earlier, the “things that matter to us” (Graham-McLay, 2019). The next 

chapter builds on this process of negotiation, embedded within digital technologies, and in 

relation with the oversimplified dichotomy of tradition and modernity. Through the process of 

weaving the past and future, however, we are further establishing who we are as millennial 

Māori and imagining new and decolonised ways of thinking and being. 
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5 TIKANGA 

Once the initial urgency of Ihumātao passed – with calls to occupy the whenua (land) 

diminishing, and police presence there reducing – our community began to look inward. One 

key aspect of this was the process of reflecting on the generational differences in opinion that 

had divided Māori over this time. This division had occurred at the same time as many 

rangatahi (next generation/youth) were beginning the process of decolonisation themselves, 

and looking to ‘traditional’ knowledge and ways of being for guidance on how this could be 

done. During this period, Instagram became a space for open discussion in beginning to 

dismantle the values, beliefs, and forms of societal organisation that might have served the 

communities of our tīpuna (ancestors). However, as I was later reminded, our tikanga (values 

and practices) and markers of our indigenous identity have always been subject to constant 

adaptation with the changing circumstances and needs of successive generations of rangatahi 

Māori. 

The term Tikanga refers, as Elizabeth Kerekere describes, to “a means of social 

control for interpersonal relationships, ways for groups to meet and interact, and to determine 

how individuals identify themselves” (2017:42). However tikanga, as a broad concept 

incorporating social protocols and moral values, was understood by those on Māori Instagram 

and in interviews, to also be synonymous or related with history, tradition, and identity in 

different ways. Additionally, many iwi (tribes) and regions have different variations or 

understandings of tikanga in practice, so references here generally refer to tikanga as a 

broader concept as referred to and experienced by rangatahi Māori on Instagram. Thus, 

tikanga has been used interchangeably within this chapter to encompass a range of different 

understandings and relationships to each other and the past. 

The following chapter explores the ways tikanga has been adapted, negotiated, and 

embodied through Instagram practices and dialogical affordances in efforts to imagine and 

reclaim a collective identity of feeling and being Māori. I begin with discussions of tikanga 

through the navigation of intergenerational divisions and responsibilities in order to develop a 

kaupapa (philosophy) of intersectionality which serves an increasingly diverse community. 

The next section explores what it means to be nostalgic for a precolonial past, in the context 

of colonised knowledge and indigenous histories. These negotiations of tikanga and identity 

are furthered to then consider a contemporary form of embodied ‘Māoriness’: the ‘bougie 

native’ aesthetic, with its own unique relationship to modernity, to urban cultures, and to 

systems of capital, consumption, and creativity. These embodied performances reveal the 
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complex ways that our Instagram community of rangatahi express ourselves and our 

indigeneity, and in doing so, expand understandings of what it means to be Māori.  

TALKING TO TIKANGA 

After the initial shock of having to come to terms rapidly with Ihumātao as part of my 

lived world, and part of my research, the foremost emotion that I experienced along with the 

community around me was one of betrayal toward many older Māori who were perceived as 

supporting the Ihumātao development. I had spent the last year in a bubble of admiration and 

pride for a digital community of bright, young, up-and-coming 20 and 30 somethings, 

forgetting that our Instagram enclave of decolonialising rangatahi was not reflective of the 

wider population. As many of us soon realised, or were perhaps reminded, the reclamation of 

land and identity not only involved a struggle against colonial institutions, but in reality, was 

an affront to the status quo and all those who supported it – Māori included.  

A generational divide was exposed and then rationalised by the Māori Instagram 

community. This was spurred by sale negotiations and consultations about Ihumātao which 

included older generations of Māori iwi trusts (Haunui-Thompson, 2019; Russell, 2019) and 

excluded younger generations such as Ihumātao organisers and mana whenua founded SOUL. 

Many others, despite not having whakapapa (ancestral) connections or prior awareness of this 

wāhi tapu (sacred site), still felt the threat of loss and destruction of the whenua as an 

important site for all Māori. In the wake of Ihumātao, many of these young Māori used this 

likeminded space we had created on Instagram to grapple with what had occurred and to 

affirm our collective actions despite criticism from those who we might have hoped would be 

supportive of efforts to protect all of this land, rather than settling for only part of it (Haunui-

Thompson, 2019). 

Intergenerational Divisions and Responsibilities 

Like many on Instagram, I too feel a generational divide among my own whānau 

(family). I hear the long distant, but still deeply painful stories of my grandmother’s 

generation, who in the first half of the 20th century were sent to English speaking schools and 

were punished for speaking te reo Māori (Māori language). I then look to my father’s 

generation, many of whom were forced to assimilate within urban environments, yet also 

fought fiercely to reclaim our tikanga and reo (language) from near extinction, paving the way 

for successive generations to connect with and further invigorate Māoritanga (Māori culture) 

(Tocker, 2017). In comparison, our generation, it seems, is at once viewed as both the entitled 

recipients of the hard work of generations before us, and simultaneously, as those who have a 
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responsibility to our tīpuna and whānau to be protectors and upstanding role models of a 

socially acceptable form of ‘Māori-ness’, as I will expand on later. It was for these reasons I 

was not entirely surprised to have this generational divide exposed by Ihumātao and further 

discussed on Māori Instagram. 

As certain politicians adopted a rhetoric of entitlement and division (1 News, 2019b), 

our community on Māori Instagram was quick to eschew this undermining narrative with the 

reality of the situation as we experienced it. 

 

Figure 20 Untitled Instagram story (Posted on Twitter by tautokai, 2019; shared by womenofoceania, 2019). 

Figure 20 is one of many posts that were shared during this time, highlighting deeper 

reasoning behind generational divisions, elucidating moral positioning, and identifying those 

who truly have the most at stake, young wāhine risking their own physical safety. While it 

seemed many of the young, politically engaged social media users rallied to fight for 

indigenous land rights, older generations were perceived by many of the Instagram posts I 
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encountered to be complicit with the state structures they negotiated from within, in this case, 

at the expense of young women’s bodies. A similar sentiment that circulated at the time was a 

quote from Prue Kapua (Nation President Maori Women’s Welfare League), shared by Pania 

Newton, that claimed “Ihumātao is not a clash between kaumatua and rangatahi. It is a clash 

between those exercising kaitiakitanga (guardianship) and those who have learned to live with 

compromise” (Maori Women’s Welfare League, 2019). 

As I mourned alongside others on Instagram that those who were meant to protect us 

would join mainstream media in denouncing us, I witnessed important functions of identity 

building and solidarity taking place amidst this conflict. I saw how through this space we had 

created, we were now able to reveal dividing opinions, openly discuss our feelings toward 

certain divisive issues, and further establish our own collective moral positioning – a voice of 

our own, distinct from those before us, to face the unique challenges of urbanisation, 

globalisation, neoliberalism, climate change, and technological advancements that faced us as 

a 21st century community. As I reflected later with Tayi, Huriana, and Siobhan, once my 

fieldwork had ended, I also began to realise that this division was in no way a simple process 

for those involved. We, for the most part, still had to navigate intergenerational relationships 

within our personal and professional lives, which in turn created significant inner struggle 

when addressing issues of responsibility and representation. 

Something that I struggled with greatly during my time on Instagram, was the 

seemingly constant barrage of messages reminding rangatahi of their collectivist 

responsibilities to previous and future generations (Figure 21). On one hand, I understood that 

many aspects of tikanga centre the act of utu, or reciprocity, one of the things that I was 

reminded of many times during interviews, and which ultimately gives us, as rangatahi, a 

sense of purpose and place to occupy within a broader cosmological order. However, at the 

same time, the critical lens I developed during my anthropological training could not help but 

produce feelings of despair in witnessing this enormous pressure being placed upon one 

another to be politically engaged, to participate in resistance efforts, to succeed in Pākehā (NZ 

European) institutions, to be role models, and even to continue our genealogy. Is it not 

difficult enough being Māori in a Pākehā world, I thought, why were we placing this 

generational pressure on one another?  
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Figure 21 Untitled Instagram post (reorangatahi, 2019c). 

Far from narratives of passive entitlement, as I soon discovered, our generation both 

exceed at, and contended with, many responsibilities which were often discussed in this safe 

space, both validating and questioning the struggles we experience as millennial Māori. One 

of the main things that stuck with me from the kōrero (conversation) I shared with Tayi, made 

evident by my earlier ‘ethics of whakamā (self-consciousness)’, was her idea of an imaginary 

kaumātua (elder) gatekeeper, consistently reminding her, and at some stages even “haunting” 

her, with notions of respectability, responsibility, and the pressure to “get it right” when 

writing about, or portraying Māori culture in any way, including Instagram photos. Causing 

offense was of primary concern in the early stages of Tayi’s very public career, and she 

dismayingly shared that representing our entire culture, and the potential of our people, is 

“just a weight that Māori have to carry all the time.” 
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Among Tayi’s other concerns were the way that kaumātua might perceive the 

adaptation of tikanga on social media. Tayi recalled an example with me of the way she and a 

friend had colloquialised the term ‘tihe’ (to sneeze) – given significance within the phrase tihe 

mauri ora (the sneeze of life) – to ‘ti-fucking-he’. This was a harmless and amusing 

adaptation which may seem offensive to the more conservative kaumātua gatekeepers Tayi 

imagined. However, she then justified this potential transgression, claiming “none of us are 

fucking around with the proper tikanga! Like none of us are being dicks on the marae when 

someone's dead or something.” Her justification in that moment, and to this day, still feels so 

apt. As rangatahi, we are still doing our utmost to be respectful, to fulfil our duties, and 

indeed bear the weight of that responsibility. Therefore, it is only natural that as we begin to 

find our own voice, and as some of us begin to lead movements like Ihumātao, we would 

begin to adapt the parts of tikanga that no longer represent our growing and evolving 

community, but in a respectful way that still maintains the integrity of our values at the heart 

of who we are as Māori. 

Later in the month, when I spoke with Siobhan about some of the things Tayi and I 

had discussed, I confessed to her that I was struggling in my own personal journey connecting 

with tikanga. As noted in the earlier Instagram post, wāhine and non-binary rangatahi were 

the driving force behind Ihumātao, and likewise surrounded me on Instagram. They were the 

ones making up this community, and they were the ones consistently putting in the decolonial 

efforts and creating safe spaces for our people. And yet, what I had been taught of tikanga, 

and was reflected by others, was a restrictive binary justification where women are the carers; 

that is the role expected of us, and simply our responsibility. This colonial reading of Māori 

gender relations has been refuted many times over by Māori writers and academics (Mikaere, 

1999) and will be expanded upon later, however, what Siobhan reminded me, is that as young 

Māori even though we might feel whakamā about doing so, we hold the inherent right to 

challenge tikanga and likewise our elder’s interpretations of it. As Hone Harawira reminded 

kaitiaki at Ihumātao over Facebook, issues like Bastion Point have demonstrated that many 

rangatahi have challenged kuia (female elder) and kaumātua before us (Harawira, 2019). 

From this conversation, Siobhan shared with me what her lecturer in Māori studies had once 

affirmed for her: 

in those papers he taught me that it is okay to push back against tikanga. 

And that’s not something I would have ever felt comfortable doing. But 

questioning tikanga because, the way that he put it was, if we don’t question 

the ways in which the system was built, and that doesn’t matter what system 
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it is, it’s never going to progress. So by keeping to ‘traditional’ tikanga 

we’re keeping it in the past and we are feeding into that notion that Māori 

people are static or ‘ancient’ people. 

As she had reminded me, in order to begin engaging in decolonisation, and in developing a 

collective set of morals or shared kaupapa that suits our community, circumstances, and 

values, we might need to challenge what we know or have been taught about ‘traditional’ 

Māori conventions and aspects of knowledge which, despite surviving colonialism, have 

inevitably been filtered through a colonial lens.  

Kaupapa of Intersectionality 

Looking back on the cosmological binary that had been portrayed to us, of Ranginui 

(sky father) and Papatūānuku (earth mother), of man and woman, each with their defined 

roles, I realised how inaccurately this represented rangatahi today. Though Māori Instagram 

only represents a certain segment of the population, there are still many Māori using 

Instagram who both frequent and dip in and out of this space. There are mothers, parents, 

grandparents, writers, teachers, students, police officers, prison abolitionists. There are those 

who identify as ‘urban’ Māori, those who grew up in their papa kāinga (original Māori 

community/land), there are kura kaupapa (Māori language school) graduates, academics, 

mental health advocates, health care workers, artists, fat activists, hairdressers, filmmakers, 

disability activists, tā moko (tattoo) artists, and so many more (pictured in Figures 22 & 23).  

Furthermore, with our increased diversity and proximity to educational institutions 

over the last generations, many rangatahi Māori are now claiming, and sharing with the 

community, knowledge of our history as interlinked with other historical struggles against 

oppression. As Siobhan and I discussed, many other rangatahi like us have learned of our 

history through tertiary institutions, which is problematic in itself, but in this case, has also 

provided us with additional language and theory of other international BIPOC (Black, 

Indigenous, people of colour) communities to speak about our trauma, oppression, to navigate 

our history, and to imagine different futures. Foremost and most relevant to this section, is 

critical race theorist Prof. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s intersectionality theory (1989), which 

outlines the way our experiences of class, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, and ability shape our 

experience and reproduce structural inequality. During the time of our research, gender and 

sexuality were often discussed in relation to identity, resistance, and criticisms of 

involvement, and therefore became the primary lens of analysis for this research, as this 

chapter discusses. 
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Returning to intersectionality theory, among this community the term has made its 

way into our collective consciousness. The leaders of our community understand, for the most 

part, that lived experience is diverse and involves intersections of many facets of experience, 

identity, history, circumstance, and personhood. In recognition of this theory, those of us on 

Māori Instagram are invited to think of tikanga through a range of different perspectives, how 

each of us might be impacted in different ways by colonial discrimination, or how our own 

experiences and worldviews might condition us as an audience to limit our understanding of 

what tikanga was, and could be. 

As a community we are diverse with many varied lived experiences and forms of self-

identification and expression. Importantly for this section, this diversity includes many who 

also identify as being takatāpui. Originating from precolonial history and society, then erased 

from historical ‘records’ by Christian missionaries, the term and identity of takatāpui has been 

recently discovered and reclaimed by Māori academics. As a result, more and more rangatahi 

have found validation within this term and identity, as a category which encompasses many 

diverse genders and sexualities (Kerekere, 2017). Though this is a very brief overview of the 

 

Figure 22 Screenshot of Instagram hashtag #wahinetoa 
(Retrieved 22 August, 2019). 

 

Figure 23 Screenshot of Instagram hashtag #māori 
(Retrieved 22 August, 2019). 



 94 

history and reclamation of takatāpui (which many more knowledgeable academics such as 

Kerekere have covered in depth), takatāpui is now one of the core identities at the centre of 

our community, and the systematic colonial censorship of precolonial gender relationships 

and tikanga will be expanded on throughout this chapter. However, despite the reclamation of 

this identity and history, binary understandings of gender are still pervasive among what we 

know of our past. They highlight the need, evermore strongly, for our community to continue 

pushing for inclusion and intersectional understandings as our tikanga and history is adopted 

and shared.  

 

Figure 24 Untitled Instagram post (reorangatahi, 2019d) 

Within the discursive space of Māori Instagram, reflections on our own diverse 

community have raised discussions on what ‘authenticity’ even means in the context of 

tikanga and being Māori. Immense validation has been drawn from reclaiming takatāpui, and 

similarly from highlighting examples of intersectionality within tikanga through this identity, 
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but such truth claims and understandings inherently call into question others’ interpretations 

of what it means to be Māori, and what role history, ancestry, and cosmology have to play in 

contemporary interpretations of tradition. As I observed on Instagram, sometimes that meant 

tensions and debate erupted in regard to authenticity. Figure 24 shows an apology post by 

‘reorangatahi’ in response to a discussion which occurred in relation to what it means to be 

‘authentically Māori’. In this case, ‘reorangatahi’ received some backlash and admitted that 

they (the two people behind the account) are not experts in reo or in tikanga, but rather they 

are learning alongside this community. Like myself, they add that they are both proud and 

humbled by the insightful rangatahi who continue to engage in these discussions and do the 

decolonising work. For me, these interactions highlight the powerful dialogical nature of this 

medium for discussing and negotiating values and ideas which might enrich our 

understandings of tikanga Māori. Additionally, it reminded me, later in reflection, how 

adaptable our tikanga is.  

When beginning this research I realise now that I had subconsciously assumed, as 

Siobhan had raised, that there was one interpretation of tikanga, and that it had earned a label 

of authenticity through persiting in spite of colonisation. Partly due to being relatively 

disconnected from Māoritanga for a large period of my life, so too did I fall into a false belief 

that there exists an essentialised version of what it means to be Māori. This will be explored 

further in the next section, however, since then I have been presented with a wealth of writing 

that discusses the fluidity of tikanga as an essential aspect of its survival and adaptability, 

such as Kerekere (2017),  Mikaere (1999), Kukutai (2013) as a just few examples. After 

discovering this for myself over the course of this research and my own journey of 

decolonisation, it makes reasonable sense that this aspect is why our tikanga survived 

colonialism despite significant effort to eliminate it, particularly now as tikanga is being 

further explored and adapted in new ways on this novel digital medium of Instagram. 

PRECOLONIAL NOSTALGIA IN DECOLONISING INDIGENOUS 
IDENTITY 

As many of us were moving through feelings of change and growth in response to our 

experiences of Ihumātao, and beginning to engage in the discussions above, it seemed as 

though now more than ever, many began looking back to the ways of our matrilineal tīpuna 

for guidance, for healing, and for strength. The following section outlines this draw and 

nostalgia for the past as I often observed through Instagram, and so too does it discuss 

imagination, tradition, and authenticity in the temporal tensions of reconnecting with an 

interwoven colonial and precolonial past through the discursive space of Instagram. 
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Imagining and Illustrating the ‘Ancient Feminine’ 

Watching over me from the walls of my lounge and bedroom, with me in each room 

as I sat and connected with distant virtual localities in my daily fieldwork, and even now as I 

write these final chapters, are the illustrations of Māori Mermaid (Figure 25 & Figure 26). 

Proudly displayed, and carefully protected behind frames and glass, the images I selected 

present an aesthetic of Māori femininity that was completely novel to me when I first saw this 

artwork. It captured for me the unique subtleties of being wāhine Māori in a contemporary 

world, and additionally drew heavily on atua wāhine (feminine deity) cosmology, grounding 

and validating contemporary experiences in whakapapa (ancestry), tikanga, and history. After 

such a powerful experience of realisation, of randomly stumbling upon Māori Mermaid’s 

artwork, I was even more astounded before undertaking this research journey to discover that 

a whole community of visual creators could be found on Instagram, many of whom identify 

as wahine, and each expressing their own lived and gendered experiences through this visual 

medium. 

 

Figure 25 Photograph of artwork by Māori Mermaid. 

 

Figure 26 Photograph of artwork by Māori Mermaid, 
above my desk, depicting Papatūānuku. 

During my month of fieldwork, inevitably influenced by the events of the time, I 

observed illustrations circulating which usually centred the present, begin to more strongly 

reflect on a precolonial past and what might be associated with ‘traditional’ markers of Māori 

identity. No longer subtle, the symbolism was obvious and purposeful, asserting a very 
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specific form of essentialised femininity which resonated so strongly at a time where our 

whenua, the very core of our identity and existence as Māori, was under threat. For example, 

one image created months earlier, then revived and recirculated during the time of my 

fieldwork, was a drawing of a naked feminine body with the word ‘tapu’ (sacred) inscribed all 

over. 

During this time many pieces of artwork were being gifted or sold in support of the 

community and Ihumātao. In this case, Māori artist ‘jhrolleston’ gave this print away to a 

follower. The original was drawn as part of a ‘30 day indigenous drawing challenge’ for day 2 

‘sacred’. Clearly this image resonated with the circumstances over the course of my 

fieldwork, as mentioned, it was revived by the artist some months later. The illustration itself 

captures, quite concisely, the themes and symbols present in countless other drawings and 

paintings of what Yates-Smith has termed ‘the ancient feminine of Māori society’ (2003). 

Though she did not provide much visual description in her writing, these images signify a 

revival of a form of femininity from another epoch. Appearing to be modelled off 

Papatūānuku herself, they conjure associations with the natural world and fertility through 

their nakedness, strength through their comfortable demeanour and confident stares, and 

whakapapa through their dark curly hair, green or brown eyes, brown skin, and in many cases, 

moko kauae14. 

This image specifically, like many others I observed, inscribes symbolic words or 

subjectivities directly onto the skin. In this example the word ‘tapu’ is written, with an 

immense significance and connection to tikanga Māori for any of us who have grown up 

immersed in te ao Māori (the Māori world), and even those like myself, who were not. Here, 

tapu is used as a message of empowerment, reminding us of the status of wāhine bodies 

through their sacredness. Though as Yates-Smith (2003) has written, ideologies of 

colonisation, specifically patriarchal marginalisation of feminine bodies, has seen Māori 

women disempowered and gender balances in te ao Māori thrown out of alignment, artwork 

can serve to remind everyone, of all genders and whakapapa, of the inherent power of the 

feminine as it was understood in precolonial times – to be whare tangata (house of humanity) 

and sacred, connecting us with the origins of life, the atua (dieties), and the future of our 

people. 

                                                 
14 Moko kauae, translated as a chin tattoo, is a ‘traditional’ tattoo for wāhine Māori and is significant, 
Pihama discusses, as “part of a wider political and cultural resurgence that ... is an assertion of our political, 
cultural, social, and spiritual aspirations as whānau, as hapū, and as Māori” (Pihama, 2018). 
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Other images, such as Figure 27, reflect similar elements of creation through 

nakedness, and in this case a pēpi (baby) enveloped within the hair of a nurturing mother 

figure. They are connected by green waves and koru (fern frond), and adorned with culturally 

significant pounamu heru (green stone comb) and moko kauae. This image entitled ‘mana 

(spiritual power)’ again depicts themes of strength, authority, and agency. 

 

Figure 27 Untitled Instagram story (mellehaimona.artist, 2019; shared by hello.wahine, 2019a). 

These illustrations, and many others like it, were imbued with vast and rich symbolic 

meaning, and further invited us to participate in imagining a precolonial way of being, 

unadulterated by markers of colonialism or modernity. Comparisons between these images 

and some contemporary Instagram self-imaginings of the ‘bougie native’ (that I move to 

discuss in later sections) might seem contradictory, but these illustrations clearly reveal a 

sense of nostalgia for a past predominantly constructed by contemporary interpretations and 

artistic renderings of partial and rediscovered histories. 
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In a similar way, when studying their own community of queer femmes in Sydney, 

Australia, anthropologist Ulrika Dahl considered the process of imaging and reconstituting 

distant pasts through both embodying and feeling ‘vintage’ (2014). Dahl draws on the 

anthropological concept of imagination, here used to reference imaginatory possibilities rather 

than imaginary or fictitious, to discuss the ways shared social understandings communicated 

through symbols, motif, discourse, etc., create a specific reimagining of the past through 

intersubjective interactions in the present. Specific to their research, a feeling of nostalgia 

connected women of past and present through affective engagement with matrilineal histories, 

and desired values which appeared to have been lost somewhere along the way. As Dahl 

discovered, nostalgia and the act of imagination, like all social phenomena, are highly 

complex. At once, Dahl references archival activism and the power of affect which “brings 

the past forward to the present” (Cvetkovich, 2003:49; quoted in Dahl, 2014:611) through 

both embodying and feeling vintage, and at the same time, provides critique of an imagined 

‘vintage’ as a “white bourgeoise fantasy of the past” (Ahmed, 2010:52; quoted in Dahl, 

2014:605), temporally confused and removed from the legacies of domination from which 

ideas of a post-war housewife and imperial nationhood are based. 

What Dahl’s research reveals is that the act of imagination, as an active and 

productive process, requires significant labour in reformulating and reshaping understandings 

of the past to fit the intentions, values, and experiences of those in the present. It involves a 

process of reviving certain elements, while selectively forgetting others. Further, these shared 

understandings are also subject to collective agreement, and constantly undergo cycles of 

negotiation, discussion, and adaptation in order to maintain relevance among contemporary 

audiences. Indeed it is this same process that is being engaged in by artists on Māori 

Instagram, as a site of active knowledge production. Through their investment in this time-

consuming process of creativity through researching, thinking, creating, and then sharing and 

discussing, they undertake a process of reimagining, borrowing, and reconstituting different 

ideas from different aspects of what we know of our past, to fit the needs of our community in 

the present. In times where modernity and colonialism threatened to destroy our history and 

undermine our agency once more through land seizure and desecration, we responded with a 

collective imagining of our past, where wāhine were revered and respected, and where we 

were at balance with each other, the whenua, and within ourselves.  

Of course, this nostalgia for a precolonial past leaves out the 200+ years of conflict 

and colonialism impacting the lives, in varied ways, of all us living today. More importantly, 
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what we still have of our precolonial past has been significantly adulterated by colonial 

interpretations of social life and organisation. 

Tradition, Gender, and Authenticity in Unravelling our Past 

During my fieldwork and interconnected personal journey of decolonisation, after 

viewing, sharing, and even inviting into my home so many inspiring images of empowered 

wāhine Māori, I could not shake this overwhelming confusion and sense of unease when 

reflecting on Ihumātao and the obvious gender imbalance of Māori Instagram. In this digital 

space there were many impassioned wāhine and non-binary Māori risking their very bodies as 

quoted earlier, and additionally, investing inordinate amounts of emotional labour in 

performing ‘decolonial mahi (work)’ – as it was often referred to during interviews. Though 

no one addressed this matter directly on Instagram, that I observed, it still leaked out in subtle 

ways through word choice, discourse, and the additional overwhelming wāhine presence of 

Ihumātao imagery. Siobhan and Tayi, who I had spoken with about this, had seemingly been 

reflecting on this matter privately as they too had both shared such insightful thoughts on the 

issue and additionally grappled with some of their own concerns during our interview. For me 

this confusion was compounded by the fact that during my fieldwork, I would often see 

invitations by other Māori to ‘look back to the old ways’, seemingly to ‘traditional’ gender 

roles in the identity and decolonising work of learning who we are as Māori, and how we 

should fit and function within a collective, as opposed to the individualism many of us have 

been conditioned to embrace. This invitation reminds Māori readers to find comfort through 

tradition, in a world where it can seem like all we know and all that we have been taught has 

been filtered in some way by colonisation, and more specifically, by Western Christian values 

and beliefs. 

When considering this temporal tension, I often wondered how we could ‘go back’, 

and even what we would go back to. Furthermore, I felt both nervous and confused by how 

we as a community should go about addressing gender and tikanga, or even how I should 

address such in this thesis, without being accused of dishonouring tikanga Māori entirely. I, 

along with other Māori Instagrammers and academics, am still attempting to make sense of 

the ‘baffling inconsistencies’ which Ngāhuia Te Awekotuku articulated, and Mikaere (1999) 

then considered, when understanding her own experiences as wahine Māori. As Mikaere 

discusses, unravelling different threads of tikanga, colonialism, gender, and identity are both 

immensely difficult and highly political. I have commonly encountered and perhaps even 

internalised, the idea of a gender hierarchy in precolonial Māori society based on Pākehā 

interpretations of tikanga/kawa o te marae (marae custom), speaking roles are often 
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highlighted, but also secondly, because that is what colonist ethnographers inferenced when 

they first visited Aotearoa, spoke only to tāne (men), and began rewriting our history through 

the lens of their own Eurocentric beliefs (Mikaere, 1999).  

As Tayi mentioned earlier, forever carrying the weight of representation means that 

engaging in this critical identity work might mean being held liable for addressing and 

dredging up some serious and potentially dehumanising legacies of colonialism on our 

people. As Mikaere realised, accepting an inherent gender disparity in tikanga Māori as it 

existed in 1999, in precolonial times, or even today, would mean to accept that we as Māori 

have been, at the very least, complicit in sexism. As she discussed in regard to the 

implications of accepting an inherent chauvinism of Māori society: 

For Māori men it appeared to offer too easily an excuse for otherwise 

inexcusable behaviour; for Māori women, it seemed to engender either a 

kind of hopeless acceptance of what was unacceptable, or alternatively a 

rejection of their own men and a sadly misguided belief that Pākehā men 

were inherently “better”; for Pākehā, it seemed to offer just one more 

convenient excuse to denigrate Māori ways of doing things (Mikaere, 

1999:13). 

Similar tensions have been observed and discussed in other Pacific nations, including 

Vanuatu, where Christianity, colonialism, and Western patriarchal ideology have become 

interwoven within ideas of nationhood and tradition within contemporary discussions around 

Kastom and women’s clothing (Brimacombe, 2016). Within research, Brimacombe recalls the 

way an understanding of a ‘traditional’ indigenous way of being has become inseparable from 

the Christian beliefs which developed alongside it. Positioned against threats of globalisation 

and modernity, Kastom has become a highly protected symbol of nationhood and belonging. 

As a result, Brimacombe quotes Jolly in their observation that “women are frequently caught 

between the ‘emancipatory promises of “modernity” and the authenticating claims of 

“tradition”” (Jolly, 1997:135; quoted in Brimacombe, 2016:19). While such severe 

dichotomies between modernity and tradition, or of liberation and identity affirmation are not 

true of the experiences of all indigenous women, or of Māori, the similarities between our two 

countries’ colonial pasts and the resulting influence on indigenous life have immensely 

impacted the way we both consider and protect our understandings of the past, and likewise, 

how we discuss and experience gender. 
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Understandably, while those on Māori Instagram were perhaps not yet ready or 

otherwise too preoccupied to take on the incredibly sensitive task of critically dissecting 

gender and tikanga during the course of my fieldwork, the analysis of Christianity and its 

legacy experienced by all Māori was taken up far more willingly – particularly as mentioned 

above, at a time where our land and identity were under threat. One of the ways I observed 

this emerging was through a quote shared often, originating from renowned Māori lawyer, 

philosopher, and academic Moana Jackson, which reminds readers to remain vigilant in 

questioning, “Did that come from our tikanga, or did that come from the missionary?” 

(AshleaGee, 2016). With the seed of possibility planted, we were perhaps able to consider 

more clearly, for some of us perhaps even for the first time, the way that Christian and 

colonial ideology has seeped its way into the most fundamental aspects of our own identities, 

or of those we wish to reclaim. Complicating this, however, was the fact that for many Māori, 

including those on Māori Instagram, Christianity has become a fundamental aspect of their 

own, or their families’ belief system (Te Rire, 2009). Many Instagram posts regarding 

Christianity I saw mentioned conflict arising from challenging Christian family members on 

their beliefs or pointing out inconsistencies between Māori cosmology and that of a European 

settler society. 

In Figure 28, ‘reorangatahi’ was asked what they think of the relationship between 

religion and Māori (read: tikanga). Perhaps sensing the divided opinions of their following, 

the answer is first prefaced with a disclaimer of personal opinion, which includes the view of 

undeniable inconsistencies between the two belief systems (Christianity and Māori) and the 

undeniable connections between Christianity and systems of oppression. However, 

‘reorangatahi’ did humorously remind the user who asked the question “if you’re talking 

about our legends (Rangi and Papa) then I’m devout as f**k”. Looking back on this answer, I 

am both in awe of how concisely and articulately ‘reorangatahi’ explained what took months 

of reading and thinking for me to write, and yet am also reminded by an Instagram Live I 

watched of Siobhan’s only recently, that even our most quintessential Māori legends, which 

we hold onto so dearly, are not immune from colonial interference. Paraphrasing Siobhan, of 

Ranginui and Papatūānuku and their convenient heterosexual matrimony bearing many sons, 

or of Māui (The well-known figure of Māori mythology) and the wāhine who played such a 

pivotal role in enabling his actions, yet as Yates-Smith observed, are relegated to passive 

supporters, or left out entirely, of many contemporary retellings (2003).  
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Figure 28 Untitled Instagram story (reorangatahi, 2019e). 

How should we then ‘go back to our old ways’ when even the most fundamental 

aspects of what we know of those ways or of our history have been retold, reworked, or 

erased by Christian beliefs? Returning to when Siobhan and I spoke about the idea of 

challenging understandings of tikanga and reclaiming our way of life on our own terms, she 

further questioned if it were even possible to reclaim an essentialised version of a precolonial 

Māori way of life, particularly when many of us now experience diaspora, or as both her and I 

share in common, through processes of urban assimilation have been essentially raised as 

Pākehā. As she shared with me in rightfully affirming her own identity: 

But also like, it is the advancement of our culture that is really important 

because we have a culture that has been through the lens of colonisation, so 

what we have and what we know of our culture, for me, I don’t feel like it is 

the ‘proper’ way of being Māori. But then you have to question what even is 
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authenticity? Like, I don’t think that there is an authentic way of being 

Māori because if it is that, if there is an authentic way then I’m not Māori! 

Because I was brought up Pākehā. And I’m not having that, I am most 

definitely Māori, look at my face, I am brown! This is my experience in the 

world, that I have (laughs). I am Māori! 

When imagining our collective past, envisioning our future, or considering our lived and 

gendered experience as Māori, the question of authenticity should be central to these 

discussions. What tikanga are we inviting people to go back to? Furthermore, whose 

understanding is authentic, and whose identity might be invalidated by trying to determine an 

essentialised version of the past or policing how this should be adopted in the present?  

These considerations of the complex ways knowledge has been colonised, entangled 

within, or even replaced by foreign ideologies and histories, and likewise the active process 

mentioned earlier of reclaiming and reimagining indigenous ways of being, all contribute to 

and demonstrate the way that social understandings are constantly subject to a cycle of 

revival, understanding, discussion, and negotiation in the process of identity work. Within 

these cycles, there is an inherent tension between past and present, and between authenticity, 

tradition, and contemporary realities. The following section returns back to Instagram once 

more, as a discursive site of identity making, to explore the ways tikanga is embodied and 

redefined by rangatahi Māori. 

EMBODING MĀORINESS: CONTEMPORARY INTERSECTIONS OF 
TIKANGA AND IDENTITY 

Despite now having scratched the surface of the extensive and complex histories of 

the negotiation and revival of tikanga and Māori identity, one of the things not yet mentioned 

about the rangatahi Māori leaders who visually represent our community, more in line with 

their actual experiences, is just how cool they all are. By this I mean that through the 

purposeful aesthetic labour they have invested (in fashion, styling, photography, makeup, and 

more), these rangatahi leaders have gained celebrity status among our community, and have 

thus amassed a large amount of cultural capital (Duguay, 2019). When Tayi and I first met for 

our interview, I had fully anticipated feeling hugely incompetent when speaking to her 

thoughtful and articulate take on so many of the social issues impacting urban rangatahi 

Māori. However, what I had not necessarily prepared myself for was how profoundly uncool I 

would feel in her presence. Beyond being a revered poet and author, Tayi is also a major 

fashion icon in the Māori Instagram community, and is now even being recruited by large 
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media outlets to advise both Māori and non-Māori fashionistas on how to dress. I, having 

adopted a fairly bland and utilitarian adaptation of a feminine grad-student aesthetic, suddenly 

felt so aware of just how beige my sweater and jean combo was when Tayi bounded out of 

her Uber and greeted me with a kiss on the cheek, dressed in one of her signature stylings of a 

90s-era tiki T-shirt teamed with a plaid mini skirt, early 2000s mini handbag, and chunky 

white trainers patterned with bright red lips. 

So far in this chapter I have discussed at length the ways that rangatahi and wāhine 

Māori have been burdened with responsibility, both of adhering to ‘tradition’ and of 

additionally decolonising gendered interpretations of it. I have emphasised the more overtly 

political parts of their content production (posts, artwork, and discussion) via Instagram. 

However, what has not been captured thus far, are the practices of wāhine Māori visually 

expressing their agency through a wide array of different formats, styles, and aesthetics, both 

on and off Instagram. In many ways what really defines this community, as embodied by 

Tayi’s outfit, are the unique and playful ways leaders and their ‘followers’ experiment with 

appropriations and subversions of all different styles. Sometimes this is featured in 

photoshoots of their friends in highly feminine pastel dresses and makeup, submerged in 

coloured water and surrounded by flowers. On other occasions they are reimagining and 

recreating themselves and their friends as revolutionaries, dressed in pink camo, tino 

rangatiratanga flags, featuring powerful poses, and adopting symbols of resistance such as 

Māori Mermaid’s iconic beret inscribed with the word ‘solidarity’ (Figure 29).  

It is at this point that you may have noticed my ‘our’ turn into a ‘they’. As I have 

highlighted in this introduction, while I may share many of the same ideas, concerns, and 

hopes of this virtual community I have found a home in, I do not pretend to share the same 

cultural capital or celebrity as the leaders who visually represent and constitute the aesthetics 

of our community. Nevertheless the following section explores, and attempts to capture, one 

particular and unique embodied aesthetic (yet incredibly diverse in expression) at the 

intersections of global and local, which challenges understandings of tikanga as elements of 

our Māori identity are both incorporated within, and provide unique adaptations of, what is 

known as the ‘bougie native’ aesthetic – or as I have seen claimed locally as the ‘urban Māori 

steez’15.  

 

                                                 
15 Steez is defined as ‘style with ease’, originating from US hip-hop culture (Urban dictionary, n.d.).  
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Figure 29 Untitled Instagram story (maori_mermaid, 2019; shared by trin_tb, 2019d). 

Self-Fashioning: Tikanga, Instagram and the ‘Bougie Native’ Aesthetic 

When browsing through Māori Instagram, it is common to observe a large amount of 

globally influenced fashion such as long, glimmering manicures and bold, ostentatious 

earrings, accompanying the familiar moko kauae and pounamu of our tīpuna in a unique 

blend of localities and temporalities. These were some of the ‘perplexing particulars’ 

(Mattingly, 2019) that captured my attention when I first stumbled upon this community, and 

which revealed so much about this complicated process of self-fashioning. It is both strange 

and empowering to think that the same rangatahi who bear the burden of representation and 

responsibility, post images of themselves casually touting expensive technology and designer 

clothing in selfies. My favourite of all of the examples I saw, was a photo of an elegantly 

manicured holographic nail gesturing toward a highlighted line of academic discourse from 
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the book Ko Taranaki Te Maunga (2018) which aptly affirms that “‘coming to know the past’ 

is a crucial part of decolonisation” – with obvious resonance to this chapter. 

 

Figure 30 Untitled Instagram story (clouds.in.my.coffee, 2019; shared by maori_mermaid, 2019f). 

More than simply flaunting expensive clothing and accessories, these examples of nails 

(Figure 30), earrings, and designer clothing are all encapsulated within a particular and local 

iterance of an aesthetic which Tayi has titled as ‘bougie native’ on her Instagram. However, 

the specific stylings and even the word ‘bougie’ itself involves many layers of adaptation and 

appropriation of cultural meaning. 

As a Washington Post article explained, the word ‘bougie’ has Marxist origins in 

relation to the class concept of the bourgeoise, those of the aspirational middle and upper 

classes who uphold capitalist principles through their associated economic practices, such as 

the promotion of materialism, ‘high-end’ lifestyles, and conspicuous consumption (Rampell, 

2017). As the article continues, the now adapted ‘bougie’ or ‘boujee’ as popularised by North 
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American rap group Migo’s song Bad and Boujee (2016), has come to represent status and 

upward mobility for Black Americans. In a different iteration, the word boujee was further 

adapted in popular culture by North American indigenous rap group Snotty Nose Rez Kids (a 

play on a racist stereotype), adapting the phrasing in their own song Boujee Natives (2019), 

and along the way, incorporating elements of their own indigeneity into this conflicting and 

empowering subversion of colonial capitalism. Perhaps inspired by this adaptation, the word 

bougie has taken on a new form and stylised aesthetic, in part, through Māori Instagram. One 

which involves a complex interplay between past and future, and further between 

interpretations of ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’. 

Globalisation, Cosmopolitanism, and ‘Urban Māori’ Identity 

When considering the complexity of global influences and imaginings within local 

fashioning and meaning making, it is first imperative to outline the specificities of the 

interrelated ‘urban Māori’ identity and the legacy of intensive urbanisation within Aotearoa. 

From 1945 and the two decades which followed, a combination of industrialisation and social 

policies influenced a mass departure of Māori from rural papa kāinga, to new urban locale. 

Today 85% of Māori live in loosely defined urban areas and have become increasingly 

distanced, physically and socially, from iwi and te ao Māori (Kukutai, 2013). With such a 

large majority of Māori residing in Pākehā predominate and designed cities, dislocated from 

the sources of their indigenous knowledge and values, many Māori have expressed concern 

over the impacts and relatively new susceptibility to globalisation as a homogenising cultural 

force which poses additional threats to Māoritanga beyond the continued impacts of what 

Yates-Smith (2003) deemed the first wave of globalisation – colonial ‘settlement’. 

The resulting experience of city living has changed life dramatically for Māori (Durie, 

2017). While urban dwelling Māori have been impacted greatly by neoliberal market changes 

which led to under-employment in the industrial sectors which drew our tīpuna to make such 

a great sacrifice to begin with, being in close proximity to Western institutions and 

employment opportunities has meant an increasing number of Māori have access to higher 

education opportunities, many of whom have become multi-generational members of the 

urban middle classes (Kukutai, 2013). While this in no way erases the hardships urban Māori 

continue to face under colonial capitalism, including significant economic and health 

disparities (Reid et al., 2014), it simply highlights some of the different experiences of being 

Māori and likewise, the vastly heterogenous experience and expression of ‘urban Māori’. An 

identity which has been subject to academic (Kukutai, 2013; Borell, 2005 etc.) and 
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journalistic exploration over recent years, even by Instagram leaders like Tayi and Kahu Kutia 

themselves (Kutia & Tibble, 2020) (see Figure 31). 

 

Figure 31 Screenshot from the video ‘Two Friends Ask What Does it Mean to be Urban Māori’? (Kutia & Tibble, 2020). 

These social shifts for many ‘urban Māori’ and relative proximity to global influences 

has created many unique forms of self-expression. One that I have attempted to include here, 

and what might now be characterised as contemporary ‘urban Māori’ fashion, quite obviously 

draws from Global West/American popular culture, which itself has historically been 

appropriated from Black, Latinx, and hip-hop communities (e.g. Rampell, 2017). Global 

brands, such as Sketchers, Nike, and Converse footwear, are worn along with hoop earrings, 

streetwear, and denim. These aspects might be seen to constitute an embodiment of what 

Weiss has termed a ‘global fantasy’ (2009). That by adopting this very specific embodied 

form of Western-materialism, as representative of an idealised form of the modern, grants 

proximity and access to a global world order and different imagining, as expanded on earlier, 

of lived possibilities and social capital. However, just as this form of imagining works 

forwards in envisioning how a future ‘cool’, modern, wāhine should be realised, the process 

itself encompasses an imagining of the ‘traditional/ancient’ in both comparison and through 

elements incorporation. While Weiss’ reading of power and proximity may hold some truth 

for interpretations of modernity for my own community, particularly as Māori have been 

viewed as Siobhan mentioned as ancient or static, part of the discussion must also include the 

reality of limited representation and diversity in popular media. For many millennial Māori, 

myself and Tayi included, there were few Māori role models in popular culture, let alone 

fashion inspirations, that we could emulate while growing up. 
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As Tayi explained to me, to look and dress as anything other than Pākehā meant 

looking to distant locations for diverse representation and inspiration. When she was growing 

up, as she has expressed to me and in other interviews (Kutia & Tibble, 2020), Bratz Dolls, 

Pussycat Dolls lead singer Nicole Scherzinger, and Disney’s adaptation of Pocahontas were 

the only people/characters she saw in the media that looked like her. It is not surprising then 

that emulating North American fashion and aesthetic choices would not only come out of a 

globalised ideal of what it means to be ‘modern’, but possibly too because we lacked any sort 

of diverse representation as millennials growing up in Aotearoa. 

The engagement of indigenous populations with dominant white or North American 

popular culture is often interpreted through this lens of globalisation, which has negative 

connotations, including perceptions (as mentioned above) of homogenisation. The theory 

emphasises being acted upon by forces such as globalisation, patriarchal beauty conventions, 

and capitalist materialism, rather than acting to adapt, subvert, or even simply choose how to 

dress – as many White American and Pākehā do, without being subject to academic analysis. 

An alternative theoretical lens to read the phenomenon of ‘bougie native’ through, is one of 

‘situated cosmopolitanism’ (Werbner, 2008). As Werbner discusses, these ‘new’ ways of 

conceptualising cosmopolitanism within Anthropology implies “reaching out across cultural 

differences through dialogue, aesthetic enjoyment, and respect ... and to imagine a borderless 

world of cultural plurality” (2008:2). While empathy and appreciation mark a new turn for 

cosmopolitanism, the theory itself has been subject to much critique over the years due to 

interpretations and applications related to primarily Western subjects privileged with the 

ability to travel and consume freely (Werbner, 2008). However, when regarding the localised 

aesthetic of the ‘bougie native’, cosmopolitan understandings of appreciation, incorporation, 

and the flow of different trends and aesthetics between digitally connected but geographically 

and culturally heterogenous communities and nations, more suitably reflects the agency of 

rangatahi of Māori Instagram. This agency was a  key aspect in their aesthetic practices of 

making and remaking self-expression and identity in the process of decolonisation. 

Agency and Self-Expression 

Just as the women of Vanuatu challenged Christian notions of propriety and 

colonial/nationalist understandings of Kastom and tradition through the adoption of form 

fitting and seemingly Western denim jeans in the research of Brimacombe (2016), so too are 

the wāhine of Māori Instagram both challenging and adapting ‘traditional’ understandings of 

tikanga through their own adaptations of the ‘bougie native’ aesthetic. On one hand, the 

‘bougie native’ can be seen to be at complete odds with the reciprocity and humbleness 
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guided by tikanga (Whitinui, 2014) through the individualistic connections to personal wealth 

and material gain. Similarly, this contemporary and gendered self-expression challenges 

understandings of ‘traditional’ propriety through reclamation of feminine sexuality, including 

the likes of makeup, manicures, heels, and formfitting clothing often seen to be an oppressive 

imposition of Western patriarchy (Edmonds, 2007). Perhaps furthering these interpretations, I 

hope to reflect the ‘bougie native’ aesthetic, as it is represented on Māori Instagram, as 

embodying tikanga not only through the incorporation of traditional markers of Māori identity 

alongside those which are quintessentially ‘Western’, but also as a contemporary adaptation 

of mana (powerful) wāhine, the ‘ancient feminine’. That which Yates-Smith highlighted a 

need to return to when the article was written in 2003. Showing off new ostentatious earrings 

is given new meaning when discovering they were purchased from an emerging Māori 

designer. Similarly, ‘revealing’ selfies posted from a hot Parisian summer are better 

understood within the context in which they were taken: by Tayi, a 23-year-old mana wahine 

in her own right, paid to take her culture and writing to global audiences. 

In a seemingly contradictory way, the ‘bougie native’ could be perceived as an 

embodiment of the ‘ancient’ and empowered feminine through the emancipatory aspects 

which constitute the aesthetic. This form of self-expression, which at once adopts and 

subverts Western dress, expresses authority and agency through the implication of freedom 

from economic and patriarchal oppression. To dress in expensive markers of economic capital 

and status (whether you can afford it or not), and to choose to reclaim and adapt through, for 

example, large, gold ‘Māori Mermaid’ earrings, reflects the mana of all wāhine and our 

ability to imagine, dream, and choose for ourselves. Challenging colonial interpretations of 

tikanga and gendered history, wāhine Māori are engaging in an active process of self-

fashioning and ‘bricolage’ (Lévi-Strauss, 1966), drawing on the symbolism and assemblages 

of meaning from different epoch, locations, activist movements, from their own tikanga, and 

even from other cultures and religions to constitute and express themselves. This process 

highlights agency and intentionality of subjective identity creation and outward expression, 

among seemingly confusing or contradictory forms. As Tayi has articulated in a description of 

her own Instagram, “colonialism but make it fashion”, highlighting both the irony and self-

awareness within this process which adopts and adapts colonial aesthetics and markers of 

success, in a form which resonates with other trendy Māori on their own journeys of 

decolonisation. 
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Innovation and Instagram 

The ‘bougie native’ aesthetic, as one of many contemporary expressions of Māori 

identity and indigeneity, provides an interesting case for exploring the temporal tension of 

identity making particularly as it relates to intergenerational and gendered interpretations of 

tikanga and tradition. However, as Tapsell and Woods (2010) discuss, these innovative 

practices which join the past and the present, imagine new possibilities, and similarly 

highlight the adaptability of tikanga itself, are reflected in Māori histories and are deeply 

engrained within Māori ways of being. They, like many others, look to Māui-Pōtiki as the 

model innovator, whose mischievous nature and risk-taking behaviour is attributed to 

bringing Aotearoa into being, among many other extraordinary feats (Tapsell & Woods, 

2010). Narratives of Māui are but one example of the pōtiki (“young opportunity seeker”) and 

rangatira (“elder heritage protector”) dynamic which is said to have existed within 

‘traditional’ Māori society (Tapsell & Woods, 2010:544), and which is clearly enacted within 

contemporary Māori communities including our very own Māori Instagram. Related to this is 

the tikanga of takarangi (“the spiral of creation”) (Tapsell & Woods, 2010:545), embodied by 

this relationship as an interwoven spiral of the ‘past and future’, of ‘heritage and possibility’. 

Dualisms, described by Tapsell and Woods as the “dance of innovation that occurs at and 

between the edges of chaos and stability” (2010:535). 

These rich historical and cultural contexts provide further depth in considering the 

innovative practices of young ‘bougie’ Māori in their journeys of creating, inspiring, and 

deconstructing colonial understandings of ‘Māori-ness’ through their imaginative acts. 

However, these innovations, as Tapsell and Woods highlighted, are borne out of liminality 

and uncertainty, and therefore risk division. There have been many examples throughout this 

chapter of divisive opinions, contested understandings, apologies, and of new imaginings in 

the process of coming to understand ourselves within and separate from the colonial 

ideologies and institutions of our (mostly) urban upbringings. Within the space of Māori 

Instagram, this purposeful and collective process of identity work has demonstrated the 

discursive nature of Instagram, and similarly to the previous chapter, the skilful 

communicative practices adopted by rangatahi leaders in embracing and experimenting with 

these technologies.  

Reflecting on this process, of imagining and negotiating new futures and 

understandings, Tayi spoke about her fondness for social media as a place to facilitate these 

“brainstorms” and alleviate the inherent whakamā elaborated on in various chapters that 

accompanies the risk of transgression or misinterpretation. As she remarked: 
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what I love about social media is that a lot of us don’t know [but] we’re just 

trying ... being able to voice our opinions online is like adding to a public 

brainstorm. Because we’re still trying to figure out how we move forward 

and how to be. 

As she further elaborated, this process, and even mistakes made along the way, help us all to 

learn and grow (as with the apology example earlier). During fieldwork I witnessed many 

further tensions in relation to the ‘bougie native’ aesthetic and were additionally spoken about 

in interviews. Some of our community accused others of portraying ‘characters’ of Māori 

which were premised on racial stereotypes, others expressed concern at being labelled 

‘culture vultures’, and perhaps in reconfiguring the ‘ancient feminine’ or simply in embracing 

her sexuality, Tayi jokingly feared being labelled and denigrated as a “hoe” by kaumātua 

viewing her Instagram photos. 

As a revealing prism from which to view the intersections of so many vast cultural and 

social phenomena, fashion and aesthetics within this chapter have helped to further 

comprehend the role of digital technologies in political acts of innovation and indigenous self-

determination on Māori Instagram. From negotiating our understandings of tikanga and 

gender, to intergenerational roles and expectations, Instagram has afforded us the space and 

(relative) safety for which these important conversations can take place. The following 

chapter moves to explore the site of these discussions, Māori Instagram, as a form of marae 

(cultural centre) through which urban Māori like ourselves can engage in these important 

processes of meaning- and self- making in further efforts of decolonisation. 
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6 MARAE 

In coming to imagine who we wish to be as the next generation of Māori leaders, and the 

things that are important to us as we move forward, Tuhiwai Smith (2012) acknowledges 

‘naming’ as a fundamental part of this process of decolonisation and (re)claiming tino 

rangatiratanga (self-determination). Naming, as she affirms, is about control and agency, 

about retaining and protecting meaning. Through “naming the world” people “name their 

realities” (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012:262). At the opening of this thesis I introduced my own 

intention to refer to the digital space and community I have been describing as ‘Māori 

Instagram’ – a term that had also become more and more frequently used by leaders in this 

space during my fieldwork. In coming to speak of this place we have created through our 

social and digital practices as Māori Instagram, we are engaging in that very process of 

naming what is real to us and recognising our experiences within this space as legitimate and 

meaningful. 

Māori Instagram as a place to learn about our history, to hear others stories, and to 

begin to speak and reflect on our own life histories as part of a shared journey of 

decolonisation, is what has made my experience of this place and community so 

transformative. The narrative structure ascribed to these ‘journeys’, has helped me make sense 

of my own experience as a non-linear path of struggle, awareness, and understanding, in the 

act of relearning who each of us are as Māori – separate to the colonial structures which have 

become so deeply intertwined with what we know of ourselves and our pasts. It was finding 

this community that prompted the interrelated personal and research journeys of 

decolonisation for me, and whose insightful and culturally specific perspectives still continue 

to challenge my most fundamental beliefs about the world around me. The following chapter 

builds on these personal and collective journeys, and the process of naming, to conclude the 

thesis with an understanding of Māori Instagram as the ‘cultural centre’ of our digital 

community: the marae. I connect theory to the experiences of intergenerational trauma, shared 

narrative, and vulnerability (of my own, and others I spoke with), to argue that many of us 

who engage with Māori Instagram experience this space as a digital marae. By this I mean, a 

Māori centred experience of community, and further, as an affective space of connection 

through which the processes of decolonisation and healing can occur. Following this 

discussion, the chapter concludes with a reflection on the research process and findings within 

the broader contexts of decolonising methodologies and the sustained intergenerational 

struggle of our people in protecting and (re)imagining our past/future. 
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MĀORI INSTAGRAM AS A DIGITAL MARAE: CONNECTION, 
VULNERABILITY, AND HEALING 

The marae, as the social and spatial centre of familial iwi (tribe) and hapū (sub tribe) 

communities, has become a powerful symbolic assertion of our collective identity, rights, and 

culture. As structures which have survived centuries of colonisation, Walker claims that the 

marae is an institution, “fulfilling the deeply felt spiritual and cultural needs of ... Maori” 

(1992:26). Spatially, the term ‘marae’ is most often used to describe the whole marae 

complex, usually including the wharenui (meeting house), marae ātea (courtyard/public 

forum), and the wharekai (dining hall), among other buildings. The layout and function is 

often organised in accordance with the principles of tapu (sacred) and noa (profane), with 

notable social gatherings taking place within the marae, including hui (meetings/public 

discussions), and tangihanga (funeral rites), as well as sports, church services, and other 

communal activities (Walker, 1992). Traditionally the marae would be local, and in the 

ownership of specific iwi, hapū, and whānau (extended family) groups, however many urban 

marae have now been constructed to fulfil the cultural needs of varying communities, 

including universities and schools. As Walker (1992) discusses, while urban marae may not 

adhere to all of the ‘traditional’ marae criteria, they still provide the same ideological 

functions as experiential preservation sites of Māori knowledge, culture, and belonging. 

When speaking with Tayi about Māori Instagram and whakamā (self-doubt), which 

has come up many times in this thesis, our conversation turned to the sense of inadequacy that 

must eventually be overcome during the journey of reclaiming indigeneity and healing the 

disconnect felt by so many diasporic and millennial Māori. Within this discussion, Tayi 

quickly turned to talking about Māori Instagram as one of the spaces she (for the most part) 

felt comfortable sharing and negotiating her struggles. On a practical level, she identified that 

Instagram is just “where the Māori are”, but on a deeper level she also acknowledged the 

social processes that were occurring in this space, which enabled disconnected and dispersed 

Māori to meet, to gather, and to discuss. Within this conversation she named Māori Instagram 

as it was for her, a ‘digital papa kāinga (communal land)’ which facilitated connection to both 

our people and culture. Theorised further here as a ‘digital marae’, Tayi describes Māori 

Instagram enthusiastically as “a place for us to go, to gather. And we can have hui there!” As 

she further noted, many of us urban dwelling rangatahi (youth) on Instagram are unable to go 

to our marae, either because we physically cannot all go to one marae, or in the sense that we 

do not have that close relationship with our hapū or marae community that would make it feel 

appropriate for us to attend. Instead, Māori Instagram is our marae. It is a socially constituted 
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place which transcends physical boundedness, limitations of disconnection from whenua 

(land) and iwi, and allows all of us rangatahi, from Aotearoa and abroad, to connect with one 

another. Further, Māori Instagram also functions as a marae in a community sense, as Huriana 

described, like a whānau – that we are connected through this space and our journeys, as 

included in Chapter 1, “in the same waka (canoe)… paddling together.” I argue for the idea of 

a digital marae in the next section by exploring the functions of Māori Instagram as a place 

for exploring and expressing vulnerability, speaking of trauma, building connection, and 

ultimately, decolonising and healing. 

Vulnerable Connections 

What has been established so far is the importance of interpersonal interactions and 

relationships which constitute this space and, simultaneously, create a sense of community 

among diverse and dispersed rangatahi. As outlined in Chapter 3 also, ‘community’ has been 

conceptualised in varying ways through the lens of intimacy and relational networks 

(Boellstorff, 2008), and similarly through shared experiences, characteristics, and values as a 

basis of self and collective identifications of online publics (Clark, 2015). Within this 

academic research, digital communities are underscored by the same social processes as 

‘offline’ communities – of boundary work, establishing collective values, and coming 

together in discussion and interaction (Boellstorff, 2008; Clark, 2015). Māori Instagram has 

shown these same patterns of constructing connection and belonging, and in doing so, has 

provided profound and transformative experiences for many of us who frequent the space. 

Delving further into the nature of these relationships during our interview, Siobhan revealed 

to me that she considers these relationships to be the underlying purpose for her public 

presence in this space, and in her practices of sharing her own journey and supporting others 

with theirs. Feeling buried by the weight of my own imagined expectations in writing this 

thesis, I asked her how she felt about the responsibility of maintaining relationships with 

many familiar and unfamiliar Instagram followers and friends. Her response reminded me of 

how these relationships are guided not only by our Māoritanga (Māori culture), but also by 

the underlying principles of human connection, trust, and care: “you’re a kaitiaki, you’re 

guarding and you’re taking care of these people’s mana and whakaaro (thoughts) … You have 

to be careful with people.” For me this is also embodied in Figure 32, a piece of art by 

‘maori_mermaid’ that Siobhan chose to share. 
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Figure 32 Untitled Instagram story (maori_mermaid, 2019; shared by hello.wahine, 2019b). 

Siobhan is someone in this community who is trusted with the deeply personal 

thoughts and experiences of those who identify with her content and feel compelled to 

respond in turn, occasionally through comments, but most often through direct messages in 

response to her Instagram stories. Trusted with personal responses including shared 

experiences of trauma, Siobhan turns to the notion of reciprocity and manaakitanga 

(generosity) which binds us as Māori and as a collective. For just as Siobhan is relied upon 

with the thoughts and experiences of those who follow her, she trusts them with her own 

intimate histories, struggles, confessions, victories, and insecurities. Within the posts she 

makes, including those of her naked body accompanied by experiential memoirs or stories of 

family history, she invests greatly in creating relatable, emotionally engaging content – even 

if that content serves a dual therapeutic function for her. Amusingly, she told me about a time 

when she had to meet a follower in person, and was confronted suddenly by the idea that they 

perhaps knew too much about her – so she apologised to them, claiming “Oh my God you’ve 
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seen my soul! I am so sorry!” This demonstrates the disjunct between online and offline 

worlds, their prescribed norms for emotional expression, and the differing audiences of 

someone who may be a trusted acquaintance in the intimate space of Māori Instagram, but a 

stranger when encountered in offline contexts. It is the underlying, sometimes unequal but 

ultimately reciprocal relationship of trust, openness, and vulnerability, however, which 

facilitates a sense of connection in meaningful online encounters. 

These considerations and experiences reflect discussions by Trundle and colleagues 

(2019) in relation to the life affirming possibilities of ‘vulnerable articulations’ in journeys of 

illness and recovery. Where vulnerability has largely been conceptualised within 

anthropology and more generally in relation to threat and exposure, these authors instead 

argue that vulnerability is neither wholly positive or negative, restorative or detrimental; 

vulnerable articulations as social connections are instead dynamic, interconnected, “joined to 

and emergent out of a wide range of shifting social and political conditions” (2019:198). In 

just this way, many of us in this space of Māori Instagram are likely familiar with the word 

‘vulnerability’ used as a descriptor of our supposed powerlessness. In a world where racism, 

intergenerational trauma, and structural inequality are still a reality many of us face, allowing 

oneself to be emotionally vulnerable may connote risk to personal wellbeing, and is politically 

fraught when considering the burden of representation. Within certain contexts, emotional 

vulnerability can be associated with danger, exploitation, or exposure. However, within this 

space on Instagram we have built affective relationships of trust, underpinned by 

manaakitanga and reciprocity, which invite intimacy and connection. The leaders of our 

community took the first leap of faith, allowing us into their private lives and inviting a 

mutually restorative connection, united by our shared emotions and experiences. 

These relational practices constitute our digital community of Māori Instagram, but 

also our specific type of community – a marae community centred on this culturally 

significant space of knowledge, history, identity, and whakapapa (ancestry). While other 

digital communities might be connected through equally significant lived experiences, our 

familial connections and understandings which connect all Māori to each other, our ancestors, 

and the land (outlined in Chapter 4), provide powerful loyalties, moral obligations, and shared 

values that bind us together through and within this digital medium, and further provide 

restorative outcomes in contrast with the feeling of disconnect familiar to so many of us. 

Similarly, some of the therapeutic processes which take place within the physical 

marae space have parallels online too. Tangihanga, as mentioned earlier, invites vulnerability, 

catharsis, and ultimately belonging in the sharing of grief (Nikora & Te Awekotuku, 2012), 
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similar to that described in Chapter 2 in relation to online expressions and collective grieving 

processes of ‘Sorry Business’ by First Nations Australians on Facebook (Carlson & Frazer, 

2015). Proximity and temporality are central to these processes, achieved, for example, by our 

community through the affective practices surrounding Ihumātao. However, this requires 

immense effort in bridging technological and spatial divides – a level of involvement which is 

unsustainable in accordance with the demands of our everyday lives. Furthermore, aspects of 

this digital platform, absent of physically afforded communal privacy or tapu as guidance for 

behaviour (as with tangihanga), have led to separation through moments or reminders which 

violate the trust afforded. 

Related to this is Gibson & Talaie’s (2018) conceptualisation of online spaces as ‘new 

intimate publics’ where private and emotional narrative is communicated through public 

forums, as introduced in Chapter 2. Within these spaces, they write, “emotionalism is set free 

from its associative and moral containment in private spaces” (2018:283), now exposed to the 

purview of vast and varied audiences. Where marae have spatial boundaries of fences, paths, 

and occasionally a single point of entry strictly protected by way of ritual and pōwhiri 

(welcoming ceremony), Māori Instagram has virtually no protections outside of the privacy of 

direct messages and time-limited stories. This leaves much of the emotional and intimate 

content exposed to strangers, specifically non-Māori, with varying intentions and levels of 

understanding. 

However, while the conceptualisation of intimate publics may reflect, as above, the 

risks associated of vulnerability, so too do they create close, intimate environments for which 

to share difficult experiences such as grief and pain (Gibson & Talaie, 2018). Comforted by 

the many others who contribute their own stories and share similar values or understandings, 

intimate digital publics and practices of vulnerability foster reciprocal environments of trust, 

providing spaces for transformative experience. A significant aspect of creating these intimate 

spaces and connections on Māori Instagram, as I will further explain, lies in the relational 

process of developing collective meaning and understanding in the form of sharing narratives. 

Personal Experiences and Shared Narrative 

In Chapter 2 I outlined literature related to the significance of personal narratives in 

performing and negotiating identities. Just as Tuhiwai Smith (2012) has claimed that naming 

can express realities, so too can stories engage in this very same process through giving voice 

to subjectivities. As Langellier notes, narratives “emerge as a practical communication 

activity as we take up and piece together bits of our experience into stories” (1999:139). The 
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experiences of rangatahi Māori – which encompass the legacy of historical trauma, moments 

of tension and doubt, and other moments of awareness and growth – all become a part of the 

shared stories we tell of decolonisation. These stories take on easily recognisable narrative 

structures that help to make meaning of personal experiences (Langellier, 1999), just as the 

relational practice of telling and listening to said stories forms part of the vulnerable 

connections I have discussed above. 

A significant portion of experiences featured within the narrative stories shared on 

Māori Instagram, were the embodied emotions of grief and pain in relation to the history and 

continued impacts of colonial trauma. Reflecting on the observations of many Māori 

academics included in the earlier literature review (Pihama et al., 2014; Borrell et al., 2018, 

etc.), it is apparent that intergenerational or historical trauma continues to impact Māori in 

many different ways. Within my own research, pain, grief, and even whakamā emerged over 

and over again. The references were often subtle, but they appeared in confessional stories 

such as Siobhan’s intimate, long-format photo captions, speaking of how she had experienced 

Western beauty standards and internalised fat phobia as wahine Māori. They appeared in 

Māori Mermaid’s tearful video voicing her connection to Ihumātao and dismay at the 

situation and historical contexts of land seizure. They additionally could be found in text or 

video-based commentary which was used to add personal stories and experiences to larger 

discourse, such as white environmentalism and veganism which leaders like ‘phatmahmah’ 

used narrative to provide intersectional critique of. Other personal experiences and histories 

of grief were communicated through memes, quotes, and artwork, picked up and shared by 

others as the content resonated with their own personal experiences of colonisation. 

While personal narrative is conceptualised as means to reinterpret subjective 

experience into relatable, communicative forms (Langellier, 1999), further discursive 

practices, such as the process of sharing and circulating selective stories related to historical 

trauma, prioritises and filters a particular range of experiences into collective narrative forms. 

It is through repetitive processes such as these, Langellier (1999) asserts, that we come to tell 

familiar stories of similar experiences, uniting personal experience within collective narrative, 

and similarly, narrative forms shaping personal experience. For example, just as the narratives 

of pain and grief told on Māori Instagram were shared within a framework of decolonisation, 

so too did the often senseless experiences of trauma begin to be transformed as they were 

understood by individuals as a necessary part of healing work. While I will return to these 

important themes of decolonisation and healing in the following section, for now it is the 
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underlying practice of storytelling, within shared narrative, that I wish to highlight in relation 

to Māori Instagram as marae. 

Exploring the idea of shared “cultural narratives” in relation to methods, Ware and 

colleagues (2018) outline the culturally-embedded practice of storytelling as a fundamental 

part of how Māori have and continue to communicate shared values, understandings, and 

histories through narrative. These cultural narratives, as they explain, take a variety of 

different forms. They can be found in oration practices such as mihimihi (introductions) and 

kōrero (speeches); in artforms such as waiata (song), and whakairo (carving); and in ritual 

such as pōwhiri and karanga (ceremonial welcome call) (Ware et al., 2018). Importantly for 

the context of this thesis, these forms of storytelling that I have included here, are all essential 

aspects of the marae space and experience. Within the context of cultural narrative, a 

fundamental function of the marae then begins to emerge as a place for telling stories, and for 

establishing and sharing cultural knowledge.  

Māori Instagram as marae, functions in this same way as we gather to this platform, 

share stories, and develop shared meaning. While others have outlined the ways that Māori 

social networking is different or perhaps inferior to kanohi ki te kanohi (face to face), or to 

formal gatherings which may take place on the marae (Waitoa et al., 2015), I believe the 

concept of both of these spaces operates similarly with regard to acting as a significant site of 

cultural knowledge production and affirmation. Through sharing our collective experiences in 

narrative form, we can negotiate and validate cultural meaning. We can centre Māoritanga in 

our experiences, understandings, and identity. Furthermore, through the relational practices of 

telling and listening to stories (as described above), we can create safe spaces for voicing 

vulnerability and recontextualising histories of colonialism, which in itself, may constitute 

healing. 

Through our many interactions on Māori Instagram, which included shared cultural 

narratives of pain and trauma, we have created a place which empowers us with the ability to 

unburden, share, explore uncertainties, and respond innovatively. Furthermore, through the 

narrative practices of leaders who share the “mess” of their lives, as Siobhan framed it, 

vulnerability made community connection through dialogue and relatability. A specific type 

of community bound by aspirations of decolonisation, where rangatahi Māori might feel a 

certain level of safety and trust in reciprocating their own vulnerability in the meaning making 

process. Inviting the potential of healing, be it temporary or intergenerationally, from 

historical trauma. 
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Decolonisation and Healing 

Of all the hundreds of posts I analysed throughout this research, there was one in 

particular that encapsulated perfectly the ideas of decolonisation and healing that I observed 

in practices on Māori Instagram. Anonymously written, it affirmed over and over through 

each person who shared it, that colonisation consisted of the three Ms – “The Missionaries to 

pacify the people. The Military to keep the people pacified and the Masses, to overpopulate 

and assimilate the people [sic].” – and that decolonisation involved a corresponding three Ms 

– “The Marae, the home of the people. The Mauri, the life essence of people and the Mana, 

the power and authority of the people [sic].” It captured in just a few words what academics 

have tried painstakingly to explain about varied journeys of finding a sense of self alongside, 

and in relation to, te ao Māori (the Māori world). As a personal and collective process, it 

involves community and connection (whanaungatanga); spirituality (wairuaratanga); locally 

situated experiences of wellbeing (hauora); and finally, decolonisation also involves 

empowerment, resilience, and tino rangatiratanga (George et al., 2014; Wirihana & Smith, 

2014; Bryers-Brown, 2015; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). 

Within this ‘three M’s’ framework, marae is conceptualised as one part of the 

decolonisation process. However, as it is understood as a cultural institution (Walker, 1992) 

and a ‘home of the people’, as outlined above, the marae may at the same time act as a 

communal and intimate site in which these other processes of decolonisation can take place. 

In this way, Māori Instagram as a marae, a socially constituted place (Chapter 3), an affective 

(Chapter 4) and dialogical space (Chapter 5), and further as an emically experienced site of 

community and culture, functions in a similar socio-spatial way to facilitate connection, 

decolonisation, and healing. 

As a digital space there are obvious differences to the marae in addition to those which 

have already been mentioned throughout this chapter. As examples, on Instagram we cannot 

embrace one another, we are not all fully present together at once, we are not surrounded by 

reminders of our tīpuna (ancestors), we cannot physically participate in important events, or 

share food together. However, there are practices I observed for each of these that fill similar 

purposes. While we cannot embrace each other, we can see and talk to each other face-to-face 

within this space far more often than we might otherwise, at a physical marae, or on 

significant occasions. While we cannot partake in pōwhiri or hui, we can still digitally meet, 

interact, and share stories with other Māori, whom geography might have prevented us ever 

meeting before. Furthermore, while we might not share a meal ‘in person’, I have personally 

attended Instagram live discussions between multiple people where, on their recommendation, 
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we have all been snacking at the same time, i.e. ‘together’. Our social and cultural practices as 

Māori, similarly to the marae, continue to adapt with the changing needs of our people 

(Walker, 1992). ‘Traditional’ marae groups often gather and organise via Facebook 

(O’Carroll, 2013), and the urban marae has similarly extended our understanding of what it is 

that constitutes a marae, and what this cultural institution in turn, can provide successive 

generations of Māori as we continue the process of decolonisation. 

Returning to decolonisation as it is experienced in an embodied sense, was often 

described by the emotions that the journey encompasses, of grief, pain, anger, and struggle in 

confronting loss and transcending suffering (Brave Heart, 2005). Similarly, the transformative 

aspects of this journey have been described by the therapeutic affects the process inspires: 

hope, creativity, growth, and importantly, healing (similar to that discussed by Kirmayer 

(2013) in Chapter 2). While it was not clear if sharing grief amongst this intimate space and 

community constituted healing in itself, healing was identified enthusiastically in some way 

by each of the leaders I spoke with, in relation to their experiences of Māori Instagram. 

Tayi joked about her selfies, claiming that, “[with] this face, I’m undoing so many 

years of colonial trauma!” perhaps referring to diverse representation in addition to the 

community that she has been active in creating, centring shared understandings and 

experiences outlined in this chapter. For Siobhan, healing was about “looking colonisation in 

the face”, be it through memes or dialogue, to challenge power structures and reclaim 

indigenous ways of being, in caring for each other and the land. For Huriana, a 

“homecoming” was found through the takatāpui community which reconnected them with te 

ao Māori. Further, common threads of growth, support, reciprocity, and community featured 

throughout their answers in relation to this space, reflecting some the culturally specific forms 

of healing I observed, and practices of connection and decolonisation that I theorised in 

relation to digital marae. 
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Figure 33 Untitled Instagram post (hurianakt.a, 2019b). 

As the examples discussed throughout this thesis have demonstrated, healing on 

Instagram was actualised through a diverse repertoire of narrative, memes, art, fashion, 

activism, etc., and experienced in many different ways. It was both personal and collective. It 

was about connecting in the social sense, as well as reconnecting with histories, knowledge, 

and ways of being that were taken from our ancestors (see Huriana’s embodied experience in 

Figure 33). Further, it was about reconnecting with whakapapa, reo (language), and 

spirituality, which helped to imagine a decolonised sense of self and comprehend experiences 

of personal and collective trauma. It appeared that an experience of healing, in whatever form 

that took, was something that each of us found through Māori Instagram. 

CONCLUSION 

While conducting this research, I had the unique privilege of embarking on my own 

journey of decolonisation alongside, and with the help of, those Māori rangatahi leaders 

whose posts comforted me, whose thoughts helped me make sense of my own feelings, and 
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ultimately, whose example gave me the courage to finish this writing. Though many of us are 

strangers, from all walks of life, and on different stages of our personal journeys of 

decolonisation, through the connections built between one another and with te ao Māori, each 

and every one of us has found some form of comfort from this space. With these experiences 

in mind, throughout this chapter I have argued for the concept of a digital marae when 

considering this place and community of Instagram as a Māori centred space which facilitates 

an experience of transformative connection. Now, as I conclude the thesis, I return to my 

original research question for this thesis, which was: 

In what ways can the digital practices of rangatahi on Māori Instagram be 

understood through a lens of decolonisation? 

Throughout this thesis, both academic literature and lived experiences have highlighted that 

an embodied experience of historical trauma has led to a profound sense of alienation for 

many generations of indigenous people, including Māori. Through exploring land based 

activism and protection, in addition to the negotiation of tikanga (values and practices) and 

identity, I have demonstrated the ways a new generation of rangatahi Māori are undoing 

processes of alienation and transforming Instagram into a site of decolonisation through 

harnessing the affordances of the platform to gather, discuss, and connect – with each other, 

the whenua, and the very essence of who we are as Māori. It is this connection, I argue, which 

in many ways constitutes decolonisation and facilitates healing. 

The fieldwork I engaged in and the insight that was shared with me during this 

research journey was so vast, and included so many personal experiences, that I could not 

hope to cover it all in the short space of this thesis. Given the opportunity, I would be 

interested to further explore some of these ideas which include discussions of emotional 

labour as it relates to decolonisation, and experiences of healing for followers as opposed to 

the inner circle of leaders in these transformative relationships. Following Ihumātao, I would 

also be interested in exploring digital space and place more comprehensively as it relates to 

environmental discourse, in addition to visual representations of the body through Māori 

Instagram during this time. 

In addition to the many opportunities for further exploration, there were several 

factors I took into consideration regarding the nature of ethnography as research centred on a 

specific community, undertaken during a particular moment in time. These primarily related 

to sampling factors, which in turn has to do with the demography of ‘Māori Instagram’ itself, 

that primarily consists of young (generally late teens to mid 30s) wāhine Māori who follow 
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each other within this community. This is perhaps due to the majority of Instagram users 

themselves primarily identifying as female, and under 34 years (Statista, 2020), as well as, as 

explored in this thesis, the gendered nature of resistance/political efforts. Socioeconomic 

factors also inevitably influence our community. A number of the leaders and ‘bougie natives’ 

I spoke with in this research and followed on Instagram, acknowledged that while they may 

not have had an economically privileged upbringing, they hold a certain degree of stability 

and economic privilege now, as exemplified by their (and my own) access to tertiary 

education. This experience inevitably shaped their different forms of participation at 

Ihumātao, on Māori Instagram, and my own analysis. Furthermore, we all still require access 

to digital technology to participate in this space, the financial cost of which has prohibited 

(Parker, 2003) and continues to prohibit, many Māori from participating in these spaces and 

discussions. Finally, the purposive sampling process I chose to adopt in this research, 

especially considering the contexts of Ihumātao, meant that I followed a lot of individuals 

with similar political beliefs and activist leanings. I could not hope to encompass every user in 

this space, so I chose to include individuals who I already followed in addition to those who 

engaged strongly with the themes of this research. Limited by scope, I was forced to privilege 

the voices of a select few over those many others. With all of this in mind, as an ethnographic 

study this research is not intended to be generalised or representative of all Māori 

experiences, or even all of Māori Instagram. Instead, this writing is my own subjective 

interpretation of the practices of some leaders from this digital community. 

The ‘subset’ of Māori Instagram leaders I followed covered over 30 different 

individuals and groups, each with their own varied lived experiences, social circumstances, 

and relationship with te ao Māori. Their words and thoughts often weighed heavy throughout 

this research, particularly as I reflected on the kaupapa Māori research (KMR) principles, 

outlined and reflected on in Chapters 1 and 3, which were reinforced specifically by posts 

during fieldwork which cautioned “anything claiming to be kaupapa Māori research MUST 

actively seek to alleviate inequality and systemic racism” (Tatoutatouorg, 2019). While the 

intentions of this research always were that it benefit Māori in some way, the sentiments of 

this quote, and others like it, encouraged me to reflect realistically on the outcomes of this 

research. As a Master’s thesis, the reach and potential for meaningful change are fairly limited 

by the format. On occasion this reality felt like an affront to the sentiments of KMR, however, 

there are ways I have identified this research, in ethnographic format, being of potential 

benefit to Māori. For one, writing and bearing witness to this important moment in digital 

history, including the recounts and recordings of Ihumātao through social media, felt like 

capturing a moment in time now lost and deleted from many heavily curated Instagram pages. 
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Secondly, focusing on lived experience through the users and creators of Māori Instagram 

themselves, and their personal journeys, highlights the agency and mana (power) of rangatahi 

Māori in this moment of resistance and in ordinary life. Finally, through pursuing this 

research project and sharing my own vulnerability in including a personal journey of my own, 

hopefully affirms and encourages other Māori graduate students with complex indigenous 

positionalities and/or relationships with te ao Māori to pursue research that is meaningful to 

them, despite the feelings of whakamā which may accompany the responsibilities of KMR. In 

acknowledging the limited reach of this thesis format, my intentions going forward are to 

produce accessible academic and public texts from this work, including a scholarly article and 

texts for digital media outlets that will be freely accessible to the digital community who have 

shared so much with me. 

When considering kaupapa Māori principles in my own research, a focus on mana and 

agency was always at the heart of my intentions in framing the experiences of those on 

Instagram. Part of the impetus for this has been to make up for the shortcomings of my 

predecessors in the field of anthropology who caused significant harm through the 

epistemological truths they crafted through their own Eurocentric worldviews, from the lives 

of many indigenous ‘others’. Fortunately, anthropology as a discipline and ethnography as a 

methodology is largely changed from early iterations, thanks to the reflexive turn which 

occurred during the 20th century (Ortner, 2016). As Ortner highlights, significant disciplinary 

turns have grounded epistemological meaning making in lived, embodied experiences in 

addition to the socio-political contexts from which they emerge. This has been particularly 

helpful when exposing the human impact of contemporary struggles such as neoliberalism, 

however, as mentioned in Chapter 4, through what is termed ‘dark anthropology’, 

anthropologists may inadvertently strip agency from the communities and individuals they 

write about through the construction of a ‘suffering subject’, or conversely, undermine the 

harsh realities faced by the same communities through an ‘anthropology of the good’ which 

focuses only on creative resistance to structural inequalities divorced from socioeconomic 

context. Instead, as Ortner advises and as I have attempted to achieve in this research, ‘activist 

anthropology’ may include both a cultural critique in order to highlight the lived imposition of 

governing forces such as capitalism, neoliberalism, and colonisation, and additionally, focus 

on expressions of hope and agency in creative resistance against these oppressive social 

structures. This then captures the transformative acts of imagining “alternative political and 

economic futures” (Ortner, 2016:66).  
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Just as Ortner acknowledges the disciplinary balance between an ‘ethics of 

probability’ and an ‘ethics of possibility’ (Appadurai, 2013; cited in Ortner, 2016), Trundle 

and colleagues highlight the way a focus on relationships of care which foster positive 

vulnerabilities are “crucial for addressing the pernicious effects of precarity, illness and 

negative vulnerabilities” (2019:198). As this research has affirmed, human connections of 

vulnerability, whether online or offline, are both ‘emergent out of’ experiences of 

intergenerational trauma, and additionally, facilitate the healing process of decolonisation.  

 

Figure 34 Untitled Instagram story (ogjessb, 2019; shared by maori_mermaid, 2019g). 

However, where journeys of decolonisation diverge from other familiar journey narratives 

(implying an end or destination), is the ongoing struggle which was spoken of as a reality of 

this process – as Ranginui Walker famously reframed in the title of his book Ka Whawhai 

Tonu Matou: Struggle without End (2004). While this might seem inherently disempowering, 

Tayi explains it a different way. Instead of speaking of hope or agency, Tayi speaks of our 
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obligations to past and future generations – something I discussed in relation to the land in 

Chapter 3, and in relation to identity making in Chapter 5 – placing us as rangatahi Māori 

within broader cosmological and ancestral understandings of duty and belonging (see Figure 

34). As we discussed: 

Jordan: Do you think there’s an end to it … an end to the journey?  

Tayi: Nah ... I mean I feel like I’ll just keep decolonising till I die … But it’s 

okay ... You just have to do the mahi. It does get easier! It gets easier 

[personally], and it gets easier for the next generation. Every door that you 

open, you make that path easier for someone else to walk, every time you 

walk it. 

A kaupapa central to Māori Instagram, this quote reflects the culturally grounded 

understandings of reciprocity which shape the processes of guardianship, activism, self-

expression, and community that permeate this space. An ethos I hope this thesis contributes 

to. 
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APPENDIX 2 

Interview Topics: 

- Inspiration for creating Instagram account 

- ‘Influencer’ identification 

- Community on Instagram 

- Personal use of social media 

- Perception of followers 

- Gender imbalance on Instagram 

- Personal journey of engaging with te ao Māori 

- Imposter syndrome and gatekeeping 

- Healing 

- Generational divide 

- Rangatahi and Māori identity & Multiplicity 

- Challenging tikanga 

- Authenticity and tradition 

- Māori visibility and representation 

- Perceptions of social media 

- Instagram as a platform & Instagram stories 

- Potential of digital technology 

- Ihumātao 

- Difficult posts 

- Posts most proud of 

- Māori histories and impacts on contemporary experience 

- Reclaiming mātauranga Māori 

- Creative process and publishing artwork through Instagram 

- Activism 

- Accessibility and voice on Māori Instagram 

- Takatāpui identities 

- What it means to be Māori online 

- Shared experience 

- Vulnerability 

- Responsibility vs reciprocity  
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APPENDIX 3 

List of Thematic Codes from Analysis of Interviews 

- Advocating for intersectionality within social movements 

- Emotional labour and racism 

- Establishing a new Māori identity 

- Healing 

- Journey of decolonisation 

- Kaitiakitanga – indigenous land rights 

- Divisions 

- Māori Instagram 

o Accessibility 

o Community 

o Comparisons to other platforms 

o Contention 

o Downsides of platform 

o Function 

o Gender participation 

o Outsider perceptions 

- Multiplicity 

- Personal social media 

- Representations of non-Māori bodies 

- Resistance against the crown 

- Responsibilities of rangatahi Māori 

- Tinana Māori (Māori body) 

- Visibility of Māori 
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