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Abstract 

The following thesis is a study about Māori hyper-incarceration and the ongoing targeted 

incarceration of Indigenous peoples in Aotearoa New Zealand. Drawing from semi-

structured interviews with Māori ex-inmates, their family members and Indigenous prison 

scholars, this thesis analyses structural constraints and everyday struggles regarding 

incarceration, violence and dispossession. Acknowledging the social structures, historical 

context and power relations between Indigenous peoples and settler-colonial society, this 

thesis investigates Māori incarceration as a structural problem that has its roots in New 

Zealand’s colonial and neo-colonial history. 

Throughout the thesis, the over-representation of Māori in the criminal justice system is 

not understood as an independent issue, much less a criminogenic problem, but as a wider 

social harm issue that has been in the making by various historical and structural 

processes of dispossession. The study investigates the ongoing process of the making of 

Māori hyper-incarceration with its destructive social, cultural, economic and political 

consequences. It reveals the active presence of structural violence that intimately 

translates into the violence continuum in everyday social settings and relationships. This 

includes a critical outcome where Māori incarceration becomes unremarked, internalised 

and taken for granted. 

This study investigates Māori hyper-incarceration as a both condition and process. 

Because it is constantly in the making – constructed, experienced and normalised – and as 

such a political decision it can also be unmade. Thus, the aim of the research is to 

critically analyse and understand this systemic process while at the same time identify the 

potential for transformative change in the prison and community sector that could lead to 

significant change in the criminal justice system and the broader society leading to higher 

levels of personal and community well-being. 
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Glossary 

Aotearoa long white cloud; New Zealand 

aroha  love, compassion  

hapū     sub-tribe, kinship group, clan 

iwi  tribe   

kaumātua  elder, a person with high status and respect 

kaupapa   philosophy, topic, matter for discussion 

kāwanatanga  government, governance  

mana   prestige, authority, power, control, influence  

marae  meeting area, where formal greetings and discussions take 

place   

Pākehā English, foreign, New Zealander of European descent 

tangata whenua Indigenous people, local people, people born of the land 

te reo Māori the Māori language 

tikanga  correct protocol, custom, method, practice  

tino rangatiratanga self-determination, sovereignty, autonomy  

whakapapa  genealogy, lineage, descent 

whānau 

 

extended family, family group  

Source: https://maoridictionary.co.nz/ 
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Chapter 1: An Introduction 

The Problem 

You have to change everything in your head. You have to be able to switch 

that off [the outside world] to survive. When I was in the prison I learnt to 

live in the prison, don’t let your mind go outside of the prison ‘cause if you 

are outside of the prison you are fucked up (Niko, ex-inmate and state ward). 

When I was growing up I had nothing, like, we were poor and I didn’t want 

that my children would live like that. And everything that I had done was to 

survive and provide for my children, which is really no excuse but I did it. 

Yes, it’s mainly surviving and I pretty much survived by myself since I was 

12. In some respect I do think that the government should provide a lot more 

for Māori. There should be a lot more support networks there in place for 

us, mainly housing and stuff, housing and jobs. It’s hard for prisoner, for 

ex-prisoner too, you know, because you can’t get out of it, like, I’ve got like 

five rap sheets, side by side, like five pages full of criminal history. For 

somebody like me it’s so hard to get work and I’ve got heaps of 

qualifications, you know, like level two, level three, level four, but nobody 

wants me so it’s quite hard. (Terina, ex-inmate)  

Niko and Terina are former inmates. Their lives have been intimately involved in New 

Zealand’s criminal justice system and its associated social institutions. They have 

experienced forms of confinement from their early age: from being a state ward (Niko), 

witnessing or experiencing police harassment or racial discrimination (Terina), to being 

incarcerated in New Zealand’s prisons. Niko and Terina were raised in a social 

environment characterised by systematic deprivation, poverty, violence and the lack of 

hope. They are both Māori, members of the Indigenous community in Aotearoa New 

Zealand.  

For more than three decades, significant increases in incarceration rates have been a 

major problem in many countries, including Aotearoa New Zealand. Currently, New 

Zealand has an incarceration rate of almost 214 per 100,000 people (World Prison Brief, 

June 2018).1 This figure puts it high up the leader board of international incarceration 

rates. When the data is disaggregated for ethnicity the rate is even more sobering. The 

                                                 
1 See http://www.prisonstudies.org/country/new-zealand 
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Māori incarceration rate is around 700 per 100,000, a rate that is seen as the tipping point 

for mass incarceration with inter-generational impact (Workman, 2011). Many 

intellectuals and prison experts such as Kim Workman (2012), Tracey McIntosh (2017) 

and Simone Bull (2017) assert that in the last twenty-five years, the crime rate in New 

Zealand has been falling steadily. In 1980, at the time of significantly higher crime rates 

than in contemporary New Zealand, the prisons had fewer than 3000 inmates at any given 

time (Bull, 2017, p. 738). However, by 2015, the prison population number exceeded 

10,000 inmates (Department of Corrections, 2016). Considering the growing trend of 

incarceration (coming close to 11,000 in 2018) we note that the imprisonment rate has 

more than tripled over the past thirty-five years. Thus, Workman (2012) argues that 

“there is no relationship anywhere in the world between the imprisonment rate and the 

crime rate. The imprisonment rate is not a measure of crime. It is a measure of the 

consumption of punishment” (p. 4). 

One of the most well-known statistical facts in New Zealand today is that Māori make up 

around 15 per cent of the New Zealand population but over 50 per cent of the prison 

population (McIntosh and Workman, 2017, p. 725). When the data is disaggregated for 

gender the rate is even more concerning: Māori women represent around two thirds of 

women prisoners (Ibid.). Māori are more likely to be apprehended, charged and convicted 

than non- Māori. In particular, Māori are seven-and-a-half times more likely to receive a 

custodial sentence than Pākehā (white New Zealanders) and eleven times more likely to 

be remanded in custody while waiting for a trial (Workman and McIntosh, 2013, p. 126). 

These statistical figures correlate with other data related to social harm in the country 

where Māori are disproportionately affected. In relation to the criminal justice system, 

Māori incarceration rates imply the phenomenon that David Garland (2001) calls the 

mass incarceration or mass imprisonment:  

Imprisonment becomes mass imprisonment when it ceases to be the 

incarceration of individual offenders and becomes the systematic 

imprisonment of whole groups of the population ... This means that 

imprisonment has become one of the social institutions that structure this 

group’s experience. It becomes part of the socialization process. Every 

family, every household, every individual in these neighbourhoods has 

direct personal knowledge of the prison (Garland, 2001, pp. 1-2). 

Drawing from semi-structured interviews with ex-inmates (people who experienced 

incarceration directly), their family members and Indigenous prison scholars, this thesis 
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reveals that the imprisonment and the criminal justice are part of the socialisation process 

for many Māori families or whānau. For many the prison is not seen as something that is 

socially exceptional or atypical but as an everyday part of people’s existence (see also 

Blagg, 2008; Cunneen et al., 2013). Different forms of confinement, embodied 

particularly in the form of systematic incarceration of Indigenous peoples through prison 

and youth detention, are part of an experiential and knowledge system. Moreover, it is not 

a coincidence that settler states (New Zealand, Australia, Canada and the United States) 

are all characterised by high incarceration rates of Indigenous peoples (Cunneen and 

Tauri, 2016). This implies particular historical and structural contexts where the issue of 

incarceration cannot be reduced to the present time, much less understood as an 

individual problem. Because it is systematic, Māori incarceration represents an important 

public issue or a social problem. Thus, what might be seen as a personal problem of the 

individual is from critical and sociological perspective a social problem that requires 

collective solutions. As Tracey McIntosh and Leon Radojkovic (2012) point out, 

“Individual incarceration is a collective experience. Prisoners come from families, they 

will return to families, and their imprisonment has a marked impact upon their families” 

(p. 43). Acknowledging social structures, historical context and power relations between 

Indigenous peoples and settler society in Aotearoa New Zealand, this thesis investigates 

Māori incarceration as a structural problem that has its roots in New Zealand’s colonial 

history. 

However, this thesis is not merely a story about Māori mass incarceration but something 

that appears in a longer historical and socially embedded trajectory. This research tells the 

story of an ongoing colonialism, a politically targeted incarceration or hyper-

incarceration (Wacquant, 2014), dressed into the ‘postcolonial’ clothes of ‘racism 

without racists’ (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). With the colonisation of Aotearoa New Zealand 

and development of a white settler society based on the imposition of European social 

institutions, the capitalist political economy and the appropriation of Indigenous land, 

Māori became subject to British understandings of law and order. To justify mass colonial 

settlement in the nineteenth century colonisers used both ideological and repressive 

strategies of exclusion. A colonial ideology was embodied through symbolic violence 

based on the systematic ignorance of tikanga Māori (customs and practices) and forced 

identities (McIntosh, 2005) that embedded racism into the white settler’s society; 

meanwhile repressive strategies were instilled through law and order policies and police 
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enforcement (Walker, 1990). Consequently, Māori became a focus, and a subject of, the 

criminal justice system. Since then they have been over-represented in prisons, juvenile 

detention centres and other forms of confinement. Thus, besides the current issue of 

Māori over-representation in the criminal justice system, this thesis investigates Māori 

hyper-incarceration in relation to neo-colonial domination (the making of economic, 

political and cultural dominance over Indigenous peoples), intergenerational trauma 

(George et al., 2014) and both state and everyday violence or, more correctly, a violence 

continuum (Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois, 2004). As analysed in this thesis, these 

processes have been systematically imposed by the structure of dispossession and 

reproduced through various macro, meso and micro strategies. They signify both 

structural and everyday constraints of hyper-incarceration and its inseparable connection 

to (neo)colonial violence and the accumulation of disadvantages suffered by Aotearoa’s 

Indigenous peoples (Tauri, 2009; Wacquant, 2009; McIntosh, 2014). In other words, the 

over-representation of Māori in the criminal justice system is not understood as an 

independent issue, much less a criminogenic problem, but as a wider social harm issue 

that has been in the making by various historical and structural processes of 

dispossession. This thesis is therefore a research about systematically oppressed people 

who struggle under neo-colonial relations and about the very system that oppresses them. 

It is about the ongoing process of the making of Māori hyper-incarceration with its 

destructive social, cultural, economic and political consequences. 

Situating the Research 

Instead of Garland’s conception of mass incarceration, this thesis understands the issue of 

Māori incarceration through two concepts: hyper-incarceration (Wacquant, 2009) and the 

violence continuum (Bourgois, 2001; Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois, 2004). Drawing 

from Indigenous scholars (Jackson, 1988; 2004; 2017; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999; Alfred and 

Corntassel, 2005; Quince, 2007; Tauri, 2009; Mikaere, 2011; Workman and McIntosh, 

2013; Webb, 2017) and acknowledging the historical context of Aotearoa New Zealand 

(Walker, 1990; Wynyard, 2017), we tie both concepts to colonialism – a structure of 

dispossession that comes in practice through imperial conquest, domination and 

dehumanisation of the oppressed by the oppressors (Césaire, 2000; Freire, 2005; 

Coulthard, 2015). An inseparable connection between colonialism, violence continuum 

and hyper-incarceration, which includes the crucial role of the state’s structural violence 
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and institutional racism, is important in reading this thesis that understands the over-

representation of Māori in the criminal justice system (and increasingly also Pasifika) as a 

continuous colonial attack on Indigenous peoples. Taiaiake Alfred and Jeff Corntassel 

(2005) assert that, “It must be understood that the aboriginalist assault takes place in a 

politico-economic context of historic and ongoing dispossession and of contemporary 

deprivation and poverty” (p. 599). Structural marginalisation can be identified through the 

historical trajectory of state violence and social harm that often relate to the over-

representation of Indigenous peoples in the criminal justice system – from poverty, 

inadequate housing, lack of access to quality education and medical care, to various 

addictions, state abuse, over-surveillance of deprived neighbourhoods by the police and 

racial profiling (Jackson 2004; Quince, 2007; Poata-Smith, 2013; Stanley, 2016; Stanley 

and Mihaere, 2018). This suggests that the issue of Māori hyper-incarceration carries 

significant social consequences. Thus, in the following paragraphs I situate the research 

through core concepts of the thesis. 

Hyper-incarceration 

Hyper-incarceration signifies a politically targeted and selective incarceration of a 

particular social group. It reveals the wider impact of imprisonment that colonises both 

inside and outside world, pushing targeted people into a liminal existence between prison 

and a marginalised community (Wacquant, 2001; 2009). As a concept that necessarily 

relates to structural constraints and everyday social dispositions in longue durée (long-

term historical structures), the rationale of Loïc Wacquant’s hyper-incarceration differs 

from Garland’s idea of mass incarceration: first, Garland’s explanation of mass 

incarceration suggests that when the society is characterised by mass incarceration it is in 

regard to large portions of the society, such as in the case of mass unemployment. And 

second, the term mass implies focus on numerical and cost-effective discourse rather than 

deep socio-historical structures and systemic practices. Hyper-incarceration, on the other 

hand, focuses on the interplay of the engines of inequality centred around capitalism as a 

mode of accumulation, colonialism as the structure of dispossession and racism as 

ideological tool to justify the former two. The term hyper (over and beyond) carries a 

deeper meaning in relation to particular ideologies and practices of violence that are 

systemically imposed and embedded to the degree that they become taken for granted and 

normalised. According to Wacquant (2009; 2014), and Chris Cunneen et al. (2013), the 
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concept of mass incarceration misses the reality that incarceration has been politically 

targeted by class, race/ethnicity and place or, more correctly, by “extreme selectivity of 

penalization according to class position, ethnic membership or civic status, and place of 

residence – a selectivity that is a constitutive feature (and not an incidental attribute) of 

the policy of punitive management of poverty” (Wacquant, 2014, p. 1701). Cunneen et al. 

(2013, p. 4) assert that “the concept of hyperincarceration captures more clearly the idea 

that increased imprisonment has been targeted at particular racialised groups (in the 

Australian context, Indigenous people) and other marginalised people into a liminal 

existence between prison and community, including people with mental health disorders 

and drug and alcohol addictions.” We could argue the same for New Zealand. While in 

the United States where Wacquant conducted his research, hyper-incarceration refers to 

the systematic incarceration of lower-class African-Americans and Indigenous peoples, in 

New Zealand the systematic incarceration has targeted Māori, both urban and rural. The 

term mass incarceration therefore appears insufficient, particularly because, as Wacquant 

(2014) asserts, “the expansion and intensification of the activities of the police, courts, 

and prison over the past quarter-century have been anything but broad and 

indiscriminate” (p. 41). Moreover, “had the penal state been rolled out indiscriminately 

through policies resulting in the capture of vast number of whites and middle-class 

citizens, its growth would have been derailed quickly by political action” (Wacquant, 

2008, p. 59). The systematic incarceration is therefore socially accepted as long as it does 

not reach the wider (mass) segments of the society. 

The making of Māori hyper-incarceration is connected to the carceral continuum 

(Wacquant, 2014) that speaks to the relationship between prison and other carceral 

institutions. It recognises the diverse institutions of confinement that many Māori face 

from an early age particularly in marginalised areas. Cunneen et al. assert: 

In neighbourhoods from which very high numbers of prisoners come, the 

prison appears to take on a different status to that in the rest of the 

community. Instead of imprisonment being stigmatising and hidden, the 

prison may be considered an unexceptional and unremarkable part of the 

experiences of individuals, families and even whole communities. In some 

demographics, spending time in prison comes to be considered a badge of 

honour or a rite of passage. Where this is the case, far from being a prospect 

loaded with dread or shame, the prison can be understood as co-opted as a 

site of meaning within that culture’s communal narrative. The significance 

of this phenomenon is that for these communities, the penal system can be 
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understood not just as a reflection of the social condition, but as a force that 

actively shapes it (Cunneen et al., 2013, p. 140).  

Hyper-incarceration therefore does not signify only the imprisonment as such but the 

inseparable bond between the prison and the disadvantaged or marginalised area (in slang 

also known as ‘the hood’) where each takes on characteristics of the other (Wacquant, 

2001, p. 114). Narratives from ex-inmates reveal the very same phenomena where there is 

no significant difference between prisons and the social environment they come from 

(chapters 4-5). Both worlds become one, normalised and embodied in people’s lives. 

They come to constitute a particular habitus, a set of internalised social dispositions that 

arose as both results of and responses to social structures and relationships, signifying 

persons’ patterned tendencies to think, feel and act in determined ways (Wacquant, 2016, 

p. 65; Bourdieu; 1984; 1990). The carceral continuum, accompanied by the normalisation 

of incarceration through carceral habitus and its rituals, unwritten rules, language and 

ways of responding, suggests that the issue of Māori incarceration should be investigated 

in holistic way, considering historical and structural factors that make the prison an 

unmarked and accepted social institution. 

Colonialism 

This enquiry includes a critical analysis of both New Zealand’s colonial history2 and the 

contemporary neo-colonial ideology and the practice of neoliberalism. In 2014, the Prime 

Minister of that time, John Key, stated: 

When we talk about the Treaty and sovereignty and all those matters, you 

take a step back and say ‘well, what was really happening?’ In my view 

New Zealand was one of the very few countries in the world that were 

settled peacefully. Māori probably acknowledge that settlers had a place to 

play and brought with them a lot of skills and a lot of capital (Key, 2014). 

Key’s statement is not coincidental or uncommon. It coincides with a well-embedded 

New Zealand’s egalitarian myth of harmonious race relations, equal opportunities and the 

                                                 
2 Colonialism signifies the structure of dispossession. Its aim is to conquer, exploit and dominate another 

region’s labour and resources in order to establish economic and political supremacy. This also includes the 

set of beliefs that are imposed in order to justify colonisation. Settler colonialism refers to the making of the 

settler-colonial society (via mass colonial settlement) and development of a self-sustaining state. It is based 

on systematic dispossession of colonised peoples and establishing political, economic and cultural 

dominance of settlers over the Indigenous peoples. Colonialism is further analysed in chapter 3. 
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heaven on Earth (or Godzone) where everyone can succeed and live a very good life 

(Marcetic, 2017). Moana Jackson (2004, p. 100) emphasises the very same systemic 

historical process of the ‘myth-making’ where relations between Indigenous peoples and 

white settlers appear harmonious and non-problematic. He argues that Māori resistance to 

colonisation does not fit into the symbolic order of myth-making. A discussion about 

racism today is therefore often minimised or denigrated as something that is just not 

present or in play in a systematic way. However, the historical struggle of Māori for self-

determination has identified racism – inseparably tied with colonialism as a structure of 

dispossession and capitalism as a mode of accumulation – as the engine of structural 

marginalisation. Furthermore, as Matthew Wynyard in responding to Key’s statement 

asserts, “It is a claim that suggests a past, however, that bears little resemblance to the 

actual history of the colonisation of Aotearoa: a history of conquest, predation and 

thievery; a history in which force played a crucial role” (Wynyard, 2017, pp. 13-14). 

Both in the mainstream media and the academy, the history of colonialism in this country 

has often been downplayed, either through silence (oblivion) or through the reinventing 

of the history with its claim that colonialism is a thing from the past that cannot have 

significant impact in contemporary society. However, Khylee Quince asserts that 

“colonisation has, in fact, directly shaped the socioeconomic position of Māori to such an 

extent that offending produced by poverty and other related demographics, and the 

sentences that such offending attracts, are connected to ethnic identity. In other words, 

what is happening to Māori within the justice system is not just happening to them 

because of class, and because of the seriousness and prevalence of their offending, at a 

deeper level it is happening to them because they are Māori” (Quince, 2007, p. 3). 

Cumulative disadvantage (McIntosh, 2014) today is a direct result of not only past 

colonial violence but of the continuum of violence and forms of dispossession that are in 

play at this very moment. Or, as emphasised by Lily George in the interview for this 

research, 

Colonisation and the impact on our people and disintegration of our culture 

and stripping of our resources, I think it’s a huge thing. When you have 

people who are really poor, who have to struggle every day just to feed 

themselves and their children even, you know, just not having enough 

money, things like not be able to go to the doctor. I know a lot of people 

who saved up their illnesses to go to the doctor, you know, not with their 

children but with themselves. A lot of our mothers are like that because they 
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can’t afford to go to the doctor. Then alcohol abuse, sexual abuse, physical 

abuse, it is all there.  

I think that a lot of that stems from that and it is not just destruction of our 

resource base, it is also destruction of our people, you know, with historical 

trauma. But also ideologies that are fed us to every day through the media. 

For example, when you watch [Police Ten 7] and almost all the people that 

are offenders are Māori. So you grow up with this idea of Māori as 

criminals. So why are so many Māori in prisons? Poverty is a huge, huge 

factor. When you are under-educated it is really hard to find a job that pays 

well. Then the intergenerational trauma, the impact of colonisation, cultural 

disconnection, there’s a whole lot of reasons. And then being in the prison 

itself is a really traumatic experience. It is not an easy thing to do. 

Close historical analysis (Jackson, 1988; Workman, 2011; Wynyard, 2016) suggests that 

the criminal justice system has been employed as an instrument of colonisation. In 

chapter 3 (Creating Māori Hyper-Incarceration) we investigate how the Western (British) 

law was used to confiscate Māori land, criminalise Māori political action against 

colonisation, and strip people from their anti- and ante-capitalist history and livelihood. 

Or, as Moana Jackson (2008, p. 6) asserts, “Ever since European countries presumed that 

they could legally take an indigenous land simply by saying they had ‘discovered’ it, they 

have used their law to make the illegitimate seem legitimate. Law is the colonisers’ 

means to an unjust end.” Thus, in the eyes of many Māori (chapters 3-5; see also Jackson, 

1988, p. 114), the criminal justice system continues to be seen as an instrument of 

colonialism and its structure of dispossession. 

The critical analysis of Māori hyper-incarceration requires us to connect current structural 

factors within a historical context, acknowledging various interrelated social processes 

that have been in play to this day. Harry Blagg argues that an analysis of issues such as 

the over-representation of Indigenous peoples in the criminal justice system must 

necessarily go beyond single casual explanations such as poverty: “An adequate 

explanation involves analysing interconnecting issues which include historical and 

structural conditions of colonisation, of social and economic marginalisation, and 

institutional racism, while, at the same time considering the impact of specific (and 

sometimes quite localised) practices of criminal justice and related agencies” (Blagg, 

2008, p. 10). In the New Zealand context, an interplay of historical forces (colonialism 

and institutional racism), current neo-colonial systems (neoliberalism) and local 
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mythologies (the egalitarian myth and specific forms of solidarity) decisively shapes both 

institutional and mainstream-public response in the making of Māori hyper-incarceration. 

This thesis tries to reveal these socio-political processes, particularly the crucial role of 

the state, with a clear political demand of unmaking this neo-colonial process and 

condition, challenging the continuum of violence and the system that perpetuates it. 

The violence continuum 

Violence has been a sojourner of colonialism since its systematic inception into the 

imperialist substance of the capitalist world-system that became a dominant mode of 

accumulation in the fifteenth century (Quijano, 2000; Arrighi and Moore, 2001). Nancy 

Scheper-Hughes and Philippe Bourgois (2004) define violence as “nonlinear, productive, 

destructive, and reproductive /…/ Violence gives birth to itself. So we can rightly speak 

of chains, spirals, and mirrors of violence – or, as we prefer – a continuum of violence” 

(p. 1). For example, it often happens that the person who abuses another person 

physically (domestic violence) was physically abused in his or her past. Violence most 

likely creates more violence, both on micro (everyday) and macro-structural levels. As an 

intentional exercise of force or power, violence perpetuates pain through either physical 

force (physical assault), psychological manipulation (fear, anxiety, shame), social 

violence (stigma, social isolation) or political oppression (from direct police/military 

violence to institutional violence). The latter includes various forms of structural and 

symbolic violence through social institutions, including the criminal justice system. In 

short, the violence continuum signifies an interplay of structural, symbolic and everyday 

violence that is systematically and habitually reproduced on both structural and 

interpersonal levels. 

Structural violence (Galtung, 1969; Farmer, 1997) is violence produced by institutional 

structures who hold power in society. It can be identified through practices that embed 

poverty for Indigenous peoples and systematic colonisation via dispossession of land and 

removal of the Indigenous economic base, culture and livelihood, together with the 

generation of sites of confinement such as youth homes, borstals, native schools and 

systemic deprivation of basic human rights (Mikaere, 2011; Stanley, 2016). Structural 

violence therefore includes the violence of poverty, institutional racism, forms of state 

abuse and other forms of dispossession. Symbolic violence, on the other hand, is a 
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particular form of domination that derives from the holders of symbolic capital.3 It refers 

to imposed systems of categories of normality and classifications that put certain acts, 

dispositions and social groups to the privileged and others in a disadvantaged position 

(Bourdieu, 1990, 2014). Pierre Bourdieu identifies the use of this power by holders of 

symbolic capital as symbolic violence, signifying systemic normalisation and 

canonisation of a dominant class taste to the degree where violence becomes 

misrecognised, taken for granted and seen as something normal rather than a form of 

violence and domination (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2002, p. 162). Consequently, this 

subtle violence becomes invisible even to its victims, especially because it colonises 

everyday life such as language (discourse), ways of thinking and even lifestyle. Thus, 

according to Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2004, p. 1), “[v]iolence can never be 

understood solely in terms of its physicality – force, assault, or the infliction of pain – 

alone. Violence also includes assaults on the personhood, dignity, sense of worth or value 

of the victim. The social and cultural dimensions of violence are what gives violence its 

power and meaning.”  

Some forms of violence are socially unacceptable and criminalised while others are 

acceptable through functional and reproductive argument. This poses an interesting 

dilemma regarding who decides what forms of violence are socially acceptable and what 

forms of it are stigmatised and subject to a criminal justice system. The moral ‘border’ 

changes through time and space but the question of power relationships in regards to 

dominant and dominated social groups remains a crucial sociological (and political) 

problem, particularly if we consider that certain non-criminalised forms of violence often 

perpetuate other forms that are marked as socially unacceptable. For example, 

                                                 
3 As accumulated wealth that derives from labour, capital can be identified in more than one form: 

economic capital refers to the ownership or non-ownership of economic assets (property, investments); 

cultural capital signifies person’s appropriated skills and educational credentials; whereas social capital 

refers to a person’s power through social networks, family ties and community. Symbolic capital signifies 

status, recognition and prestige that are embedded through imposed systems of classification by the holder 

of meta-capital (the state or its dominant social class that sets norms and acknowledges their favourable acts 

or people with rituals such as awards and promotions). All forms of capital overlap significantly and similar 

to economic understanding of capital, they are accumulated, invested and, consequently, a source of power 

relations and social inequalities. Bourdieu introduced schemata to show subtle forms of the reproduction of 

inequalities in society where canonised language, culture, systems of classifications (including criteria) 

signify a class taste of a dominant social group (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2002; Abercrombie et al., 2006).      
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“[s]tructural violence – the violence of poverty, hunger, social exclusion and humiliation 

– inevitably translates into intimate and domestic violence” (Ibid.), or the case where a 

person who struggles with poverty, steals food from the supermarket and is eventually 

caught and charged for stealing. A person’s petty-crime is criminalised while the state’s 

failure to take care of its own citizens by preventing poverty and unemployment is 

ignored. With destruction of the welfare system the state not only fails in its basic 

obligations but also actively accelerates the production of social harms. One could argue 

that they act with impunity and do not fear being legally or criminally sanctioned for their 

actions. Furthermore, according to Quince, crime does not always arise from poverty but 

from complex social processes on a structural level such as politics of culture, law-

making and similar: 

certain groups were over-criminalised, not just because they committed 

more crimes, but because they were subject to over-surveillance. In 

addition, they did not have influence in the framing or enforcing of laws, 

with the result that the legal system did not take account of their norms or 

values, and instead promoted and protected the interests of those in the 

dominant power structures (Quince, 2007, p. 12). 

Thus, the question of structural, symbolic and everyday violence takes into the account 

the role of the state – that signifies a holder of meta-capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

2002, p. 111) – particularly in relation to its monopoly over symbolic, social, economic 

and cultural capital. This especially concerns the state’s position of decision-making as 

the fundamental source of power, particularly in relation to canonised knowledges and 

discourses that privilege the status quo and disadvantage epistemologies of non-dominant 

social groups (Bourdieu, 1984; Foucault, 1978). The violence continuum is therefore 

made through both structural and symbolic violence, where the former institutionally 

(politically, economically and culturally) legitimise the latter that serves as a ‘judge’ in 

imposing categories of normality upon its citizens. As Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 

(2004, p. 2) assert, “violence is in the eye of the beholder”, which implies the crucial role 

of a decision-making structure. In modern societies, the state appears as this agent – 

influenced by the dominant class and its organic intellectuals such as psychologists, 

medical doctors, criminologists, economists, lawyers, judges and others whose 

knowledge is tied with power (Gramsci, 1971; Foucault, 1995). In other words, the state 

derives its legitimacy not only by possessing economic capital and the means of physical 
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violence (police, military) but mostly through its privileged position of decision-making 

and power over symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 2014).  

Because we are social beings, our interactions, collective memories and, in particular, 

ideas and ideologies, create various dimensions of violence and our responses to it. 

Exercising military violence in Iraq, Afghanistan or Guatemala might become understood 

as humanitarian, even heroic, while the self-defence against state violence by anti-

colonial and anti-capitalist socio-political movements such as the Black Panthers, 

Zapatistas or Ngā Tamatoa might be seen as violent and destructive. The making of 

hyper-incarceration, together with the violence continuum, is therefore inseparably 

connected to the question of ideology and its impact on policies in the criminal justice 

system. Because certain forms of violence are often systematically individualised and 

understood as deviant (and others not), the dominant eyes of the beholder, embodied in 

the state’s organic or legitimised intellectuals, “misrecognize the extent to which 

structural inequalities and power relations are naturalized by our categories and 

conceptions of what violence really is” (Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois, 2004, p. 4). 

Structural violence, Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois continue, “is generally invisible 

because it is part of the routine grounds of everyday life and transformed into expressions 

of moral worth /…/ Most violence is not deviant behaviour, not disapproved of, but to the 

contrary is defined as virtuous action in the service of generally applauded conventional 

social, economic, and political norms” (Ibid., pp. 4-5).  

The socio-political position of certain social groups or individuals in the wider social 

space therefore determine who is criminalised or represented as violent, ‘barbaric’, ‘prone 

to crime’ and subjected to a racist discourse of uncivilised, lazy and warrior-gene-

determined peoples and, conversely, of sophisticated, decent and rational contributors to 

society. Although the dominant class taste may not recognise the violence of the latter 

that occurs either systematically (corporate crime, tax evasions) or spontaneously (from 

open racism to paternalistic dehumanisation), it routinely emphasises the violence among 

the oppressed (Freire, 2005, p. 48). This thesis therefore focuses on subtle and often 

systemically hidden forms of violence that are produced and embedded in social 

structures and our everyday social dispositions. Or, as Wacquant (2009), Scheper and 

Bourgois (2004, p. 20) maintain, the ‘invisible genocides’ in the form of hyper-

incarceration of targeted oppressed communities are crucial in maintaining the symbolic 
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order and existing power relations; they are habitually removed from mainstream society 

although they appear obvious to a targeted community where incarceration becomes 

taken for granted. Instead of mass political action or civil disobedience by wider segments 

of the society against hyper-incarceration of the oppressed, the public often adopt 

imposed images of non-white dangerous youth, notorious gang members and lazy/feral 

underclass or undeserving poor (Ibid.; Wall, 1997; Bonilla-Silva, 2010). Deconstructing 

these ideological strategies of exclusion and dehumanisation of the oppressed Indigenous 

peoples therefore signifies an important task of current and future studies.            

For example, the operation of symbolic violence in the criminal justice system might be 

observed in continuous individualising or psychologising of a person’s wrongdoing that 

arises as a result of structural violence (Jackson, 2017; Stanley and Mihaere, 2018). This 

process signifies a pattern – or symptom, if we use the language of psychology – of the 

violence continuum. A petty-crime committed by Māori can therefore be treated harshly 

compared to corporate crime or even the same petty-crime committed by a person from 

the dominant social group. In this process, symbolic violence is accelerated by the state’s 

legitimate intellectuals (mostly Pākehā from privileged socio-economic backgrounds) 

who appear as experts, offering both the public and the criminal justice system various 

explanations about reasons why a particular Māori individual committed a crime, how 

should he or she be dealt with and, consequently, be rehabilitated in order to become a 

decent contributor to society. The argument of cultural disconnection further appears as a 

handy excuse to place the responsibility on individual offenders and the Māori 

community who should do their best to (re)connect Māori with the cultural world of 

tikanga Māori. This not only misses the question that asks if deprived Māori are part of 

the society in the first place – and what kind of society do we actually have in mind – but 

it also prevents a structural analysis that would open a discussion about the violence 

continuum, intergenerational trauma of colonialism and the role of the state. Imposed 

poverty, deprivation of compulsory education, racial profiling by the police or 

unaffordable legal defence for Māori who struggle existentially are therefore obliterated 

or ignored through symbolic power of decision-making structures and its selected agents 

whose ‘expertise’ continues to be recognised as the norm. Or, in Freire’s words, “the 

dominators try to present themselves as saviors of the women and men they dehumanize 

and divide” (2005, p. 145). 
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In this thesis I argue that the making of Māori hyper-incarceration cements a neo-colonial 

relation of domination between the oppressor and the oppressed. As McIntosh and 

Workman (2017) emphasise, “Mass incarceration in New Zealand is Māori incarceration. 

Mass incarceration can be said to occur when the rates of incarceration impact negatively 

on sectors of society who share similar ethnic and socioeconomic characteristics; 

characteristics which create the conditions for cumulative and intergenerational 

disadvantage. Mass incarceration impacts not only those who are behind the wire but also 

the whānau and communities they come from” (p. 727). This profound impact of 

incarceration on the whole sectors of Māori community, therefore, posits important 

questions for this research such as ‘Why Māori?’, ‘What is the relationship between 

Māori and the state?’ and ‘What are engines of inequality and justifying forces that 

reproduce Māori incarceration?’ As I analyse in chapter 3 (the historical and structural 

context), the relation between coloniser and colonised has been historically linked to the 

concept of race with its hierarchical relations and, consequently, with the ideology of 

racism. It is therefore not coincidental that contemporary Māori hyper-incarceration 

continues to be linked with various form of racism, from institutional to everyday 

discrimination. Understanding race – a pseudo-scientific concept that has signified “a 

supposedly different biological structure that placed some in a natural situation of 

inferiority to the others” (Quijano, 2000, p. 533) and was used to justify European 

colonisation of non-European lands and peoples (McIntyre, 2011, p. 1501) – along with 

the imaginary and practice of neo-colonialism today, requires us to explain the role of 

ideology in the reproduction of Māori hyper-incarceration and its normalisation. 

Ideology is a set of ideas characteristic of a particular social group or class; this includes 

both the ideas which help to legitimate dominant political power and the process that 

gives meanings and values of social reality (Eagleton, 2007, p. 1). For Karl Marx and 

Friedrich Engels (1976), “The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling 

ideas”, signifying “nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material 

relations” (p. 59). For Antonio Gramsci (1971), Louis Althusser (1971) and Stuart Hall 

(1986), ideology is not only an illusory representation of reality but also the means 

through which people see and live their relation to reality. Ideology, therefore, is in 

certain way a permanent feature of society and inseparably connected to our imaginary, 

collective memory and unconsciousness (see Larrain, 1979, McLennan, 1995; Rehman, 

2013). Or, as argued by Althusser (1971), “Ideology represents the imaginary relationship 
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of individuals to their real conditions of existence” (p. 162). In other words, ideology 

signifies a symbolised structure between real social relations and our views of these 

relations. At the core of this interface, there is a constant tension between collective 

memories to represent certain social processes as natural and taken for granted, to 

denigrate other collective representations, or even push some memories into oblivion 

(Halbwachs, 1992). According to Terry Eagleton (2007), thus, ideology has the power to 

justify the power of the dominant class: “A dominant power may legitimate itself by 

promoting beliefs and values congenial to it; naturalizing and universalizing such beliefs 

so as to render them self-evident and apparently inevitable; denigrating ideas which might 

challenge it; excluding rival forms of thought, perhaps by some unspoken but systematic 

logic; and obscuring social reality” (p. 5).  

In the histories of various societies there have existed both exclusionary ideologies (sets 

of ideas with closed epistemological frames) and inclusive ideologies with open 

epistemological frames, unconditional solidarity, equity and respect. Historically, 

exclusionary ideologies such as racism (as a justifying force of colonialism), Nazism, 

fascism, clericalism, Stalinism and neoliberalism tend to become dangerous for society – 

and especially for targeted social groups or communities – particularly when they are 

transformed into semi-theoretical texts and after they gain power in society (Galic, 2012, 

p. 12). Throughout modern history, they have been bound with strong police, military and 

panoptic structures, but also with the legal state and the criminal justice system (Foucault, 

1995; 2008). New Zealand has not been immune to these ideologies. Racism – both 

institutional and everyday discrimination – has represented one of the main features of 

settler-colonial societies and its quest for material wealth through land confiscation and 

political, cultural and economic dominance over Indigenous peoples (Quijano, 2000; 

Jackson 2004; McIntyre, 2011; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). Racism has been a companion of 

the criminal justice system both through purely formal processes of legal cases (the jury 

being white or the tendency to go on trial rather than to find other ways to settle the case) 

and the racial profiling by the police and state officials. Nevertheless, in New Zealand, 

“On the issue of racism and structural discrimination, there exists a socially constructed 

silence” (Workman, 2016, p. 100). 

A common position by New Zealand politicians, leaders of the police and various experts 

is that the police and the criminal justice system might sometimes be racially biased but 
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not racist (Morrison, 2009; Edwards, 2016). Bias, when it appears, happens 

unconsciously and beyond our control (Ibid.).4 This signifies the very core of what 

ideology represents. As we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, Māori are seven-

and-a-half times more likely to receive custodial sentence and eleven times more likely to 

be remanded in custody while waiting for a trial than Pākehā (Workman and McIntosh, 

2013). In 2016, for example, New Zealand society witnessed a public outrage when five 

examples of ‘racial bias’ were represented in the media: at the beginning of the year, four 

white men went on a burglary spree, stealing a total worth of 80,000 dollars (Newshub, 

2016). They “did it for fun, adrenaline and profit” (NZ Herald, 2016, para. 11). They 

were all charged and convicted for burglary, but nobody received a sentence in the prison. 

Although they committed a burglary multiple times they received up to ten months of 

home detention. Nevertheless, at the same time, two Māori fishermen were charged for 

poaching trout from the lake to feed their families. They were sentenced to 12 and 4 

months in prison (Newshub, 2016). Although one of the Māori fishermen was a solo 

father of eight children – a family struggling with poverty – he was imprisoned for small 

amount of fish. Later in the year, other examples were presented in the media, this time 

for the same crime, an assault on a police officer: whereas two Māori-Pasifika men 

received prison sentences – one received 9 months for removing an officer’s taser and the 

other ended up with 6 and a half years prison time for punching a police officer – a 

Pākehā man, a university student from a privileged socio-economic background, was 

exempted from prison time although he seriously assaulted a female police officer. He 

received 300 hours’ community service and the fine of five thousand dollars (McNeilly, 

2016; Owens, 2016). Outcomes of these cases were so different that even the Police 

Association publicly announced that if the Pākehā student was a poor Māori or Pasifika 

he would be doing serious jail time (Satherley, 2016).             

Nevertheless, in political and academic discussions, the question of institutional racism 

continues to be marginalised (as it was in cases above) and a dominant narrative – based 

on a canonised taste set by the holders of symbolic capital – holds the privilege of placing 

                                                 
4 The concept was developed in late 1990s by psychologists in American universities. According to Hannah 

Devlin, “Spearheaded by a team of social psychologists at the University of Washington and Yale, the Implicit 

Association Test (IAT) promised to lift the veil on people’s subconscious attitudes towards others /…/ the 

team described ‘a new tool that measures the unconscious roots of prejudice’ that they said affected 90-95% 

of people” (Devlin, 2018, para. 2). 
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itself beyond ideology and representing itself as objective and scientifically sustained. In 

1988, Moana Jackson already observed the very same systemic process that has 

accompanied Pākehā dominance over symbolic power and its canonised understanding of 

crime: 

The monocultural base of Pakeha research into Maori offending has 

prevented a recognition of these socio-cultural dynamics and the 

appropriate mechanisms needed to understand them. This has resulted in a 

raft of "explanations" of Maori crime which reflect considerable 

monocultural and theoretical bias, but little effective explanation. Thus the 

Maori offender has merely been defined as an urban misfit, a cultural 

maladept, an educational retard, or the victim of behavioural labelling, 

while the socio-cultural forces underlying such descriptions have been 

largely unrecognised (Jackson, 1988, p. 26).  

Moreover, if we accept the argument of unconscious bias of individual police officers or 

judges and not the systemic or conscious operation of racism in the disproportionality of 

apprehending, charging and convicting of Māori in relation to Pākehā, then the same 

unconscious bias in structural analysis of the violence continuum reveals itself in deeply 

embedded racism on a systemic level. As theorists of ideology emphasise, ideology has a 

particular effect on our unconsciousness (McLennan, 1995; Rehman, 2013), which means 

that, for example, a police officer’s unconscious bias in suspecting a Māori person 

without solid evidence signifies the exact same embedded system of structural violence 

(and institutional racism) that is internalised in officer’s social dispositions. The system 

itself carries the burden of a dominant class taste, monocultural view and canonisation of 

certain ‘eyes of a beholder’ that are built on specific collective representations and 

embedded into the mainstream society. Or, as further argued by Jackson:        

the actions of the criminal justice system which are perceived as being due 

to the unfairness or racial prejudice of individual police or court officials 

may actually be a reflection of the culturally-biased philosophies of the 

system itself. If the criminal justice process uses monocultural stereotypes 

to determine who will be arrested, prosecuted and sentenced, and then uses 

monocultural methods of dealing with those so arrested, it illustrates the 

shortcomings of its own heritage in a bicultural setting. It is, in effect, 

operating in a way which is institutionally racist (Jackson, 1988, p. 113). 

Thus, the invention and systematic use of terms such as unconscious bias not only blurs 

the systemic reasons for Māori hyper-incarceration but also actively produces a discourse 

that is censored of any uncomfortable or critical content. But exclusionary ideologies 
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centred around the concept of race are not bound only to the state and the criminal justice 

system as such. In contemporary media discourse, Māori have been repeatedly 

represented as criminals (Nairn et al., 2012; McCreanor et al., 2014; Rankine et al., 2014; 

Bull, 2017). The critical reading of messages and its connotations exposes a systematic 

reproduction of double standards in the representation of Māori and Pākehā in relation to 

crime (Ibid.). Māori offenders are often represented as cold-blooded criminals without 

any sense of remorse and Pākehā offenders, on the other hand, are less often represented 

at all and their class context is likely to determine whether they are treated 

sympathetically or not. In the media, according to Workman and McIntosh (2013), “The 

fact that a criminal justice system may produce discriminatory outcomes is rarely 

considered. Issues of over-representation of particular groups becomes so much part of 

the dominant story that they are normalised and naturalised and again rarely interrogated” 

(p. 121). By denigrating the issue of institutional racism and isolating the incarceration of 

Māori as an individual or even cultural problem, the mainstream media discourse 

continues to follow a dominant narrative that has its roots in exclusionary ideologies.  

Because of the central role of the state in attempts to normalise and naturalise the issue of 

Māori hyper-incarceration I understand systematic incarceration of targeted communities 

as a political decision which is based on the ignorance of structural violence and its 

accumulation of disadvantage. Symbolic representations of Māori as criminals, along 

with claims that the Māori critiques about racism in New Zealand society are 

exaggerated, further attempt to blur Pākehā ignorance and their position of privilege. 

From educational institutions and media to policy-making institutions, structural issues 

that involve discussion about colonialism and racism continue to be unacknowledged or 

marginalised. According to Sue Abel and Margaret Mutu (2011), “We see such ignorance 

as a failure of both the education system and the media to educate all New Zealanders 

about the Crown’s breaches of the Treaty and the continuing impact on Māori of these 

breaches and of processes of colonisation which are manifested in intergenerational post-

colonial trauma” (pp. 1-2). Neoliberal representations of marginalised Māori as dole 

bludgers, lazy underclass and potential or already active criminals who do not contribute 

to the well-being of a New Zealand society (Wall, 1997) further demonstrate an ongoing 

dehumanisation and symbolic violence in relation to social harm issues suffered by 

Aotearoa’s Indigenous peoples.      
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Neoliberalism 

These forced identities already signify a final dimension that situates this research: the 

current global dominant ideology and practice of neoliberalism. Neoliberalism is an 

exclusionary ideology and the practice of dispossession based on violent imposition of 

Socio-Darwinist and economistic utopia (Bourdieu, 1998). Rather than an economic 

doctrine or a way of organising the economy, neoliberalism signifies a mode of 

accumulation aimed at maximising power in the hands of the elites (Duménil and Levy, 

2001, p. 155; Harvey, 2005, p. 16). In everyday life, it represents “a political project of 

state-crafting that puts disciplinary ‘workfare’, neutralising ‘prisonfare’ and the trope of 

individual responsibility at the service of commodification” (Wacquant, 2012, p. 66). 

Based on the primacy of the individual, sustained economic growth through reduction of 

labour costs, tax exemptions for the rich, particularly transnational corporations, and the 

privatisation of common goods and services, neoliberalism normalises unprotected 

precarious employment that is accelerated by its ignorance of existing social inequalities 

and, consequently, the production of urban outcasts, penalisation of the poor and other 

forms of the sub-proletariat (Harvey, 2005, p. 2; Wacquant, 2012, p. 66; Galic, 2019, pp. 

20-21). In everyday life, marginalised people become treated as human waste and 

systematically represented as people with bad choices who are solely responsible for their 

own poverty, unemployment or the lack of education. In relation to crime, according to 

Cunneen et al. (2013), the “values of neoliberalism promote individualism and individual 

responsibility and downplay the need for social and structural responses to crime such as 

reducing unemployment rates, improving educational outcomes, increasing wages, 

ensuring proper welfare support, improving housing and urban conditions” (p. 11).  

As an exclusionary ideology, neoliberalism signifies a new mode of domination under 

total commodification (everything becomes measured by the value on the market), the 

continuous accumulation by dispossession (Harvey, 2009), the penalisation of poverty 

(Wacquant, 2001) and, as Mayan socio-political group Zapatistas (1997) assert, an attack 

on Indigenous peoples and their histories by imposing ‘the American way of life’ (see 

also Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2001). As a contemporary mode of dispossession and 

accumulation, it reveals itself through an individualised world of endless competition 

where people are expected to become better servants to the system of brutal exploitation 

of the social and natural environment. Those who reject this system – either being critical 



21 

 

of it or of no use to its main agents – are ritually thrown into the world of systematic 

precarity and structural marginalisation (Wacquant, 2012; Galic, 2019). Or, according to 

Blagg (2008), “Aboriginal people were modernity’s ‘waste’: the criminal justice system 

became one of a number of sites of waste management for those stigmatised belonging to 

a doomed race, and a warehouse for those who resisted the process” (p. 21).5  

Thus, the violence continuum under neoliberalism results in enthusiasm of ordinary 

people to treat ‘undeserved’, ‘rubbish people’ very harshly, particularly in neoliberal 

societies like New Zealand (Pratt, 2006; Quince, 2017). This dehumanisation – imposing 

less-than-human-status for people on the margins – is an important part of the substance 

of neoliberalism that privileges private profits and the accumulation by dispossession 

over the public good and the well-being of communities. Or, as Makere Harawira (1999) 

asserts, in “recent decades, the imperialist practices of global capitalism carried out by 

certain non-indigenous interest groups not only continue to assert the relative social and 

economic supremacy of non-indigenous /…/ peoples through market-driven policies and 

the reification of notions of ‘economic man’ but also appropriate and commodify for their 

own economic gain indigenous knowledge, sacred sites and traditions” (pp. 1-2). Again, 

those who do not want to be part of this Socio-Darwinist game, are ritually thrown out of 

the social space where the prisonfare (the warehousing of ‘surplus’ population) and 

workfare (submission to precarious work of sub-poverty wages and specific market-

oriented behaviours in order to receive social assistance) jointly appear as a dominant, 

and sometimes also the only, way of existence (Wacquant, 2012, p. 72).    

Hence, for the oppressed or marginalised social groups, the lumpenization (Bourgois, 

2003; 2011) and precarisation (Bourdieu, 1998) appear as the only two choices in a neo-

                                                 
5 Freire’s thoughts reveal the purpose of this neo-colonial ideology that follows the trajectory of colonialism 

as the structure of dispossession and capitalism as a mode of accumulation: “The oppressor consciousness 

tends to transform everything surrounding it into an object of its domination. The earth, property, production, 

the creations of people, people themselves, time – everything is reduced to the status of objects at its disposal. 

In their unrestrained eagerness to possess, the oppressors develop the conviction that it is possible for them 

to transform everything into objects of their purchasing power; hence their strictly materialistic concept of 

existence. Money is the measure of all things, and profit the primary goal. For the oppressors, what is 

worthwhile is to have more – always more – even at the cost of the oppressed having less or having nothing. 

For them, to be is to have and to be the class of the ‘haves” (Freire, 2005, p. 58).    
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colonial system of market fundamentalism, both in urban and rural areas.6 The third 

option, which is only available for a few, is to enter tertiary education and compete with 

privileged agents whose goal is to maintain their privileges and the status quo untouched. 

The latter may act as their allies but only to the point where their privileges that are built 

by the oppression of those who they are standing for are not threatened. Nevertheless, 

entering the neoliberal Socio-Darwinist game of careerism – despite intentions to give 

back to the community – interpellates the chosen few into the exclusionary rules of the 

game, foreign to them, in order to become good servants to the system that oppresses 

them and their community in the first place. Although already on the backfoot when 

compared with privileged agents whose socio-cultural substance is celebrated and 

naturalised as the norm in society, they become subordinated to the state’s reproduction 

of a dominant taste (Bourdieu, 1984; Freire, 2005). Navigating two worlds – a 

commitment to whānau and the collective memory of a struggle for emancipation from 

colonial domination on the one hand, and coping with the ‘mainstream’ world in which 

privileged agents are spared from ignorance, symbolic violence and paternalism towards 

them on the other – therefore appears as a rite of passage into the game that reproduces 

the system of oppression and exploitation. 

In this social setting, marginalised peoples become systematically rejected from the 

symbolic order of a ‘successful’ and ‘open’ society and are subject to both ideological 

and repressive apparatuses of the state. ‘Tough love’ on people who struggle (solo-

mothers, unemployed, underemployed) and the lack of empathy for ‘criminals’ and 

‘offenders’ therefore signifies a systemic outcome of a neo-colonial system where 

working-class and underclass Māori and Pasifika are faced with structural 

marginalisation. Wacquant (2001, p. 107) therefore argues that prisonfare and workfare 

appear as one, particularly through the ‘prisonization’ of state housing, homeless shelters 

and hostels, and the making of the penal ‘welfare’ system where people who struggle are 

subjected to extreme humiliation, hostility, blaming, the lack of compassion and 

degradation by welfare managers, as it was revealed by a study in New Zealand (Hodgetts 

et al., 2017, pp. 66-68). The prison-like identification by security guards in social welfare 

                                                 
6 Lumpenization signifies the making of the lumpen-proletariat – penalised outcasts who enter the criminal 

world in order to survive or gain the respect in particular social settings (Bourgois, 2011). Precarisation (the 

making of precarious work and life) refers to the systemic inception of unprotected precarious employment 

that puts increasing numbers of workers and families into vulnerable positions (Galic, 2019). 
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institutions such as WINZ (Work and Income New Zealand) further exacerbates the 

process of disciplining and penalising the poor where beneficiaries and people looking for 

work are treated as potential criminals (Ibid.). Although the neoliberal state 

systematically deprives people of dignity and respect but, on the other hand, assists large 

businesses with tax exemptions and multi-million-dollar subventions, it represents people 

on the margin as those who are either exploiting the system (the unemployed) or lack the 

qualities to succeed in a work environment (the working poor) (Wacquant, 2012, p. 74). 

Unlike white-collar crime, the wrongdoing committed by a person from targeted 

communities is therefore subject to strict punishment and tick-box-quasi-rehabilitation 

programmes in the prison. Cunneen et al. (2013) therefore argue that the “contemporary 

hyperincarceration is targeted and operates as a disciplinary instrument of neoliberalism” 

(p. 11).   

Nevertheless, the issue of Māori hyper-incarceration requires our attention to focus on the 

connection between colonialism (in the historical context) and penalisation. Namely, the 

systematic incarceration of Māori is much older than the neoliberal enthusiasm of 

warehousing the surplus population. According to Blagg (2008), the historical trajectory 

of colonialism reveals that the Indigenous peoples have been “the object not just of ‘neo-

liberal’ principles of punishment but traditional mechanisms of colonial order 

maintenance. These objects have meshed together to form a kind of neo-liberal-colonial 

system which retains elements of traditional frontier policy sutured onto modern 

discourses enshrining individualist solutions and social responsibility” (p. 19). Because 

colonial penality was crucial in developing a modern settler or, more correctly, colonial 

invader state and society, this thesis understands neoliberal structure of dispossession as a 

particular stage in a long trajectory of colonialism and not as the main cause for today’s 

hyper-incarceration of Māori.  

Colonialism, hyper-incarceration and the violence continuum are concepts that 

characterise the contemporary social issue of over-representation of Māori in the criminal 

justice system. Either in the nineteenth century’s colonisation of Aotearoa, twentieth 

century social-welfare capitalism that was accompanied by assimilation and significant 

increase of institutions of confinement (youth homes, borstals, prisons), or contemporary 

punitive neoliberalism and its neo-colonial structure of dispossession, Māori have been 

the subject of a colonial law and systematic marginalisation. Through interviews with 
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people with an inside knowledge of the criminal justice system and structural 

marginalisation, this research illuminates these structural processes both theoretically and 

empirically.  

Aims of this research 

I investigate Māori hyper-incarceration as a both condition and process. Because it is 

constantly in the making – constructed, experienced and normalised – and as such a 

political decision and social practice, it can also be unmade. Thus, the aim of the research 

is to investigate and understand this systemic process, particularly through narratives of 

former inmates, family members of incarcerated Māori and Māori scholars, while at the 

same time convey a political statement and demand for a radical transformative change of 

the criminal justice system. This includes calls for concrete structural reforms with a 

tendency towards prison abolition. As a critical intellectual I support New Zealand’s 

Indigenous prison abolitionists such as Tracey McIntosh, Julia Whaipooti, Kim Workman 

and Moana Jackson in their struggle to close the last prison in Aotearoa New Zealand by 

2040. I also recognise the contribution that non-Indigenous and allied scholars make to 

abolition and decarceration politics and practice. In this thesis I draw on their work as 

well as the scholars named above. 

This research investigates effects and consequences of hyper-incarceration that 

reproduces various forms of social harm in Māori communities. Along with poverty, 

racism and other forms of deprivation, hyper-incarceration represents a form of social 

harm. It is critical to understand how social harm is produced and reproduced if we are to 

offer social harm reduction solutions and create greater levels of well-being and positive 

participation in society. An important aim of the research is therefore to better understand 

the relationship between the state and Māori that will help account for the over-

representation of Māori in prison in Aotearoa New Zealand. The research demands an 

understanding of the way that state policy and practice has contributed to the levels of 

disproportionality and the making of Māori hyper-incarceration in the criminal justice 

system. It also necessitates a need to trace incarceration practices, both historical and 

contemporary, in order to determine the way hyper-incarceration has been responded to at 

the state and at the community level. The intent is to identify the potential for 

transformative change in the prison and community sector that could lead to significant 
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change in the criminal justice system and the broader society leading to higher levels of 

personal and community well-being.  

Thereby, I investigate how imprisonment and other forms of confinement influence Māori 

communities and their well-being. In addition to that, this thesis explores structural 

connections between hyper-incarceration and the violence continuum in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Three dimensions of the making of Māori hyper-incarceration (creating, 

experiencing and normalising) and the upgraded concept of the violence continuum 

signify the main contribution to knowledge. The thesis intends to contribute to social 

justice research and outcomes by critically analysing contemporary neo-colonial 

relationships in relation to incarceration, together with looking at Māori centred responses 

that encourage whānau to flourish and bring benefit to individuals, communities and the 

nation. The research focuses on fourteen semi-structured interviews with Māori ex-

inmates, their family members and Indigenous scholars or political activists. Their 

narratives and conversations provide significant insight into the research problem and 

together with close theoretical analysis this research intends to offer solutions for 

reducing social harm and contribute to the well-being of Māori communities and to New 

Zealand society.  

In the thesis, I follow the language of critical intellectuals who have been crucial in 

exposing dominant discourse and its agents, both from the criminal justice system and 

academia, and, most importantly, who identified strategies and operations of 

(neo)colonial structures of dispossession. I draw many arguments from critical analyses 

offered by Moana Jackson, Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Tracey McIntosh, Kim Workman, Lily 

George, Robert Webb, Juan Tauri, Chris Cunneen, Biko Agozino, Harry Blagg, Ani 

Mikaere, Elizabeth Stanley, Taiaiake Alfred, Loïc Wacquant, Pierre Bourdieu, Philippe 

Bourgois and Paolo Freire, to name a few.     Following Freire’s critical pedagogy 

(pedagogy of liberation), I stand with the oppressed in this collective struggle that is 

fought by love and inclusivity. Thus, the main purpose of this research is not only to 

critically analyse the making of Māori hyper-incarceration and the violence continuum 

but to offer collective solutions of unmaking, as well as supporting as an ally Māori self-

determination and the process of imagining and building an inclusive social environment 

where wrongdoings can be thoroughly analysed and healed; that a person who harms and 

a person or people who are subject to it have the possibility of healing and restoration. 
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The thesis is therefore a decolonising work that reveals Māori hyper-incarceration and the 

violence continuum in both its structural and symbolic forms. I largely theorise Māori 

hyper-incarceration through the analysis of the violence continuum, a common theme that 

is emphasised by the voices that have intimately experienced it. 

Thesis Outline 

The thesis is structured into six chapters. Chapter 2 situates the study through the 

researcher’s positionality and methodology. It includes an (auto)ethnographic vignette, an 

explanation of research methods and the link to decolonising methodologies (Tuhiwai 

Smith, 1999), kaupapa Māori philosophy and the anti-oppressive research (Potts and 

Brown, 2005). The core of the thesis investigates the making of Māori hyper-

incarceration through three interconnected dimensions: creating, experiencing and 

normalising.  

Chapter 3: Creating Māori hyper-incarceration focuses on historical and structural factors 

– particularly structural violence and the history of dispossession in relation to the 

criminal justice system – that have led to the accumulation of disadvantage and the 

violence continuum in Māori communities. The chapter includes an overview of 

colonisation of Aotearoa and the imposition of the colonial criminal justice system, 

assimilation strategies used by the state, the process of urbanisation and 

proletarianization, and the rise of contemporary hyper-incarceration in the neoliberal era. 

Chapter 4: Experiencing Māori hyper-incarceration investigates the lived experiences of 

imprisonment and the violence continuum. It includes five themes: first, the accumulation 

of disadvantages that critically analyses a structural connection between prisons and 

social harms in the community; second, the impact of institutionalisation and state 

violence in boys’ or girls’ homes and borstals that signifies the critical historical moment 

in understanding contemporary Māori hyper-incarceration (from gangs to the violence 

continuum); third theme reveals structural constraints of hyper-incarceration through 

everyday life in a marginalised area and the experience with the police (racial profiling, 

police harassment, lack of trust); fourth dimension focuses on lived experience behind 

bars, particularly everyday structural constraints and navigating prison time by adopting a 

carceral habitus as a strategy to survive; and fifth, the chapter looks at the impact of 
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incarceration on families and community that emphasises the wider impact of Māori 

hyper-incarceration where the whole family is doing time, not only an individual inmate. 

Chapter 5: Normalising Māori hyper-incarceration reveals the outcome of the former two 

dimensions – the process where Māori incarceration becomes unremarked, internalised 

and taken for granted. This is identified through five dimensions: one, the interplay 

between the carceral and violence continuum, particularly in relation to the liminal 

boundary between being incarcerated and living in a deprived area where the prison 

becomes normal and an unremarked institution, part of a socialisation process or even a 

rite of passage. Two, the intergenerational impact of incarceration that relates to the 

history of targeted incarceration and its outcome where there is a third generation of 

urban Māori entering the prison today. Three, the related process of accommodating and 

internalising the prison that illustrates how the prison becomes a central element of a 

person’s identity. Four, the issue of rehabilitation programmes (or their failures) that 

further normalise Māori hyper-incarceration, along with paradoxes in relation to violence 

that the Corrections produce; and five, the cycle of incarceration that reveals issues in 

relation to inmates’ integration to society, inadequate help from the state and other 

structural constraints.        

The final chapter – Unmaking Māori hyper-incarceration and the violence continuum – 

tries to offer solutions on state, community and whānau levels. Like chapters four and 

five, this discussion is based on voices of Māori ex-inmates, family members and prison 

scholars who share their views in relation to the real potential for transformational change 

of the criminal justice system and the realisation of Māori self-determination.  
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Chapter 2: Researcher’s positionality and 

methodology 

 

Introduction 

The following chapter focuses on the methodology and epistemology drawn on for this 

research. In social sciences, a researcher’s pursuit to undertake research usually includes 

one or more quantitative, qualitative or mixed research methods. Social scientists who 

adopt quantitative methods based on mathematical and statistical models are able to 

encompass larger research projects with many participants involved; they can test various 

hypotheses and look for casual relationships between variables (Alasuutari et al., 2008). 

Qualitative research, on the other hand, focuses on deeper insights and understandings of 

a research problem – especially by discussing, observing and reflecting on people’s 

practices and responses in various social settings – trying to grasp complex social 

phenomena, social issues, relationships and structural processes (Bourgois, 2003; Denzin, 

2003). In this quest to understand social processes, human behaviours, structural 

constraints and people’s responses to it, researchers use methods such as in-depth 

interviews, participant observation and observant participation including full-scale 

ethnographic works. This research is based on fourteen in-depth semi-structured 

interviews, complemented by inter-weaving a rich and varied literature. 

Primary data consists of in-depth interviews with participants from different socio-

economic backgrounds who are directly or indirectly affected by Māori hyper-

incarceration (ex-inmates, prison scholars, community workers and family members of 

current or former inmates). In conversations, the research seeks answers through 

exploring experiences of Māori hyper-incarceration, the historical relations between 

Māori and Pākehā, and structural rootedness of the violence continuum and racism on the 

one side, and the accumulation of disadvantages experienced by Māori on the other. In 

particular, interviewing ex-inmates and family members of incarcerated Māori explores 

their understanding and interpretation of the impact of systematic imprisonment of Māori 

and allows them the opportunity to identify positive responses to the problems of both 
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social harm and incarceration. In-depth interviews with Māori prison scholars further 

provide a holistic understanding of the research problem. 

Most research methodologies that are used in the social sciences have been historically 

defined in Western social institutions such as universities, so they often echo the 

Eurocentric trajectory of conducting research and analysing its findings. But there are 

also other methodologies – often arising from non-Western and Indigenous traditions – 

that focus on narratives and discourses that have historically been subordinated or even 

silenced (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). These methodologies – such as decolonising 

methodologies (Ibid.) and anti-oppressive research (Potts and Brown, 2005) – are based 

on creative research methods that are used in structural-historical analyses and 

investigations of social harms. This research strongly acknowledges this trajectory, 

adopting an inclusive approach based on anti-oppressive research and Kaupapa Māori 

research (through pūrākau or narratives). Although the study combines different 

methodological and epistemological trajectories I follow Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s (2012) 

principles of decolonising methodologies that include kaupapa (collective philosophy) 

and tino rangatiratanga (chieftainship, sovereignty, Māori self-determination). This 

methodology also requires positioning yourself within the research; namely, to know who 

the researcher is, what is their social background and what are their principles and values 

in conducting the research. 

My position in this thesis both limits and strengthens the validity of the research. I am a 

woman, of Slovene and Serbian ethnicities with both peasant and working-class social 

backgrounds. I come from Laško, a small Slovenian spa and brewery town located by the 

river of Savinja and under the mountain of Hum. I am neither Māori nor a New Zealander 

and as a young international scholar in Aotearoa New Zealand my knowledge and 

understanding may include significant epistemic gaps. On the other hand, being an 

outsider with a particular collective memory and understanding of social reality, I try to 

add new perspectives or epistemic views in relation to the central problem of the research.  

The process of writing this thesis was difficult. Throughout my PhD journey I often had a 

feeling that it should have been a Māori person with strong links to the community doing 

this research. Also, certain content from the interviews – particularly about abuse – 

impacted upon me significantly and for a long time I did not find the courage to deal with 

sensitive content that participants shared in interviews. Paradoxically, because I strongly 
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felt my obligation to the people I interviewed, I became afraid to write this thesis. I was 

often a listener and reader rather than a writer. While trying to overcome this issue I 

began to ask myself why was I doing the research regarding Aotearoa’s Indigenous 

peoples if my whakapapa is somewhere else and what is the purpose behind it? The 

following paragraphs try to answer these questions. I start with the excursion into the 

history and collective memory of my homeland and continue with my journey to 

Aotearoa New Zealand and personal experience with people who have experienced 

incarceration, racism and an everyday life marked by various forms of struggle. 

Following an Indigenous and feminist approach in positioning yourself within the 

research, my intention is not to create parallel collective memories and compare Māori 

history with the history of my homeland, but rather to illustrate my social background and 

illuminate common points in relation to the issue of incarceration.  

Personal Journey and the Ethnographic Vignette 

It was in April 1941 in a small rural village near Laško, Slovenia (Yugoslavia). As in 

every spring, peasants were working hard to cultivate and harvest their small amount of 

land and provide enough food for their families. They did not have much, but they had a 

relatively peaceful and simple life. An elementary economy and traces of the market 

economy were enough for them. Historically, living in and from the land that went 

through wars and occupations was never easy, but generations of peasants always found 

solutions to get by. However, in 1941, this village, as many others in Europe, found itself 

under the chains of Nazi oppression and its structure of dispossession and violence. As 

part of the colonial project Lebensraum, many lands of Eastern Europe became a source 

of violent imperialist oppression in order to make these lands available for German 

settlers. For local people this meant either conforming to the new system, assimilating 

and leaving the language, culture and collective memories behind, or saying no and 

resisting the occupiers and facing death or deportation to concentration or working 

camps. Many of them – intellectuals, anti-imperialists, open-minded priests, Jews, Roma 

and all the rest who saw fascism as a threat to humanity – did not have a choice other than 

escape, be executed or sent to concentration camps such as Dachau, a notorious prison-

camp in Germany. One of Dachau’s inmates was also my grandfather, a peasant from the 

small village where people did not conform to the new imperialist order. 
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Fascist systems in Europe legitimised the oppression of ‘Others’ through the rule of law, 

mythologies and cost-effective or cost-benefit discourse (Mosse, 1985). By placing 

particular moralities and myths on the pedestal of a nation, the process of unification (the 

making of a pseudo-collective identity) required the existence of ‘Others’ or, in other 

words, both internal and external enemies (Ibid.). The process of dehumanisation that was 

built on racial ideologies and extreme ethno-nationalism resulted in systematic exclusion, 

plunder, incarceration and killing of millions of Jews, Slavs, Roma, communists, 

homosexuals, disabled and others. By promising a new world predicated on order, 

efficiency and a harmonious life of ‘pure’ Aryans or ‘civilised’ Europeans with ‘right’ 

values and beliefs, ‘Others’ were represented as an obstacle to this order. The Holocaust 

and the cleaning of ‘disturbing’ or ‘polluting’ elements, together with the violent 

colonisation of Eastern and South-Eastern Europe (the latter also by fascist Italy), 

signified the extreme dimension of the violence continuum where pseudo-scientific 

discourses, accompanied by morality, were legitimised by the state (Scheper-Hughes and 

Bourgois, 2004, p. 9, see also Foucault, 2008).  

However, in the historical trajectory of the ‘cleaning’ of ante- and anti-capitalist 

communities and its collective memories, Nazism and fascism do not appear as 

extraordinary social phenomena; rather, they signify a particular stage in the history of 

colonialism (Césaire, 2000). The colonisation of lands and peoples in the Pacific, 

Americas, Africa or Asia; the systematic slave trade; the creation of the first 

concentration camps in Africa at the turn to the twentieth century by British and German 

empires (facilitating the Namaqua and Herero genocide (1904-07) by Germany that 

inspired Adolf Hitler) and fascist oppression in Europe signify the historical trajectory of 

dispossession and violence by imperial powers in order to conquer, exploit and 

sometimes also settle in these lands. The imprisonment of rebellious ‘surplus’ population, 

particularly Indigenous peoples, has been a crucial strategy in this ongoing structure of 

cultural, economic and political dispossession. Or, as Barlowe and Thompson (2009) 

assert: 

Imprisonment has been a continuation of indigenous experience throughout 

history, ‘isolate and seclude’. Through this practice and others, people are 

separated from their families and cultures and systematically ‘broken’ of 

any personal will or ambition to carry their culture and language into the 

future. On the side of the oppressor /…/ prisons are simply an ‘efficient’ 

way of handling large groups of people. When we are able to think of people 
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not as people, but as numbers/objects and principles that need management, 

and inflicting violence of all kinds becomes possible, this is what is meant 

by ‘efficiency’. This could also be perceived as structural violence, which 

is present in some fashion in most institutional settings where denial of basic 

needs and intimidation can fuel hate crimes and racial conflicts (p. 117).             

As a daughter of a woman who would not be born if her father had not survived the 

incarceration in Dachau’s concentration camp, I have been carrying the collective 

memory of anti-fascist resistance and collective struggle for social justice. I never had a 

chance to talk to my grandfather because he died before I was born, but my mother 

carried on his memory and the worldview, together with her radical stance against various 

forms of fascism (Nazism, corporate fascism, clericalism and neoliberalism). With both 

of my parents coming from peasant and working-class backgrounds with strong anti-

fascist collective memories, their understandings of the world have shaped my position in 

today’s neoliberal world significantly. The questions regarding fascisms and the long 

history of colonialism that often remain unanswered is what did the oppressors do in 

occupied lands, what was the rationale behind it and what were consequences for the 

people who were subject to continuous oppression? 

Common denominators that I identify based on collective memory are dispossession, 

structural violence, cost-effective discourse and the repression of political activity. 

Characterised as ‘the people without history’ (Wolf, 2010), dominant countries did not 

perceive Indigenous peoples and small European or non-European nations as sovereign 

peoples. For example, when Slovene lands were trisected and annexed to Nazi Germany, 

fascist Hungary and fascist Italy (significant parts were subjected to fascist violence 

already from 1922 onwards), there was no dominant power such as the United States or 

Soviet Union to protest occupation that included strong cultural and social oppression and 

the systematic material dispossession or plunder. Nevertheless, following the oppressed 

Slovenes and Croats in the Istria and Slovene littoral region who had formed the first 

militant anti-fascist organisation in Europe to fight Mussolini’s fascist violence – called 

TIGR which stands for Trst/Trieste, Istra, Gorica, and Reka/Rijeka otherwise known as 

the Revolutionary Organisation of the Julian March formed in 1927 – people under Nazi 

occupation also started to rebel in order to liberate themselves from imperial violence. In 

my home village that was occupied by Nazi Germany, a group including my grandfather, 

started to organise hidden meetings. Soon after, they began a resistance operation which 
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included a process of collecting food and weapons and hiding it in secret places. They 

were ready to join partisans, the resistance guerrilla groups formed by Slovenian veterans 

from the Spanish civil war, communists, Christian-socialists and TIGR, who were located 

in the mountains. Partisans – first named as the Anti-Imperialist Front (1941) and later 

renamed the Liberation Front – used guerrilla tactics such as ambush, quick military 

attacks and sabotage of Nazi/fascist infrastructure to gradually weaken and defeat the 

oppressor. However, local clero-fascist collaborators often revealed hidden operations by 

liberators. In 1942, this also occurred in our village. A local conformist disclosed the 

information about the grandfather’s group and the next morning the village was raided by 

Gestapo. The resistance group was apprehended and taken into a Gestapo prison in the 

city of Maribor, almost a hundred kilometres away from the village. My grandfather said 

that he could have escaped into the mountains, but he knew that the family would be hurt 

or taken away. He consciously decided that he would sacrifice his life for the family. The 

verdict for the group in the prison, including my grandfather, was execution. However, 

after a brave humanistic act by a city businessman who offered gold to Gestapo officials 

to save the group from execution the verdict was changed from death by execution to 

imprisonment in Dachau’s concentration camp. 

In Dachau, they joined hundreds of prisoners from Europe and beyond. My grandfather 

had explained the system of total rationality (cost-effectiveness) and madness that was in 

place in the camp. Everything and everybody were measured through cost-effective lens, 

from slave labour and minimum amounts of food, to parts of bodies that were used for 

different ‘businesses’ (from gold teeth to women’s hair that were used for wigs). They 

dispossessed a person to the last piece of his or her body. Furthermore, inmates who did 

hard labour and were not ‘effective’ enough, were punished too. One day, my grandfather 

was transferred to work in the factory-barrack where inmates produced wooden products. 

He did not know how to do the work. Luckily, his co-worker was a craftsman from the 

same village. At the beginning, he made products for my grandfather as well as secretly 

teaching him how to do it by himself. He saved his life. Namely, the solidarity among 

prisoners was strong. This was the only way to survive, especially for inmates who 

suffered the most because of the hierarchical treatment within the camp based on the 

eugenically inspired racist hierarchy of Über- and Unter-Mensch. My grandfather 

emphasised that this included even the famous international charity organisation that were 

delivering packages of food into the camp: prisoners from Western countries received two 
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packages of food per person, Western Slavs (Poles, Czechs and Slovaks) received one 

package, whereas Jews, Roma, blacks, Russians and Yugoslavs (Slovenes, Serbs, Croats) 

did not receive anything. Every piece of food that someone found or the food they 

received as a daily meal was therefore shared collectively. 

Although the issue of Māori hyper-incarceration exists within a completely different 

context compared to the incarceration in concentration camps in the Second World War 

they both share important commonalities that are crucial in understanding the issue of 

systematic incarceration today. It often appears that the process of dehumanisation 

through cost-effectiveness continues to be one of the main features of neoliberalism, 

particularly within the context of the carceral continuum. Wacquant (2009) connects 

today’s hyper-incarceration of targeted social groups with Marx’s (1976, p. 798) notion of 

relative surplus population – a pauperised reserve army of labour – particularly in relation 

to the warehousing of surplus populations in prisons and other forms of confinement. This 

also implies the historical trajectory of systematic imprisonment of Indigenous peoples 

and people of colour as a political project aimed at establishing or maintaining a 

particular social order, including the repression of political action. Today, as in the 

colonial past, the reflexive political activity of both individuals and collectives, 

particularly of ante- or anti-capitalist communities, and discourses that do not conform to 

the neoliberal insanity of measurement and profit production (Wacquant, 2012) become 

the subject of continuous structural violence and dispossession (Césaire, 2000; Freire, 

2005; Coulthard, 2014; Galic, 2019). 

In this process, I understand that myth-making is a crucial ideological phenomenon, both 

in relation to hyper-incarceration of Indigenous peoples and in the history of fascist 

oppression. In settler-colonial societies, the history of colonialism tends to be obliterated 

or at least downplayed while celebrating various ‘egalitarian myths’ and ‘dreams’ that 

draw a picture of successful societies (Jackson, 2004; Cone, 2012; Wynyard, 2017). In 

this delusion, settler-colonial societies even relate themselves to terms such as 

‘democracy’ and ‘freedom’ although their histories have systematically excluded 

Indigenous peoples and people of colour (Newton, 1972; Shawki, 2006). Carrying the 

burden of conquest, slavery and colonial plunder or dispossession, the existence of settler 

societies appears to be dependent on constructed myths and structural amnesia. The 

imposition of fascisms, like the conquest of non-European lands, systematically embed 
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the oppressor within the oppressed, resulting in double consciousness, various 

contradictions and constant internal conflicts among the oppressed (Fanon, 1968, p. 52; 

Freire, 2005, p. 62). Understanding the process of the making of Māori hyper-

incarceration where imprisonment, accompanied by the violence continuum, becomes 

normalised and taken for granted (internalised) – and the system’s response is that there is 

no racism in the criminal justice system but perhaps only unconscious bias – therefore 

clearly suggests the important role of ideology, forced identities and the state’s monopoly 

over the means of symbolic violence.  

I was born in socialist Yugoslavia, a country that united various nations and implemented 

social welfare system with workers’ self-management. Being one of the founding 

members of the Non-Aligned Movement – a group of countries that fought against 

(neo)colonialism and represented a third way in a bipolar world (Nkrumah, 1966) – it 

tried to open space for an international solidarity while trying to overcome internal 

conflicts at home. But the latter, fuelled by unhealed historical grievances within the 

country and external stimuli, ended up in a horrific rise of ethno-nationalism and war that 

split people into multiple small countries. By internalising ethno-nationalism, if we 

borrow Freire’s (2005) words, the oppressed became the oppressors, paving the way to 

neo-colonial plunder – by both foreign agents and local compradors – that emerged with 

the privatisation of common resources. Consequently, the imposition of neoliberalism 

changed the social environment in economic, political and cultural ways. For children like 

me, who came from mixed Yugoslav ethnicities, not being a ‘pure Slovene’ represented a 

marker in everyday lives. Thus, living in an environment of a neo-colony, my partner and 

I decided to search for freedom abroad. Being introduced to Polynesian Panthers and Ngā 

Tamatoa while writing a Master’s thesis in Slovenia about the political philosophy and 

socio-political action of the Black Panther Party (and the systemic answer to the 

revolution in 1960s through hyper-incarceration of Indigenous and African Americans 

(Curcic, 2012)), we decided to buy one-way tickets for New Zealand to find out more 

about Māori and Pasifika movements and see where the journey would take us. 

Not knowing anyone in the country, we moved from hostel to hostel until we found a 

small studio in an apartment building in Central Auckland, located between two city 

avenues and the motorway. People in a relatively small apartment building came from 

diverse backgrounds: from Pākehā, Māori and Pasifika, to recent immigrants from India, 
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the Philippines, China and Vietnam. Formerly a brothel, the apartment building had its 

own ‘soul’: from young party males and former inmates to a prostitute and a drug dealer 

who allowed his ‘customers’ to enter the building, go to its roof and take 

methamphetamine or P in a police-free environment. Hanging out on the same roof was 

also the place where we met our first New Zealand friends: two couples, who were Māori 

or Māori-Pasifika, everyone with his or her life-story. Struggling to get by, we spent a lot 

of time together on that roof, helping each other with CVs while applying for jobs, 

singing songs with a bottle of wine and sharing our collective memories or everyday 

experiences. This was also the time when I first learnt about lived experience of structural 

marginalisation, incarceration and other struggles that Māori have been facing on a daily 

basis. For confidentiality, I name these neighbours-friends Ria, Tamati, Rawiri and 

Nikau.    

Rawiri and Nikau were the first couple we met. Nikau struggled with unemployment or 

underemployment (casual precarious work) but he was always very enthusiastic and 

optimistic about his future, at least from the surface. He tried to navigate 

underemployment and the punitive welfare system. Because of the constant pressure from 

the latter, he dreamed about opening his own business rather than working for someone 

else. Rawiri, on the other hand, was the only one (out of six of us) who had a permanent 

job. However, struggling with co-workers who found out that he was gay, together with 

his traumatic personal history of being abused as a child, he often drowned his sorrow in 

food, alcohol and gambling. On the first night when my partner brought a guitar on the 

roof to sing some songs, Rawiri began to sing too. Both my partner, who was raised as a 

musician, and I agreed that this was the most beautiful and soulful voice we have ever 

heard. Rawiri’s joy and expressed emotions when he was singing, despite constant 

pressure in everyday life and financial troubles, was something that cannot be described 

by words. We learnt our first Māori songs on that roof and about Rawiri’s journey of 

being a prospective musician in his youth to a struggling worker with various addictions.  

Ria and Tamati were the second couple. Ria was just released from prison – she was 

incarcerated for producing and selling P – and together with Tamati they decided to move 

from South Auckland to the City and start over. We became friends, trying to help each 

other through difficult times. However, finding a job with criminal records, accompanied 

by lack of support after being released from prison, appeared as a mission impossible. Ria 
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was excluded from compulsory education when she was eleven and the only credentials 

she had were from the prison. After numerous unsuccessful job applications we decided 

that we would take the whole day to walk through the central streets of the city – Queen 

Street, Karangahape Road and Ponsonby Road – with our CVs, asking businesses for job 

vacancies. We did not hear back from anyone. Being without money for basic needs – 

also for Ria’s and Tamati’s children from previous relationships who visited them over 

weekends – Ria made use of skills she learnt in the past; she went to the supermarket 

without money and came back with food for dinner. Tamati, on the other hand, was 

becoming more and more anxious because of his unsuccessful job applications and the 

frequent visits of drug users on the roof of the apartment building were making his and 

Ria’s recovery from P addiction even more difficult. After a couple of weeks, Ria stopped 

attending meetings for recovering addicts and when Tamati one day came home with a 

car, saying that he took it from a friend who owed him money, we knew that their hopes 

of building a new life were fading away.  

Meanwhile, Ria tried her best to spend more time with her ten-year old son. He 

eventually started to live with them during the weeks. However, arguments between Ria 

and Tamati were becoming intense and violent. One day, Ria was crying on the roof and I 

tried to calm her down. She said that Tamati sometimes hit her and that her son was 

expelled from school for violence against classmates. He was only ten. My partner and I 

were furious, being shocked that in a developed country that praises itself about its 

education system can allow a ten-year old child to be excluded from compulsory 

education. Being caught in the reality where getting a job is almost impossible, where 

there is weak or no support to reintegrate into the society, and where the system fails you 

from the early age through various deprivations of human rights such as education, Ria 

and Tamati eventually lost their will for change and slowly slid back into P addiction. My 

partner and I will never forget an occurrence in one of our roof nights when all of us, 

including Nikau, Rawiri and a couple of other friends, were hanging out. Ria’s son was, 

as usual, sitting alongside us with his toy-gun. Being away from his peers at school, 

intimidated by Tamati’s increased violence towards his mother, the little boy at some 

point turned a toy-gun to himself and shot a plastic bullet into his head. I was not sure if 

Ria, Nikau or Rawiri saw that, but this image has haunted my partner and myself to this 

day. 
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Nikau, my partner and I suggested Ria to break-up with Tamati, both for the sake of her 

well-being and the well-being of her son, particularly because Tamati’s violence began to 

escalate due to his P addiction. One night, Tamati snapped and brutally beat Ria. She and 

her son ran to the hall, trying to wake up neighbours to help. We lived in another floor 

and did not know what was happening but Rawiri and Nikau who lived in the same 

hallway than Ria and Tamati, tried to protect her and her son. While Nikau was calling 

the police, Rawiri, a six-foot-tall man who is over one hundred kilograms, tried to stop 

Tamati from beating Ria in front of her son and neighbours who were too scared to get 

involved. He could not stop him. When the police arrived, Rawiri went towards them to 

unlock and open the main door of the apartment building for the police to come in. But 

instead of running to the second floor where the fight was still not over yet, the police 

arrested Rawiri at the front door, thinking that he was the ‘offender’. Nikau therefore had 

to call the police again and tell them that they had apprehended his partner who came to 

unlock the doors for them and not Tamati. The next morning when we met Nikau and 

Rawiri for a morning coffee on the roof – Tamati was taken into remand – we realised 

that Ria and her son were gone too. Because Ria did not have a cell phone at that time, we 

never found out where she went and what happened to her and her son. Together with 

Tamati, they all disappeared. 

Because of this incident and further police presence in our apartment building regarding 

drug dealers – one morning the police broke into next door where we lived and arrested 

neighbours we barely saw (it turned out that they were drug dealers too) – the landlords 

decided to ‘clean-up’ the building of ‘problematic’ tenants. Struggling with paying rent 

and being in debt, Rawiri and Nikau moved out as well. The building became quieter and 

the roof was from then on occupied only by my partner and I and new Pākehā neighbours 

whose privileges in society allowed them to organise loud parties without consequences. 

That was the time when I further reflected on the lives of our friends, trying to understand 

why Rawiri was addicted to food and gambling, why Nikau tried to convince himself that 

he has had a successful life, why Ria stayed in an abusive relationship and why did 

violence and drugs represent the way Tamati coped with everyday struggles? And also, 

why did my partner and I not take drugs when we struggled with unemployment and the 

lack of basic necessities? I found the answer in history or, more correctly, in the historical 

and ongoing process of dehumanisation and the violence continuum that has been 

embedded in the (neo)colonial structure of dispossession. For my partner and I, living life 
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on the margin was something temporary, whereas for Ria, Tamati, Rawiri and Nikau, it 

was the only world they knew. 

Although I struggled with forms of discrimination because of my ethnic background, I 

was never a subject of police harassment, physical violence, shame or similar. Free public 

education gave me and my peers the opportunity to study and we had access to free 

medical care. Almost all schools were public, of very similar quality and exclusions were 

very rare. My mother was a receptionist in a school for almost forty years and in four 

decades the school did not deprive a single pupil from compulsory education. 

Furthermore, for my generation and the generation of my parents, language was not 

denied, our livelihood was not destroyed and institutions like prison were away from our 

imaginaries. However, we were aware that peace and livelihood were taken away from 

our grandparents, that they were spat at by Italian fascists as early as in the 1920s if they 

spoke our language, beaten if they sang a folk song, imprisoned if they rebelled against 

oppressors. By my birth I was able to be raised up in an environment with diminished 

state violence and the right to live in peace. Indigenous and other oppressed peoples 

around the world did not and do not have this privilege to live free of structural violence 

of which they are often the target. For them, the structural or state violence never ended. 

From native schools (Calman, 2012), boys’ and girls’ homes (Stanley, 2016), youth 

detentions (borstals) and prisons (Workman, 2011), Indigenous peoples have been 

historically struggling with the violence continuum from the state and from members of 

mainstream society (Blagg, 2008). Considering the ongoing dehumanisation of Māori in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, both in terms of racism and the accumulation of structural 

disadvantages, I cannot perceive Tamati as an offender: historical relationships between 

the oppressor and the oppressed in settler-colonial societies require the understanding of 

individual’s wrongdoing beyond the Western dichotomy of offender and victim. Thus, 

rather than drawing on administrative criminology that often fails to recognise historical 

and structural contexts due its close bond and conformist position to the state (Agozino, 

2003; Kitossa, 2012; 2014; Blagg and Anthony, 2014; Cunneen and Tauri, 2016), this 

thesis analyses the issue of Māori hyper-incarceration sociologically.  

When I first read a text about intergenerational trauma of colonialism or historical trauma 

theory (George, Ngaumu et al., 2014), I began to understand the extent of the struggles 

our friends have been going through. We talk about historical trauma when “past 
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traumatic events affecting a group of people (for example, colonisation) become 

embedded in the collective, social, emotional and spiritual memories of the population, 

accumulating across generations” (Ibid., p. 184, referring to Brave Heart, 2005). Because 

I could not understand prisons other than a place of dehumanisation that critically 

reproduces elements of the violence continuum, I began to understand my role as a 

researcher as a clear ethical and political position. Influenced by the works of critical 

public intellectuals (Jackson, 1988; Bourdieu, 1998; Freire, 2005; Mikaere, 2011; 

Workman and McIntosh, 2013; Coulthard, 2015; Cunneen and Tuari, 2016; Stanley, 

2016), I began to focus on subtle systemic strategies – from structural to symbolic 

violence – that have justified Māori hyper-incarceration as a criminogenic problem, 

together with normalising it as a specific issue, independent from the historical trajectory 

of colonialism and its structure of dispossession. Advocating anti-oppressive research 

(Potts and Brown, 2005), I see my purpose in critically analysing the making of Māori 

hyper-incarceration with a hope to add a fragment in a collective struggle to unmake it.    

When we later became friends with a Māori individual who had spent more than two 

decades in prison for a crime he had not committed I realised that I could not write a 

thesis about Māori incarceration through the language that suits a dominant academic and 

policymaking taste. Witnessing the after-lag journey of a person who was wrongly 

charged and convicted and finally exonerated has been sobering. Arrested as a Māori 

teenager from a marginalised area he has a significant ongoing struggle with after-prison 

life. Further discussions on incarceration with a friend who used to be a gang member and 

inmate (he was also incarcerated in boys’ homes and borstals in the seventies), I began to 

understand Māori hyper-incarceration through different lenses – as a political project. 

Thus, my epistemic position in this thesis is based on the ethical and political position of 

decarceration and the commitment to critique the operation of state violence and its 

violence continuum that colonises everyday lives of the oppressed. 

Decolonising methodologies through narratives and anti-oppressive 

research 

In conducting this research, I have followed Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s (1999; 2008) notion 

of decolonising methodologies, the notion of anti-oppressive research (Potts and Brown, 

2005) and Paulo Freire’s (2005) pedagogy of the oppressed. In Decolonising 
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methodologies, Smith (1999; 2012) critiques monocultural epistemic frames and ways of 

knowing based on Western traditions of knowledge that are dominant in universities and 

research institutions around the world, particularly in settler societies. She reveals a close 

bond between imperialism and research in creating regimes of truth. Because this 

intersection is embedded and, consequently, often invisible or taken for granted as the 

norm in the mainstream academic discourse, it ignores, downplays or even denigrates 

non-Western knowledges and traditions (particularly Indigenous). Tuhiwai Smith 

demonstrates that research undertaken by the principles and knowledges arising from 

Indigenous traditions carry a significant importance both in relation to academia and the 

community. Its aim is “to situate, place, and contextualize; to create spaces for 

decolonizing /…/ to provide frameworks for hearing silence and listening to the voices of 

the silenced” (Tuhiwai Smith, 2008, p. 129).     

Decolonising methodologies therefore signify methodologies of the silenced and 

oppressed that challenge the existing power relations and canonised forms of conducting 

research. They include epistemologies that have been historically denigrated or silenced. 

In Māori contexts, they include kaupapa Māori (collective philosophy and ways of 

knowing and doing) and the notion of tino rangatiratanga (sovereignty, Māori self-

determination). As an ally who stands with Māori, I follow the central paradigm of 

decolonising methodologies – a constant reflection on power. This includes the process of 

self-reflecting (both on my work and position) and asking various questions during the 

research such as ‘why am I privileging this here?’, ‘how to ensure that a voice is heard?’, 

‘am I creating space or taking space?’ It is a constant learning process where you not only 

learn about the problem but also recognise others and yourself in a social space. The 

process of allyship is always ongoing and self-challenging. What does it mean to claim 

allyship? Under what circumstances should this position be claimed? When is it necessary 

to speak out? When is it important to fall back and let others speak?  

Being influenced by critical pedagogy (Freire, 2005), I epistemologically connect 

decolonising methodologies with anti-oppressive research (Potts and Brown, 2005). 

According to Karen Potts and Leslie Brown, the research that suits a dominant class and 

cultural taste often serves as a strategy “to suppress ideas, people, and social justice just 

as easily – maybe even more easily – that it can be used to respect, empower, and 

liberate” (Potts and Brown, 2005, p. 260). This suppression is either conscious or 



42 

 

unconscious. Freire further emphasises that there is no such thing as a neutral educational 

process – it serves either as an instrument to integrate people into the logic of the system 

or as a practice of liberation where people critically analyse the social reality and try 

actively to transform it. As a pedagogue (or researcher) a person is either on the side of 

the oppressor or the oppressed (Freire, 2005, pp. 48, 238). Potts and Brown (2005) 

therefore argue that “to be an anti-oppressive researcher means choosing to do research 

and support research that challenges the status quo in its processes as well as its 

outcomes. It seeks to resist oppression embedded in ourselves, our work, our world” (p. 

260). This ethical and political principle may be upheld in different research practices, 

from ethnography to qualitative interviews.   

In investigating the making of Māori hyper-incarceration, I conducted fourteen semi-

structured interviews that are presented through narratives. The interviews with ex-

inmates and their family members might be characterised as life-story interviews, 

particularly because semi-structured interviews gave participants space to navigate the 

interview based on their life experiences or life histories. In other words, the aim of 

conducting semi-structured interviews was to create autonomous space for decolonising 

discourse and to provide a framework for listening to the voices of the silenced (Tuhiwai 

Smith, 1999). Challenging strategies of exclusion such as the mechanism of oblivion 

reproduced by dominant discourse and its understanding of history and remembrances 

within the coloniser’s collective memory I have tried to open a reflexive narrative, 

epistemologically based on Māori agency and their collective memory. According to 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999), “Qualitative research approaches have the potential to 

respond to epistemic challenges and crises, to unravel and weave, to fold in and unmask 

the layers of the social life and depth of human experience” (p. 136). 

Narrative or narrative inquiry is a relatively new research approach in social sciences. It is 

based on storytelling or life-story interviews (Croswell, 2007; Patterson, 2008). These 

stories become an important part of the research and therefore signify both a method and 

the phenomenon of the study. As a method, Croswell (2007) asserts, narrative focuses on 

“the experiences as expressed in lived and told stories of individuals” (p. 54), 

implementing the research by gathering data through the collection of life stories and 

making sense of them in their relationships. Research participants are therefore 

understood as storytellers or narrators who facilitate narratives of their lived experiences 
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and the collective memory of their family, tribe, village or the community. Thus, 

according to Patterson (2008), narratives signify “texts which bring stories of personal 

experience into being by means of the first-person oral narration of past, present, future or 

imaginary experience” (p. 37). 

Because research participants are all Māori (except of two who are Pasifika) the 

acknowledgment of storytelling as a part of Māori (and Pacific) cultural heritage is 

important. In Māori, this is known as pūrākau, a kaupapa Māori storytelling 

methodology. According to Jenny Lee, 

Pūrākau, a traditional form of Māori narrative, contains philosophical 

thought, epistemological constructs, cultural codes, and worldviews that are 

fundamental to our identity as Māori. Pūrākau are a collection of traditional 

oral narratives that should not only be protected, but also understood as a 

pedagogical-based anthology of literature that are still relevant today. 

Furthermore, pūrākau can continue to be constructed in various forms, 

contexts and media to better understand the experiences of our lives as 

Māori - including the research context (Lee, 2009, p. 1). 

Lee asserts that in contemporary research pūrākau signifies “a kaupapa Māori approach to 

qualitative narrative inquiry” and that “critical to this approach is the decolonizing 

process” (Ibid., p. 5). This closely relates to Smith’s decolonising methodologies and 

Potts’ and Brown’s notion of anti-oppressive research, particularly in its ethical 

commitment to bring narratives that were historically silenced back into places where 

they can be heard. By evoking collective memories that have been silenced in the 

mainstream discourse of the settler society, pūrākau gives explanation through the 

worldview that reflects collective memories of the oppressed. In recent decades, these 

narratives have been particularly important, especially in exposing dominant discourses 

and society’s myths. Jessica Terruhn (2015) asserts that in “Aotearoa/New Zealand, 

indigenous narratives which revealed alternative realities of colonial oppression and 

indigenous resistance helped to discredit settler versions of history and challenge their 

dominant position” (p. 86). Thus, according to Moana Jackson, by acknowledging 

specific traditions and ways of knowing when studying a particular research problem, the 

researcher’s task is “simply a way of telling stories and searching for truths [where] 

stories are part of the never-ending quest for knowledge” (as cited in Foster et al., 2015, 

p. 2).   
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By acknowledging and following the principles of Kaupapa Māori research, decolonising 

methodologies and critical Indigenous framework, I try to leave as much space as 

possible for research participants’ voices. Encouraging research participants to lead the 

interview and an ethical commitment to present their narratives in a length that might 

appear too long for the mainstream academic taste has therefore been my main 

methodological task. In this research, the principles expressed by Ngahuia Te 

Awetotuku’s (1991) ‘He Tikanga Whakaaro’ guidelines are upheld. These principles 

highlight the need for the rights, interests and sensitivities of participants to be 

acknowledged and protected. These have been subsequently endorsed by Linda Tuhiwai 

Smith (1999; 2012) in her ongoing work on research, research ethics and Māori and in the 

ethical guidelines of the Health Research Council of New Zealand. In English, these 

guidelines state: Respect your subject; interview face to face; look, listen, then speak; be 

generous and be a good host to your interviewees; be careful; do not trample on the 

integrity of the subject and do not place yourself above the interviewee (Te Awetotuku, 

1991). 

This research also appreciates other similar ways of researching within the critical 

Indigenous framework such as the ‘Narratives of Hope and Suffering: Historical Trauma 

and Contemporary Rebuilding for Māori Women with Experiences of Incarceration’ 

where George, Ngamu et al. (2014) analyse contemporary experiences of incarceration in 

relation to the traumatic encounter with colonisation. Namely, the aim of historical 

trauma theory is to promote healing from the historical trauma of colonisation. Drawing 

on Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart seminal work, researchers illuminate a four-stage 

intervention to help Indigenous peoples to heal: “1. Confront our trauma and embrace our 

history; 2. Understand that trauma; 3. [grieve and] Release the pain; and then 4. 

Transcend the trauma” (as cited in George et al., 2014, p. 192). Furthermore, George, 

Ngamu et al. (2014) assert that the opening space for narratives and feeling the pain of 

colonisation is only the first step: “To move historical trauma into a kaupapa Māori 

framework, it could be seen as a whakapapa model—it concerns knowing and 

understanding our history, the stories of our tupuna and the impact their actions and 

experiences had on us. We learn from the past—we heal from the past—to improve the 

present, in order to build a stronger and more powerful future” (p. 192). 
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According to George, Ngamu et al. (2014), “In Aotearoa New Zealand, Māori experience 

the profound impact of incarceration socially, physically, economically, culturally and 

spiritually. Historical trauma theory provides a useful and significant way in which to 

understand Indigenous experiences that have led to an array of negative outcomes such as 

high rates of incarceration” (p. 193). Participants’ narratives and conversations are 

therefore the central point of this research because, as continued by George, Ngamu et al., 

“Through hearing narratives of suffering and hope, it becomes possible to recognise the 

humanity of those who can be imprisoned by society’s practices, policies and attitudes, as 

well as by the criminal justice system. Understanding the whakapapa of Māori 

incarceration enables the stronger probability of contemporary rebuilding and restoration 

of lives which have been shattered over generations of trauma” (George et al., 2014, p. 

194) (see also Pihama et al., 2014; Wirihana and Smith, 2014).  

Within the Māori struggle for self-determination Graham Smith maintains four points of 

Kaupapa Māori research that are acknowledged in this research: “1. is related to ‘being 

Māori’; 2. is connected to Māori philosophy and principles; 3. takes for granted the 

validity and legitimacy of Māori, the importance of Māori language and culture; and 4. is 

concerned with ‘the struggle for autonomy over our own cultural well being’” (as cited in 

Smith, 2000, p. 228). Thus, the critical Indigenous framework of this research can be 

understood as a combination of Kaupapa Māori theory (as a collective research based on 

interviews that recognises and supports Māori agency) and critical theory with the critical 

analysis of dominant hegemony, its power structures and consequences of colonial 

experience. The most important question, according to Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2000), is 

therefore related to issues of social justice: Kaupapa Māori “exists within a minority 

culture which continues to be represented within antagonistic colonial discourses. It is a 

counter-hegemonic approach to Western forms of research and, as such, currently exists 

on the margins” (p. 232).     

Although this is primarily a sociological study some issues are partially engaged through 

the field of criminology. Understanding the historical role of sociology and, especially, 

criminology and its epistemological apparatuses as Eurocentric sciences is important in 

the process of decolonising (Blagg, 2008, p. 11), or, as Chris Cunneen (2014) points out, 

“Part of the process of ‘decolonizing’ criminology is to see that criminology is a product 

of a particular set of narratives within western social sciences” (p. 390). Because of the 
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systematic oblivion of Indigenous research methodologies and lack of recognition of 

Indigenous scholars I argue that it is crucial to place this research into a clear position 

regarding historical power relations, social structures and exclusionary ideologies. As 

argued by Denzin, Lincoln and Tuhiwai Smith (2008), it is important to “decolonize 

western methodologies, to criticize and demystify the way in which Western science and 

the modern academy have been part of the colonial apparatus” (p. 2). Hence, this thesis is 

a study within the critical Indigenous framework that uses methods of qualitative semi-

structured interviews in presenting narratives of incarceration and the violence continuum 

and analysing the research problem through critical analysis of structural and historical 

factors of social life.       

Research design, participants and interviews 

Whereas structured interview requires a rigorous set of questions that are conducted in a  

particular order semi-structured interview enables more flexibility for both interviewer 

and interviewee. In semi-structured interviews, the researcher develops the interview 

guide, a set of questions or topics that are then adjusted to the specific context of the 

interview. Thus, the semi-structured interview allows the participant to focus on certain 

topics prepared by the interviewer. In doing that, it often opens new horizons that extend 

an interview guide or initial plan. Following principles stated in previous paragraphs, I 

encouraged participants to guide the interview, particularly with my first interview 

question that was very broad and asked about the person’s whakapapa and his or her life 

story. 

I formed questions together with my supervisor. They were based on the literature review 

and supervisor’s experience with those who had experienced incarceration and strong 

expertise about Māori hyper-incarceration. The list of potential questions was relatively 

long and intense which gave me more flexibility when conducting the interviews. 

Nevertheless, I was aware that I might not have enough time to ask all questions. I would 

have liked to follow the guide completely. The interview guide included the following 

questions (topic and narrative focused):   

Mihimihi: Introduction of researcher to interview participant (the participant may respond 

with a mihimihi). 

Tell me about yourself? 
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How is that you came to be interested in Māori incarceration? 

Since European contact with Māori what do you think the history of Māori incarceration 

has looked like? 

Do you think there have been major changes in the last 40-50 years? 

Why do you think there are so many Māori in prison today? 

 What do you think is the State/Crown role in the rate of Māori incarceration? 

 Do you think the State/Crown role has changed in the last 40-50 years? 

Can you think of one or more things that could account for the high Māori incarceration 

rate? 

Can you think of one or more policy or piece of legislation that has impacted negatively 

or positively on the Māori incarceration rate? 

Does the Māori incarceration rate tell us anything about Māori/State/Crown/Pākehā 

relationships? 

What is the effect of Māori incarceration? 

Do you think that the impact of incarceration goes beyond the individual that is 

incarcerated? If so, in what ways? 

Do you think there are inter-generational effects? If so, how are these experienced? 

What do you think, at the whānau/community level are the causes of higher offending 

rates and incarceration rates? 

What social harms do you see in Māori communities? 

What do you think causes these social harms? 

What do you think are the most positive aspects present in Māori communities? 

What are the greatest opportunities that are present in Māori communities? 

What could make a difference and lead to positive change for Māori and others? 

 At the State level /at the whānau level /at the community level? 

What are the barriers? 

How can these be overcome? 

What are your hopes and aspirations for Māori futures? 

Being an international student, finding research participants was a difficult task. My 

supervisors Tracey McIntosh, Rob Webb and a friend Fete Taito helped me significantly 

in this process. Professor Tracey McIntosh (Tūhoe) teaches the sociology of incarceration 

and courses on the interface of the criminal justice system with Indigenous peoples and 

her research focus on the incarceration of Māori. Dr Robert Webb (Ngāpuhi) works in the 
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area of Indigenous criminology. Fete Taito (NZ born Samoan) holds bachelor’s degree in 

sociology and Māori with particular focus on Māori hyper-incarceration. He is an ex-

inmate, ex-gang member and ex-career criminal. In the process of recruiting research 

participants, Tracey, Rob and Fete noted the value of building up trust relationships 

through face to face encounters (kanohi ki te kanohi). I contacted potential participants 

through email outlining the project and asking if they would be interested in participating. 

I also met a couple of persons in a hui (meeting) at Waipapa Marae in Auckland where 

we connected in informal conversation about racism in New Zealand. Consequently, we 

exchanged contact numbers and a couple of months later we met again for the interview.       

I conducted fourteen in-depth interviews with thirteen individuals. One interview with an 

ex-inmate led to the second interview with him as a family member. The length of the 

interview stretched between one hour (an interview with Terina) to almost six hours (an 

interview with Anarina). An average interview time was two hours. I had an opportunity 

to interview three more ex-inmates but because of difficult circumstances that they were 

in (struggling with drug addiction) we never conducted official interviews. A friend who 

was incarcerated for over two decades for a crime he had not committed also agreed to be 

interviewed but because of his after-lag struggles and the fact that it was a strong 

possibility that readers would recognise his story due to its strong media attention I 

decided that it would be safer not to conduct it yet (I could not assure his anonymity as a 

participant in this research). Thus, I conducted less interviews than I initially planned 

which may represent a weakness of this research. However, having the privilege to talk to 

participants who shared their life-stories, along with interviewing Māori prison scholars 

and experts, the interviews were relatively long and very insightful. Part of my practice 

was building up and sustaining relationships. Prior to interviews there were cases where I 

would have spent many hours in discussion and listening to them speak of their lives, 

their aspirations and the ordinary elements of day to day living. Particularly for those not 

familiar with the academy this was an important process. It was an important process for 

me as well as I learnt from their experiences and had time to consider and reconsider my 

role in taking up this research. 

In terms of ethnicity, all participants except two are Māori (both non-Māori are of 

Pasifika ethnicity and part of a mixed Māori-Pasifika whānau). In terms of gender, eight 

participants are men and five are women. I interviewed six ex-inmates, three family 
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members and five prison scholars or community workers. Names of ex-inmates, family 

members of incarcerated Māori and two prison experts / community workers are not 

revealed; they appear with pseudonyms. To avoid possible inconvenience with certain 

state agents or others, we agreed to use pseudonyms instead of real names although some 

participants stated that they did not mind being named. The names of four participants 

who are visible in the public sphere on these issues are not changed. The following 

paragraphs introduce research participants:   

Terina is a Māori woman, mother, gym enthusiast and an ex-inmate in her late thirties. 

She is a woman of great strength and resilience who has learnt, usually under conditions 

of her incarceration, to reflect deeply on her life. Struggling to navigate everyday 

struggles of socio-economic deprivation she became a drug-dealer and later a career-

criminal. She was incarcerated multiple times. Niko is an ex-inmate in his late fifties; he 

was institutionalised from his childhood, going through the process of boys’ homes, 

borstals and prisons. He was a gang member for decades and he did long lags in various 

prisons in the country. While Niko lives on the margins his life is a considered life. He 

has worked hard to understand his own condition and to try and support marginalised 

youth to resist the structures that will embed their oppression. The journey of Fred was 

also heavily marked by forced institutionalisation in boys’ homes and borstals. He 

became a gang member (later a sergeant of arms) and throughout his criminal career he 

did multiple lags in maximum security prisons. He was incarcerated in four different 

decades (1970s-2000s). After his last lag he worked hard to create changes in his life and 

in the life of his whānau. In that he has been very successful graduating with a BA degree 

and engaging positively in the lives of his children and mokopuna. It remains hard work 

as he recognises the inter-generational reach of both social inequality and the prison. 

Today, in his fifties, he is helping ex-inmates in their integration into society.  

Kauri, an ex-inmate in his thirties, comes from a large whānau. He was a talented rugby 

player and prefect in a private boarding school who later got a job in public sector. He 

became involved in a criminal act that got him into prison. Today, he is a community 

worker who helps people in need. Kai is a returning inmate in his thirties. He is the 

second generation of incarcerated urban Māori but also a person with numerous talents 

and potentials. Against considerable odds he is making a contribution where he is able. 

Anarina is a Māori woman in her thirties. She comes from ‘the hood’, as she names the 
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deprived area she grew up in, where Māori incarceration has been strongly present and 

normalised. Out of about fifty members of her closer whānau she is one of four who has 

not been incarcerated in prison. She is an enthusiastic cook and student with deep 

knowledge about social issues in the country. Manaia is also a family member of 

incarcerated Māori. Like Kai, Terina and Anarina, she grew up in the environment 

surrounded by gangs. Both Anarina and Manaia help youth in their whānau in order to do 

their best to not become caught in the world of youth crime and street gangs. These 

thumbnail biographies do not capture the depth and the complexities of these individuals 

though they rely on their own self-description. Over the course of the thesis their lives, 

aspirations and experiences will become more manifest. I am grateful for their generosity 

and wisdom and recognise that that wisdom was often gained at a considerable prices for 

their whānau and themselves under conditions not of their own choosing. 

Dr Kim Workman (Ngāti Kahungunu and Rangitaane) is a critical public intellectual and 

a prison expert. For almost four decades, he worked in public sector: he was a police 

officer for nearly twenty years before working for the Office of the Ombudsman, State 

Services Commission, Department of Māori Affairs and Ministry of Health. Between 

1989 and 1993, he was also the Head of Prisons. Today, he is one of most respected 

prison experts in discussion of justice, corrections policies and the issue of Māori hyper-

incarceration. Kim is also the initiator of ‘Rethinking Crime and Punishment’ research 

project (2005-) and JustSpeak (2011-), a movement of young people and emerging prison 

scholars who are speaking up on criminal justice for a thriving Aotearoa New Zealand.  

Dr Lily George (Te Kapōtai, Ngāti Hine, Ngāpuhi, Ngātiwai) is one of the leading Māori 

intellectuals and experts on intergenerational trauma theory, Māori incarceration, 

Indigenous anthropology and the intergenerational transmission of healing. She 

investigates many issues concerning Māori well-being such as the life experiences of 

incarcerated Māori women. Her research considers multiple historical and structural 

factors that lead to incarceration, along with her strong commitment to the well-being of 

Māori communities (see George, 2012; George, Ngaumu et al., 2014). Lily is currently an 

independent research consultant and Chair of the New Zealand Ethics Committee. 

Dr Juan Tauri (Ngāti Porou) is a critical public intellectual, lecturer at Waikato University 

and prison expert with experiences in both the community and policymaking institutions. 
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He is one of the leading international scholars in the field of Indigenous criminology (see 

Tauri, 1998; 2005; 2009; 2014; Tauri and Webb, 2012; Cunneen and Tauri, 2016).     

Tame Iti (Tūhoe) is a well-known and respected artist and political activist in Aotearoa 

New Zealand. Being an activist for peace and Māori self-determination he was a member 

of Ngā Tamatoa and the face of Tūhoe Nation. He is a critical historical figure of Māori 

struggle for self-determination and the inspiration for liberation movements around the 

world. Today, he is very active in his community where they implement social services, 

building an independent political, economic and cultural base.    

Two prison experts and community workers who wished not to be named with their real 

names are Emma and Paora. Emma is a community worker and scholar who helps Māori 

and Pasifika inmates in their integration into society. Coming from a marginalised 

community and area, she has a close insight into structural violence and the carceral and 

violence continuum. She works for a non-governmental organisation that develops their 

own programmes and help inmates with everyday struggles. Paora is a prison scholar and 

critical intellectual who comes from the community where Māori hyper-incarceration is 

strongly present. Being an insider with strong collective memory of structural violence by 

the state on the one hand and the struggle for Māori self-determination on the other, he is 

one of the most critical and knowledgeable prison scholars in the country.   

Among 14 interviews, 12 were conducted in Auckland and two in Wellington. As a 

young woman from abroad I was afraid that participants would not open themselves up 

during the interviews. However, participants accepted me warmly. They were open in 

telling me their life stories, along with explaining structural constraints that Māori face on 

a daily basis. Two ex-inmates (Kauri and Fred) and a family member (Anarina) also 

emphasised the opportunity to reflect and tell their stories in a structure- and judgement-

free environment. Anarina, for example, said: “I usually only open to people like my 

sister and cousin, not to other people. But with you it is different, there was no judgement 

so I didn’t have to put up a wall and worry about you hurting me ‘cause I was hurt so 

many times in my life. With most people I put up a wall for a reason and it is for their and 

my safety. I don’t know, it’s just easy with you. I feel calm in your wairua. It’s easy to be 

me” (Anarina). Fred observed that the interview made him reflect on his life and the issue 

of incarceration and violence, whereas Kauri said: “I’m thanking you for giving me this 

opportunity to share part of me in terms of where I’m from and my experience in prison 
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‘cause it’s some of the stuff that I never really talked about. A little bit here and there but 

today it gave me clarity in terms of reflection, you know, of where I am today and to be 

grateful for things that I have. Not materialistic, but in terms of my family. And I 

appreciate that this process was something where it’s just open to be able to share, like, it 

was not structured. Thank you for that” (Kauri).        

Data analysis 

I transcribed all interviews verbatim. I wrote transcriptions soon after each interview in 

order to highlight main points and to gain a better understanding of the research problem. 

Transcribing interview data is already part of the data analysis, particularly because the 

researcher has the opportunity to identify main points or even initial codes while writing. 

I often listened to the interview first, making notes and wrote a transcription in the second 

listening. Listening to interviews before transcribing helped me significantly with 

narrative analysis and theme development. Although every interview signified its own 

life-story (except interviews with prison scholars), I was automatically looking for 

common points and compared them with the literature review. Thus, although I focused 

on narrative analysis I also adopted thematic analysis where interview data is analysed 

through six steps: first, developing broad themes through interview transcription and first 

reading of it; second, identifying initial codes through common themes; third, looking for 

specific themes in each interview (patterned responses and overlaps between codes); 

fourth, exploring relations between themes and generating sub-themes; fifth, defining 

unique themes; and sixth, producing a report based on findings (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 

pp. 77-101).  

Based on coding, but also on appreciating every story as an independent narrative 

(narrative analysis), I structured data into three chapters (three broad themes that signify 

dimensions of the research problem): creating, experiencing and normalising Māori 

hyper-incarceration. Nevertheless, because of specific narratives and a modest number of 

interviews, coding was done to a limited extent, mostly to organise interview data rather 

than conduct focused coding. Through narrative analysis, particularly interpretation by 

exploring embedded elements of imaginaries, ideologies, mentalities and the interplay 

between structural constraints and a person’s responses to it, I was able to identify salient 

issues that characterise the three dimensions of the making of Māori hyper-incarceration. 
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I then compared these insights with the literature review. Consequently, I was able to 

identify and understand how inmates and people living in deprived areas spoke primarily 

about the violence continuum. I had not seen that before the data analysis. For example, 

male ex-inmates talked about how violence is their main means to gain respect but also 

that violence was their main preoccupation in their childhoods (particularly being a 

subject to it). Through this comparative analysis I was able to connect interpersonal 

violence as a person’s main cultural and social capital with the long trajectory of 

structural violence (state violence via institutionalisation, poverty, racism, dispossession). 

This also applies to shaping a person’s identity that is created through interaction with 

racism, abuse in a person’s childhood, forced identities and racial stereotypes in the 

media, drug and alcohol abuse, experiences of shame or inadequacy in school and in the 

interaction with members of mainstream society. Thus, I was able to identify specific 

themed narratives such as the violence continuum, trauma, carceral habitus and hyper-

masculinity. 

The intersection between narrative and thematic analysis, along with the impact of the 

literature review that I wrote before conducting interviews, resulted in both inductive and 

deductive reasoning. Generally, looking for codes helped me to identify what are the 

main dimensions in relation to the research problem, whereas narrative analysis provided 

an insight of how the issue is embodied and what are its consequences. 

Conclusion 

By using different research methods and ways of analysing data I both limited and 

strengthened the richness of the research. One of disadvantages of this inquiry is that it 

may not be methodologically robust. On the other hand, not being limited with one 

methodological approach, along with using different epistemological traditions, opened a 

room for a deeper transmission of knowledge. Acknowledging pūrākau and an Indigenous 

critical framework in conducting the research, I was privileged to receive a gift of very in-

depth qualitative data. Narratives and life stories provide critical insight in relation to the 

literature review and scholarship of Māori in relation to the criminal justice system, 

relations between Māori and the state, and cumulative disadvantage. While the number of 

interviews is modest – I prioritised relationship and quality over numbers or quantity – 

this approach enabled me to emphasise narratives, letting participants’ stories open a 
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space for theorising rather than making them fit into existing theories. I therefore perceive 

research participants as co-authors of this research.  

In sum, this study is a theoretical and qualitative research project that traces incarceration 

practices, both historical and contemporary, in Aotearoa New Zealand to explain the level 

of disproportionality currently experienced, and to identify state and community 

responses in order to better understand the systematic incarceration of Indigenous 

peoples. It recognises the need for this problem, or series of problems to be understood 

sociologically – within the context of social problems or public issues – which requires 

critical analysis and discussion about collective solutions. The research focuses on Māori 

centred responses in order to challenge hyper-incarceration, the violence continuum and 

structural violence and, consequently, encourage whānau, Māori communities and the 

nation to flourish. 

The Participant Information Sheet, Consent Form and the list of questions were approved 

by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on March 25, 2015. 

Interviews were conducted between September 2015 and October 2016. All research 

procedures were approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics 

Committee (reference number: 014041). 
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Chapter 3: Creating Māori Hyper-Incarceration 

Introduction 

In this chapter we analyse the first dimension of the making of Māori hyper-incarceration 

– the initial process of its creation. Followed by two other dimensions (experiencing and 

normalising), this chapter acknowledges the historical context and structural factors that 

have led to the accumulation of disadvantage and violence continuum in Māori 

communities. In other words, we investigate a historical trajectory of structural violence 

in New Zealand that has had a critical impact on the Māori experience of the criminal 

justice system.  

The New Zealand politics of confinement that results in the hyper-incarceration of Māori 

has had a significant impact on Māori communities and their wellbeing. This politics has 

its roots in New Zealand colonial history and its colonial structure that was transformed in 

to a neo-colonial system which is based on the neoliberal structure of dispossession, 

Western institutional structures that have negated Indigenous traditions and, 

consequently, on institutional practices that have systematically excluded Māori. 

Practices of exclusion have often been obliterated by dominant discourse, which, through 

reinterpretation of history, serves the interests of those in privileged positions in New 

Zealand society. According to Robson and Harris, “Central to colonisation is creating a 

‘new history’. In this ‘new history’ indigenous knowledge and beliefs are relabelled as 

myths, legends and superstition. The land gets ‘discovered’ by colonisers and the 

landscape is renamed. Unless we recognise colonisation as a deliberate and continuous 

process it is easy to assume that colonisation is something confined to our past” (Robson 

and Harris, 2007, p. 4).  

In this chapter we analyse how historical context, social structures and power relations 

influenced, and to a great extent still influence, Māori hyper-incarceration. In the core of 

this analysis is the investigation of relationships and the connectedness between 

colonialism, imperialism and racism. This includes the relationship between the settler-

colonial state and Māori, particularly in terms of land confiscation; the development of a 

white settler society with its political economy and social institutions; systematic 
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ignorance and destruction of tikanga Māori; and the accumulation of disadvantages 

suffered by tangata whenua. The chapter begins with an overview of colonialism, 

imperialism and racism, and continues with the structural analysis of colonialism in 

Aotearoa New Zealand throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that created 

conditions for Māori hyper-incarceration. The chapter ends with a short analysis of 

contemporary (neoliberal) hyper-incarceration. 

Defining colonialism, imperialism and racism 

As Māori people have often said, history lives in the present and everything 

to do with power in this country has its origins in the early days of English 

colonisation. Colonisation is in fact the history that has never left us (Moana 

Jackson, 2008, p. 3). 

They talk to me about civilization, I talk about proletarianization and 

mystification. For my part, I make a systematic defence of the non-

European civilizations. Every day that passes, every denial of justice, every 

beating by the police, every demand of the workers that is drowned in blood, 

every scandal that is hushed up, every punitive expedition, every police van, 

every gendarme and every militiaman, brings home to us the value of our 

old societies. They were communal societies, never societies of the many 

for the few. They were societies that were not only ante-capitalist, as has 

been said, but also anti-capitalist. They were democratic societies, always. 

They were cooperative societies, fraternal societies. I make a systematic 

defence of the societies destroyed by imperialism. They were the fact, they 

did not pretend to be the idea; despite their faults, they were neither to be 

hated nor condemned. They were content to be (Aimé Césaire, 2000, p. 44).  

Quotes from Māori critical intellectual Moana Jackson and Aimé Césaire, a poet and 

author from the French colony of Martinique, introduce an important habitus of critical 

analysis about the contemporary social issues and accumulation of disadvantages suffered 

by Indigenous and other oppressed communities: in order to understand the present, we 

have to analyse the past. This includes investigation of historical and structural factors of 

social life, particularly in relation to social harms, structural violence and incarceration 

practices. The effects of colonialism are not negligible nor is the ongoing structural 

process of targeted incarceration. Or, as Nomana Anaru (2012) poetically describes, 

Colonialism struck the indigenous world with the destructive force of a 

massive comet, and its impact will be forever etched in the cultural 
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memories of its entire people. The force of the comet has left a crater (within 

the indigenous world) so deep and terrible that those indigenous peoples, 

who survived the transformational collision, are still fighting to ascend from 

the crater floor. Despite the best efforts of indigenous peoples worldwide, 

to rise above this cataclysmic event, their efforts continue to be hampered 

by the tail of the comet or what can be referred to as “lasting colonialism”. 

This lasting colonialism continues to distribute its toxic elements within the 

ever fragile environment of the indigenous world (p. 44). 

Colonialism is the structure of dispossession (Coulthard, 2014). The practices of 

colonialism and colonisation are, according to Canadian First Nation’s intellectual Glen 

Coulthard (2015), “fundamentally grounded in the theft of land and the usurpation of 

Indigenous peoples’ political authority in relationship to that land and their communities” 

(Ibid., para. 18). The appropriation of Indigenous land by colonisers, together with its 

social, political, cultural and spiritual consequences, represents a starting point in the 

analysis of social issues in contemporary settler states. As Indigenous scholars assert, it is 

critical to recognise and analyse historical factors in order to understand the trajectory of 

Māori incarceration and its deeper structural phenomena (Jackson, 1988; Quince, 2007; 

Tauri, 2009; Webb, 2009, 2017; McIntosh, 2011; Workman and McIntosh, 2013; Poata-

Smith, 2013; George et al. 2014; Pihama et al., 2014; Mihaere, 2015; Andrae, McIntosh 

& Coster, 2016; Cram, 2017, Awatere-Huata, 2017). According to Rawiri Waretini-

Karena (2017), this knowledge 

is missing in the Department of Corrections. Not just in the Department, but 

across Crown Agencies there is no recognition of the impact of loss of 

tradition. There is no acceptance that colonisation has left Māori in poverty, 

not just financially, but spiritually, psychologically, and emotionally (p. 14). 

Heather Thiessen-Reily (2008) defines colonialism as “the expansion of one country’s 

control over another territory, resulting in the effective occupation of that territory and its 

peoples. The aim of colonialism is to dominate another region’s resources, labor, and 

markets to ensure economic security and supremacy. Colonialism also refers to the set of 

beliefs used to legitimize the occupation” (p. 293). In other words, colonialism is 

inseparably connected to imperialism. The latter signifies the political domination of 

certain imperial power or state over one or more territories and peoples living in these 

territories that exists outside the boundaries of the occupying forces. Etymologically, the 

word “Imperial in the English language was borrowed from the old French term emperial, 

which was derived from the Latin word imperãre, meaning to command, to rule and from 
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the word imperium, meaning power, mastery, and sovereignty” (Benjamin, 2007, xiv). 

According to Fourchard (2011), “Colonialism is usually understood as a political doctrine 

promoting and justifying the exploitation by a colonizing power of a territory under its 

control either for its own benefit or for the benefit of the colons settled in this territory. In 

this sense, colonialism refers mainly to the unequal relationships developed between 

European colonizers and their respective colonial empires” (p. 302). Colonialism 

therefore represents the exploitative and oppressive relations of colonisers towards 

colonised peoples.  

Etymologically, the term colonialism was developed from the words colon and colony 

that derived from the Latin words colonus, meaning farmer, and colonia which described 

a settled land in the Roman Empire outside of the Apennine Peninsula. During the 

expansion of European imperial powers in the sixteenth century, the terms colon and 

colony eventually changed its meanings. Since then, the word colon represents a person 

living in a colony and the word colony describes occupied territory which is dominated 

by imperial power and its groups of settlers. To colonise, therefore, has been meant to 

conquer a land and peoples living there. The term colonialism emerged in the nineteenth 

century and since then it has been representing the colonial system based on the 

exploitation of colonised peoples (Fourchard, 2011). Colonialism was the most significant 

form of European imperial expansions from the late fifteenth century onwards (e.g. 

colonisation of Americas) (Braudel, 1981; Quijano, 2000; Arrighi and Moore, 2001). Its 

structure of dispossession reached its peak in the late eighteenth and, especially, in the 

nineteenth century due to industrialisation and development of modern capitalism in 

Western Europe. At the time of modern imperialism, the largest colonial powers such as 

the United Kingdom and France conquered large parts of Africa, Asia and the Pacific 

(including the colonisation of Aotearoa by the British Empire). In 1939, the extent of 

European colonialism by four imperial powers – United Kingdom, France, Belgium and 

the Netherlands – reached almost twenty million square miles of the land and 614 million 

people (Townsend, 1941).  

As a practice of imperialism, colonialism signifies systematic dispossessions and 

ideologies that are used to implement policies and practices in order to conquer, settle, 

establish, govern and economically exploit colonies. In the context of Aotearoa New 

Zealand and other settler states it is important to maintain a particular type of colonialism 
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– a settler colonialism – which is not primarily based on the economic exploitation of the 

colony for the ‘needs’ of the imperial power, but on the colonial project of colonisers’ 

permanent settlement and establishment of settler society with its social, political and 

economic domination in a foreign territory (Benjamin, 2007; Steven, 1989).  

Modern imperialism and colonialism as its main form have been closely linked with the 

political economy of capitalism or the processes of capital accumulation and its 

imposition of capital-labour relations. According to Coulthard (2015), the primitive 

accumulation, that was critically analysed by Karl Marx in Capital (1976, p. 895), is a 

fundamental point of colonialism and its structure of dispossession. Primitive 

accumulation (in the case of Aotearoa, the expropriation of Māori land) is its basic 

element, resulting in proletarianization of oppressed and colonised peoples. The 

expropriated land becomes a source of capitalist wealth, particularly through 

accumulation of capital by exploitation of workers and natural resources. Because of the 

strong resistance by Indigenous peoples to accept these relations, colonisers often 

provided the labour force through the slave economy (in the Americas, including 

Caribbean islands) or economic migration (the British working class who, as a crucial 

part of the colonial project of the British ruling class, migrated to Aotearoa New 

Zealand). Capitalism and colonialism are therefore inseparably bonded on the basis of 

primitive accumulation or originary dispossession that has had a far-reaching impact on 

colonised peoples. According to Coulthard,    

If we base our understanding of originary dispossession from an indigenous 

standpoint, it’s the theft not only of the material of land itself, but also a 

destruction of the social relationships that existed prior to capitalism 

violently sedimenting itself on indigenous territories. And those social 

relations are often not only based on principles of egalitarianism but also 

deep reciprocity between people and with the other-than-human world. 

(Coulthard, 2015, para. 21)    

In other words, the necessary precondition for the capitalist mode of accumulation is the 

exploitation of labour force and natural resources, appropriated first by the primitive 

accumulation (Marx, 1976) and continually through accumulation by dispossession – 

from the privatisation of state resources and decomposition of social welfare, to 

commodification of ante-capitalist lands, cultures and knowledges (Césaire, 2000; 

Harvey, 2009). Critical intellectuals – from Indigenous scholars and liberation 

movements to Marxian and world-system theorists – have identified capitalist systems 
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(the mode of accumulation) and colonialism as its structure of dispossession as the main 

driver of social inequalities (Newton, 1972; Braudel, 1981; Quijano, 2000; McIntyre, 

2011; Wallerstein, 2011; Coulthard, 2015). Marx and Engels (2008 [1848]), for example, 

argued that “The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. 

Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in 

a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on 

an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight” (p. 33). Critical analyses of historical and 

structural social processes by Césaire, Quijano and Coulthard, amongst others, emphasise 

the violent imposition of capital-labour relations in colonised lands that subordinated 

Indigenous peoples to proletarianization (the making of the working class that must sell 

their labour to owners of the means of production in order to survive) and significant 

changes in social relationships where communal engagement, mutual obligation, 

reciprocity and redistribution based on unconditional solidarity are substituted by 

competitive market relations of ambitious individuals (see also Polanyi, 2001 [1944]). 

This process resulted in double oppression where Indigenous peoples were dispossessed 

not only from their land and livelihood but also from their modes of production. They 

were placed into the capitalist system based on unequal power relationships where they 

became working-class labourers (on farms, factories, roads) or even the lumpen-

proletariat (unemployed, social outcasts, petty criminals). Thus, for Césaire (2000), 

colonialism signifies proletarianization of the colonised, and, consequently, the reification 

or thingification of social relations: 

colonization = "thingification." I hear the storm. They talk to me about 

progress, about "achievements," diseases cured, improved standards of 

living. I am talking about societies drained of their essence, cultures 

trampled underfoot, institutions undermined, lands confiscated, religions 

smashed, magnificent artistic creations destroyed, extraordinary 

possibilities wiped out. They throw facts at my head, statistics, mileages of 

roads, canals, and railroad tracks. I am talking about thousands of men 

sacrificed to the Congo-Ocean? I am talking about those who, as I write 

this, are digging the harbor of Abidjan by hand. I am talking about millions 

of men torn from their gods, their land, their habits, their life-from life, from 

the dance, from wisdom. I am talking about millions of men in whom fear 

has been cunningly instilled, who have been taught to have an inferiority 

complex, to tremble, kneel, despair, and behave like flunkeys (pp. 42-43).  

Césaire’s thought implies that there is also a third element of oppression. Historically, the 

relation between coloniser and colonised appears inseparably connected to the concept of 
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race (with its hierarchical relations) and, consequently, ideology of racism. In other 

words, the coloniser-colonised relation is not concerned only about capitalist exploitation 

but about the broader impact of colonisation on colonised peoples which requires an 

analysis of racism, white superiority, Western cultural imperialism and its cultural and 

political hegemony which has had significant influence on the ignorance of Indigenous 

knowledge and culture. According to Moana Jackson, “colonisation after 1492 was based 

on the belief of most of the White States in Europe that they had a right to dispossess 

most of the non-White Indigenous Peoples of the world. Colonisation was driven by 

racism, and efforts to ‘improve’ race relations in this country will fail unless we address 

that, and try to deal with the constitutional, social and economic injustices which it 

created” (as cited in Abel and Mutu, 2011, p. 3). At this point we could add that racism 

was, rather than the main driver, a justifying force of colonisation (the main drivers of 

colonisation were gains for possession). 

According to Abel and Mutu (2011), “Racism can be defined as the attitudinal or 

ideological phenomenon that accepts racial superiority, and, when present in those with 

power, justifies them using that power to discriminate against and deprive others of what 

is rightfully theirs on the basis of their race” (p. 3). As a pseudo-scientific concept, race 

signifies “a group of people, animals, or plants, connected by common descent or origin” 

(McIntyre, 2011, p. 1500), it was first used in late fifteenth century. By late eighteenth 

century the ideology based on hierarchical race relations was already in use to justify 

European colonial conquest of non-European peoples. With the dehumanisation of 

colonised peoples – presenting them as biologically and intellectually inferior – 

colonisers claimed their moral right to seize ‘barbaric’ lands, impose colonial religion and 

social institutions, and establish political, economic and cultural domination based on 

white superiority (Ibid.; Quijano, 2000).     

The legitimation of colonialism in mainstream discourse is often tied to colonial language 

about the advances and benefits that the settler society brought to the colony (from 

technology and infrastructure to schools and medicine). This pseudo-civilizing moment of 

‘enlightened’, Christian-founded European culture – that represents itself as a civilisation 

and ‘others’ as primitive people without culture who need to be ‘saved’ from barbarism 

and paganism – systematically obliterate a violent colonial structure of dispossession 

(Mikaere, 2011). This includes a denial of Indigenous knowledges, spirituality, customs 
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and beliefs. As we analyse shortly, colonial processes of dehumanisation were based on 

various forms of violence, ranging from political oppression (wars and physical violence 

by repressive apparatuses) to everyday forms of structural and symbolic violence 

(legislations, native schools, institutionalisation, the ignorance of tikanga Māori). Freire 

(2005) reminds us that “[v]iolence is initiated by those who oppress, who exploit, who 

fail to recognize others as persons” (p. 55). To understand contemporary Māori hyper-

incarceration and the ongoing continuum of violence it is therefore critical to identify the 

source of the violence continuum and its initiators. Moreover, in our quest to analyse that, 

as both Césaire and Freire emphasise, it is also important to be aware of colonial ideology 

and its long trajectory of dehumanisation. This particularly applies when we consider a 

brutalising substance of colonisation where violence, race hatred and moral relativism 

begin to characterise social relations (Césaire, 2000, p. 35). Freire notes that: 

For the oppressors, however, it is always the oppressed (whom they 

obviously never call “the oppressed” but – depending on whether they are 

fellow countrymen or not – “those people” or “the blind and envious 

masses” or “savages” or “natives” or “subversives”) who are disaffected, 

who are “violent,” “barbaric,” “wicked,” or “ferocious” when they react to 

the violence of the oppressors (Freire, 2005, p. 56). 

The colonisation of Aotearoa by British settlers justified various strategies that resulted in 

the expropriation of Māori land, their resources, livelihood and Indigenous systems as 

such. According to Margaret Mutu, drawing on Moana Jackson’s thought, this reasoning 

by imperial powers in general was the representation of Indigenous peoples as inferior in 

various ways: they were projected as uncivilised, non-white and non-Christian (Mutu, 

2013). Ranginui Walker (1990) wrote that the “colonisation of New Zealand by the 

British during the era of European expansionism in the nineteenth century was a historic 

process predicated on assumptions of racial, religious, cultural and technological 

superiority” (p. 9). Or, as Juan Tauri maintains, colonisers “utilized colonial projects to 

expedite the eradication, or failing this, the subjugation of the Indigenous peoples they 

encountered in new territories. During the initial phases of colonization, mutual benefit 

from trade in goods and religion were key projects for advancing the ‘civilizing’ mission 

of colonialism (Tauri, 2014, p. 21). In a book entitled Wasase, Mohawk intellectual 

Taikaiake Alfred sums up the main significance of colonialism as: 

the belief in the superiority and universality of Euroamerican culture, 

especially the concepts of individual rights as the highest expression of 



63 

 

human freedom, representative democracy as being the best guarantor of 

peace and order, and capitalism as the only means to achieve the satisfaction 

of human material needs. It is this ‘liberal dogma’ that is the clearest and 

most present manifestation of Euroamerican arrogance, and it displays itself 

across the political spectrum and colonial class structure as racism, 

conservatism, and liberalism (Alfred, 2005, p. 109). 

Based on the Enlightenment with its privileging of reason and Christian churches with 

their history of violence, anti-intellectualism and the exclusionary notion of respectability 

(Mosse, 1985), European colonial powers eventually embedded the normality of 

colonialism. The emergence of law and modern institutions such as schools, prisons and 

mental hospitals developed a system which was imposed on Indigenous peoples whose 

own systems were eventually suppressed. The connection between power and knowledge, 

consequently, produced what various Indigenous scholars (Duran and Duran, 1995; 

Tuhiwai Smith, 1999; Alfred, 2005) identify as the categorisation, fragmentation and 

objectification of Indigenous peoples. According to Tauri (2014), 

Through these projects [of the Enlightenment and religious conversion from 

‘savages’ to ‘civilised’ and ‘decent’ Christians] ideological and practical 

focus of settler colonial strategy changed from saving our souls, toward 

policies and interventions that facilitated our removal from our lands, and 

preparing us to participate in the emerging capitalist economy. 

Underpinning these policies was the development of social Darwinian-

inspired ideological rationales that presented Indigenes as inherently 

inferior – biologically, genetically and intellectually – to Europeans (p. 22). 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) wrote that “[b]y the nineteenth century colonialism not only 

meant the imposition of Western authority over indigenous lands, indigenous modes of 

production and indigenous law and government, but the imposition of Western authority 

over all aspects of indigenous knowledges, languages and cultures” (p. 64). Colonialism, 

therefore, imposed a paradigm of Western (white) superiority in order to exclude 

Indigenous knowledges and traditions as primitive, traditionalist, non-progressive and 

even barbaric. In addition to that, the process of colonisation has been historically defined 

and legitimated by law: “they have used their law to make the illegitimate seem 

legitimate. Law is the colonisers’ means to an unjust end” (Jackson, 2008, p. 6). Or, as 

Morgensen (2011) asserts, 

For more than five hundred years, Western law functioned as biopower in 

relation to ongoing practices of European settler colonialism. Settler 
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colonialism has conditioned not only Indigenous peoples and their lands 

and the settler societies that occupy them, but all political, economic and 

cultural processes that those societies touch. Settler colonialism directly 

informs past and present processes of European colonisation, global 

capitalism, liberal modernity and international governance (p. 53). 

At this point it is important to add that Western law still functions as a biopower over 

Indigenous peoples today, particularly through the criminal justice system and its hyper-

incarceration. Biopower, defined by Foucault (2008), is the practice of governmentality 

by the modern capitalist state through technologies of power and social control such as 

prisons and other forms of confinement. It is inseparably connected to the Western 

understanding of law and order. In addition, the modern European notion of celebrating 

progress and science in relation to governmentality and social control continues to be 

justified through the semi-intellectual authority of ‘experts’ who have legitimised the 

inferiority of colonised peoples through pseudo-scientific classificatory systems that 

understand Indigenous knowledges, traditions and political action as an error in the 

symbolic order of the settler society. According to Tauri (2014), drawing on Wacquant 

(2009) and Foucault (1977), the role of the Western law and its criminal justice system 

has been centred around the internal social control of populations, particularly through 

technologies of power in institutions such as prisons, asylums and workhouses, and, in the 

case of colonised Indigenous peoples, also youth homes, borstals, residential schools and 

reservations. Tauri (2014) emphasises a holistic understanding of the issue of Māori 

incarceration, considering the history of colonisation and its effects: 

It should be remembered that we were meant to accept the gift of 

civilization, but instead had the temerity to resist, seeing colonization for 

what it really meant – the eradication of ourselves and our culture. We were 

also meant to die out; unable to cope with the ravages of western disease 

and the superiority of ‘western civilization’ /…/ When these events failed 

to transpire it was believed that policy and the march of the capitalist free 

market economy – the supposed end points of social and political evolution 

– would force our assimilation or integration into ‘civilization’. These 

sophisticated projects would compel us to forever discard our archaic 

cultural practices and languages. Instead, we revitalized our cultures, 

exerted our rights to self-determination and began actively challenging the 

hegemony of many of the colonial projects utilised to control us (p. 32). 

Hence, according to Tauri and Webb (2012), it is important to understand “how 

colonisation shapes contemporary social relations and contexts, rather than limiting 
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analyses to individual pathology decontextualised from the wider social relations in New 

Zealand society” (p. 3).  

Colonisation of Aotearoa and the introduction of the colonial criminal 

justice system 

The coloniser knows all too well the potential of violence to achieve social 

transformation. It was by violence that a tribal society was destroyed in the 

first instance and the nation state brought into being. It is for that reason that 

the state has a monopoly on violence, because it is the means by which 

control and national security are maintained (Walker, 1990, p. 222).  

Today, Aotearoa New Zealand is one of the most unequal societies in comparison to other 

developed countries around the world (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). Social inequality in 

Aotearoa New Zealand might be understood as a characteristic of the neoliberal system, 

particularly in relation to targeted imprisonment and various forms of social problems in 

Māori communities, including poverty, health issues, mental health, addictions and 

domestic violence. But racialised inequality is not primarily the result of neoliberalism 

but, especially, of the long trajectory of structural violence produced and reproduced by 

the settler-colonial society (Jackson, 2008; Mikaere, 2011). Such examples include 

legalised acts that confiscated land from Māori and suppressed Māori language, cultural 

and political activities, various forms of institutionalisation, and selective social welfare. 

Māori, for example, were entitled only to two thirds of the pension paid to Pākehā 

between 1890s and 1930s (Consedine and Consedine, 2005, p. 206). Thus, the experience 

of colonialism has signified both material and existential inequalities, which, according to 

Therborn (2009), include subtle status hierarchies and the denial of equal recognition and 

respect.  

Before British colonisation, the Māori social system, based on kinship, had its own laws, 

customs and ways of providing balance in its own communities (tikanga). According to 

Khylee Quince (2007), the “structural framework of Māori society is based on 

whakapapa, or genealogical connection — from our primordial parents Papatūānuku 

(Earth Mother) and Ranginui (Sky Father) and their descendants, down to human beings. 

Whakapapa links human beings to the natural and spiritual worlds, so that people are 

related to all aspects of the environment” (p. 5). The basic social unit in Māori 
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communities is whānau which represents the three-generational extended family. The 

most important political units are hapū (sub-tribe) and iwi (tribe): the latter is a 

composition of related hapū from a common ancestor. The largest communal unit is waka 

which represents the confederation of tribes based on a common canoe tradition (Walker, 

1990).  

The paramount importance for Māori is the significance of mana (spiritual power, 

prestige and authority), tapu (sacredness and spiritual force), utu (equivalence, balance 

and reciprocity; an example of the latter is gift-giving) and whenua (love and attachment 

to the land, whenua denoting both land and the placenta). Tapu is the substance of sacred 

objects and places of worship (people also have a personal tapu which signifies their 

dignity). According to Walker (1990), the “power of tapu controls behaviour derived 

from spiritual beliefs concerning human nature. Māori believed in a tripartite division of 

human beings into tinana (body), mauri (life force), and wairua (spirit)” (p. 68). The main 

purpose of tikanga, driven by utu, is therefore to uphold social ties and mutual support 

and, most importantly, to maintain balance between the human and non-human world 

(Quince, 2007).  

The first European ships arrived close to New Zealand shores in 1642 (Abel Tasman) and 

in 1769 (James Cook) made landfall. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, visits by 

whalers, sealers and traders became more frequent. Local tribes largely welcomed them: 

trade between Europeans and Māori tribes included potato, pork, fish, flax, hatchets, 

blankets, guns, muskets and knives. Consequently, within the tradition of welcoming 

guests (manuhiri) tangata whenua allowed whalers, sealers and traders to build shore-

stations.7 Walker (1990) asserts that “Although there were occasional conflicts arising out 

of European transgression of tribal customs, this early period of foreign contact was 

characterised by economic welcome” (p. 78). According to Bedggood (1980), the period 

of initial contact (up to 1840) designated first connections with capitalism that gradually 

and over time began to destroy the Māori lineage mode of production. The beginnings of 

Māori-Pākehā relationship were therefore characterised by colonisation of limited 

settlement. Nevertheless, the initial contact also introduced things that were not present in 

                                                 
7 The word Pākehā (stranger) was introduced to identify British settlers. The word Māori, meaning normal, 

usual and ordinary, was firstly used in the Treaty of Waitangi (1840) as a signifier of all indigenous peoples 

of Aotearoa New Zealand.   
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Māori communities, particularly muskets, alcohol and tobacco and, most of all, 

contagious diseases from Europe that had a fatal impact on Indigenous peoples around the 

world: “By 1840 the Māori population had been reduced by 40 per cent as a consequence 

of diseases and the tribal wars fought with muskets in the 1820s” (Walker, 1990, p. 80).  

The socio-political and economic situation in Britain in the nineteenth century was 

becoming more and more intense. The capitalist mode of production was producing a 

growing gap between privileged classes and the exploited working class. Because of the 

possibility that this would create the conditions for revolution the British Crown 

strategically supported emigration to the existing or future colonies. As Rob Steven 

(1989, pp. 23-30) points out, the basic need for Britain was not primarily economic in a 

sense of exploitation of resources and materials from Aotearoa New Zealand but mostly a 

political decision which maintained the status quo in Britain. Colonisation therefore 

required the acquisition of fertile New Zealand land and enforcement of the system that 

would create and privilege the settler society. The obstacle to achieving this were the 

Indigenous peoples of Aotearoa.     

The year 1814 represents a very important point of colonisation of Aotearoa New 

Zealand; this was the year when the first missionaries arrived: “Unlike the traders, who 

were motivated only by commercial gain, the missionaries were the cutting edge of 

colonisation. Their mission was to covert the Māori from heathenism to Christianity and 

from barbarism to civilisation. Underlying this mission were ethnocentric attitudes of 

racial and cultural superiority” (Walker, 1990, p. 85). The mission of the ideological part 

of colonisation was “to convert Māori to Christianity and ‘civilized’ living. In order to 

achieve this, the missionaries learned the Māori language, taught in Māori, and translated 

the Bible into Māori” (Bull and Alia, 2004, p. 177). In the imaginary of white superiority 

Māori were systematically represented as filthy, infidel and inferior in relation to British 

settlers. Furthermore, Māori women who were traditionally presented in the sharing of 

decision making and power, also lost their status due to the Christian exclusion of 

women: patriarchal understanding of gender meant Europeans systematically objectified 

and marginalised Māori women (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999; Jones and Jenkins, 2011; Mikaere, 

2011).      

According to Walker (1990), missionaries were also selling muskets to selected tribes 

who used them in tribal wars in 1820s (The Musket Wars). The number of casualties in 
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this tribal war was therefore significantly higher. Within the tactic ‘divide and rule’ 

missionaries intervened and mediated the negotiation of peace between Ngā Puhi and 

Waikato tribes in 1836 which increased their level of respect in Māori communities. 

However, Walker (1990) points out that although “the missionaries were men of God, 

they were also men of the flesh with an eye of their own terrestrial wellbeing. Besides the 

lands on which mission stations were established, individual missionaries bought 

substantial estates for themselves and their descendants” (p. 87). 

Systematic colonisation of Aotearoa New Zealand by the United Kingdom was promoted 

through the New Zealand Association (later the New Zealand Company) that was heavily 

influenced by British businessman and convicted kidnapper Edward Gibbon Wakefield 

(so-called Wakefield’s scheme of systematic colonisation that was used both in Australia 

and New Zealand). According to Walker (1990), the “theory of colonisation was based on 

the capitalist principle of ‘buy cheap, sell dear’. Capital to buy cheap land in New 

Zealand was to be subscribed by the English upper-class land-owners and merchants. The 

idea was to replicate in the new land the vertical profile of the English class structure. In 

theory, the junior sons of the gentry would migrate to New Zealand to become the 

landholders. After the land had been purchased, surplus capital would be used to assist the 

working classes to migrate and provide the necessary labour as agricultural labourers, and 

as artisans such as wheelwrights, shoemakers, blacksmiths and carpenters” (p. 88). The 

promises for a better life became a leading propaganda element that convinced people 

from the British working class to move to Aotearoa New Zealand and live a better life 

(Steven, 1989; Poata-Smith, 1997). 

The necessary condition of developing a white settler society was to neutralise or at least 

minimise Māori opposition to colonisation. Because of the existence of strong tribes who 

could unite against colonisers, war or colonisation based on military aggression was not 

an early option. Colonisers, ideologically led by missionaries, were therefore pursuing 

tribes to accept a document which would seemingly protect the rights and sovereignty by 

Māori but, at the same time, allow the governance of the country by the British Crown. 

The disputed understanding of the Treaty of Waitangi (1840) was therefore based on the 

colonisers’ use of the terms sovereignty and governance. Te Tiriti o Waitangi – an official 

document that was signed by Māori chiefs and was in Māori language – was different 

than the English version of the same document. The main problem was that colonisers 
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translated the term sovereignty as kāwanatanga (governance) instead of mana: “The 

British Crown claimed sovereignty on the basis of the English version of the Treaty. But 

that was not the version signed by the chiefs. The Treaty of Waitangi they signed 

confirmed their own sovereignty while ceding the right to establish a governor in New 

Zealand to the Crown” (Walker, 1990, p. 93). In the original document written in Māori 

the Crown confirmed tino rangatiratanga (chieftainship, Māori sovereignty) by Māori 

over their land. However, the English version stated: 

The chiefs of the Confederation of the United Tribes of New Zealand, and 

the separate and independent Chiefs who have not become members of the 

Confederation, cede to Her Majesty the Queen of England, absolutely and 

without reservation, all the rights and powers of Sovereignty which the said 

Confederation or Individual Chiefs respectively exercise or possess, or may 

be supposed to exercise or to possess, over their respective Territories as the 

sole Sovereigns thereof (as cited in Walker, 1990, p. 91). 

The Māori version (original), translated back to English declares:  

The Chiefs of the Confederation, and all the Chiefs not in that 

Confederation, cede absolutely to the Queen of England forever the 

complete Governance of their lands (Ibid.). 

Although many important chiefs did not sign the Treaty, it became an important 

document of Aotearoa New Zealand. In the same year, the systematic breach of the 

Treaty by British settlers began: “On 21 May, [Governor] Hobson proclaimed sovereignty 

over the North Island on the basis of the Treaty of Waitangi [English version] ... [and] he 

proclaimed sovereignty over South Island on the basis that it was terra nullius, thereby 

ignoring the existence of the Ngai Tahu” (Walker, 1990, p. 93). The deception of the 

Treaty was therefore the legitimising point that enabled the colonisation of mass 

settlement and, consequently, a development of white settler society. According to 

Spoonley, “In 1840 only 1 percent of New Zealand population was Pākehā. By 1860, 

Pākehā equalled Māori in numbers and had begun to use the law and coercive force to 

separate Māori from their resources, particularly land” (Spoonley, 1994, p. 84).  

The coloniser’s announcement that any Māori individual can sell the land without the 

consent of a chief created conditions for the conversion of communal land into private 

property. Native Land Acts (1862) ordered that the “Land not actually occupied or 

cultivated by tribes was to be treated as ‘wasteland’ to be purchased by the Crown for 

settlers” (Walker, 1990, p. 106). This act significantly changed the relations between 
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British settlers and Māori, along with breaching the Treaty of Waitangi as such. 

According to Consedine and Consedine (2005), this process gradually undermined the 

Māori communal lifestyle and, consequently, significantly destabilised tino rangatiratanga 

and tribal structure. Māori who were constantly fighting against the colonisation of their 

land and Pākehā domination, were either systematically ignored or excluded with 

coercive and other exclusionary tactics.8    

Because of Māori resistance to colonisation, colonisers eventually made the systematic 

use of military aggression. In 1845 the repressive apparatus attacked Hone Heke in 

Northland and after multiple smaller conflicts and the coloniser’s declaration of martial 

law the colonial army invaded the Waikato tribes in 1863. In the interview for this 

research, Lily George shared a collective memory of her iwi in Northland: 

Lily: Hone Heke [who was the first chief to sign the Treaty in 1840] became 

very disillusioned with what was happening post-Treaty and seeing the 

stripping away of our resources; how the promises of the Treaty were not 

being upheld. So in the protest he cut down the flagpole in Kororāreka [a 

township that colonisers renamed into Russell] four times. There was a 

major battle that occurred there as part of that. In May 1845, soldiers came 

to our village and burnt everything and salted the earth, assaulted as many 

people as they could and literally destroyed our resource base.  

The power of racism was already pervasive at that time. Walker points out a particular 

text in the Taranaki Herald from 1860 that said: “We are at liberty at any time and place 

to do our best to extirpate them as [we should] any other animals of a wild and ferocious 

nature. Their lives and land are forfeit” (as cited in Walker, 1990, p. 116). Melanie Wall 

(1997) asserts that “racial discourse was the key mechanism for dehumanising the Other, 

to negate the notion of Māori as the victim. Racial stereotypes of the Māori provided the 

moral justification for armed conquest in Aotearoa/New Zealand, and obfuscated the 

actual economic rationale for war – the shortage of land for settlement” (p. 41). The 

expropriation of Māori land was therefore led by the idea of ‘any means necessary’.    

                                                 
8 The answer to the colonisation was the beginning of a common Māori opposition. Tribes in Northland 

(Ngāpuhi) opened the Tiriti o Waitangi Marae as a symbol of significance of the Treaty and where various 

tribes gathered and discussed about issues of it; in Waikato, the Māori King movement maintained that Mana 

Māori Motuhake, discrete Māori sovereignty, remains (Walker, 1990). 
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With various forms of organising (from Kotahitanga or Māori King Movement to the 

formation of Kauhanganui / the Māori Parliament) Māori were constantly fighting against 

the expropriation of their land. The state response was the systematic criminalisation of 

Māori: besides acts against drunkenness and fishing without licence colonisers began to 

criminalise any political action or other forms of resistance by Māori. After the Waikato 

war in 1863, New Zealand introduced the Suppression of Rebellion Act which gave 

legitimisation to authorities to seize the land from Māori who were considered as 

rebellious. Māmari Stephens (2008) notes that “The Suppression of Rebellion Act 1863 

was passed by the government in specific response to what was perceived by the colonial 

state to be an emergency situation: Māori ‘insurrection’ in the Waikato in 1863. The Act 

was one of a number of legislative measures all passed in 1863, including the New 

Zealand Settlements Act 1863 and the Loans Act 1863 /…/ the Suppression of Rebellion 

Act 1863 was, in effect, a statutory authorisation of government by martial law 

throughout the entire New Zealand colony” (pp. 190-191). Because the Act authorised the 

government to take and have free access to Māori lands – also in areas that were not yet 

invaded (for example the Tūhoe nation) – it allowed mass colonial/Pākehā settlement 

everywhere in New Zealand (Higgins, 2008).     

According to Simone Bull (2004), “any people fighting in defence of their lands were 

defined as being in rebellion against the Crown – a felonious offence. The Act suspended 

the right to fair trial before imprisonment, and threatened death or prison to anyone 

brought before the courts” (p. 507). As a response to Māori resistance in Taranaki (1879), 

more than 200 Māori protesters were imprisoned under the new Māori Prisoners Trial Act 

for an indefinite period without trial. This act was followed by the West Coast Settlement 

Act (1880) which allowed the incarceration for two years to anyone who obstructed the 

survey of the land and further expropriation of Māori land by colonisers (Bull, 2004). In 

the interview for this research, Kim Workman emphasised that with the Suppression of 

Rebellion Act (1863) and the incarceration of Māori who resisted the appropriation of 

their land in Taranaki in 1879, the state symbolically and actually started to criminalise 

the Māori anti-colonial struggle (also through the so-called Māori Prisoners Trial Act that 

was imposed in the same year). This had significant consequences on Māori communities, 

especially because Māori had no concept of imprisonment before the era of colonisation: 

Kim: We need to understand that Māori had no concept of imprisonment. 

That wasn’t something Māori understood or believed but they did 
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understand captivity – it was a common factor to take slaves, you know, 

they became slaves from another tribe who hold slaves so they took the 

mana of the slave. It was a great insult for you to be taken as a slave and it 

affected your level of respect. In the early days when the colonial 

government introduced its criminal justice system and started to imprison 

Māori for short periods of time, Māori often responded very badly because 

they resisted that and in some cases there is evidence of them asking that 

they would rather be executed, killed than imprisoned because they thought 

imprisonment was a very cruel thing. 

Colonial government started to understand that. Some of the government 

leaders like Sir George Grey understood that the way of reducing the status 

of a Māori leader, especially somebody who was resisting government 

policy, was to imprison him. So we had incidents in the 1860s and then again 

in the 1880s of mass imprisonment of Māori men, women and children when 

they resisted the unlawful taking of their land by the government. We have 

got lots of examples of Māori being taken as captives of the government and 

being sent to places like Chatham Islands, or to work on the roads in 

Dunedin, and then later the Parihaka incident where they imprisoned a 

whole lot of men, women and children. They were treated badly, but, more 

than that, they were never certain about the period for which they were being 

imprisoned. There was no definite date of release, they were imprisoned 

without being charged or having due process. That was the way they were 

treated and the trauma of that experience flowed to the next generations, so 

we get families who were badly affected by this experience, not only when 

it happened but the next generations experienced trauma as well, and that is 

shown in things like alcoholism and later on drug use, violence, anger, child 

abuse and so on. That, of course, turned into the increased issue of criminal 

offending.  

Kim’s explanation opens a critical element in understanding Māori incarceration and the 

violence continuum today – the intergenerational trauma of colonialism. In chapter 2, we 

defined historical trauma as emotional harm, caused by “past traumatic events affecting a 

group of people” (George et al., 2014, p. 184), that becomes “embedded in the collective, 

social, emotional and spiritual memories of the population, accumulating across 

generations” (Ibid.). Traumatic historical events such as the violent suppression at 

Parihaka and colonialist violent attacks on Māori villages or the police raid and shooting 

on Tūhoe community in 1916 to arrest and incarcerate their leader Rua Kenana left 

significant scars on the collective memories of the oppressed. Accompanied by everyday 

structural violence – from economic deprivation to ‘habilitation’ of violence in native 

schools and social welfare homes – Māori families and tribes never recovered from 
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colonial violence that initiated a long trajectory of accumulation of disadvantages and the 

violence continuum. Thus, in many families, this trauma has manifested itself through 

different abuses and acts of violence within the household or across the community. Lily 

George gives an example of her whānau:        

Lily: A lot of us have a low educational achievement, I mean, I was the first 

or second in my grandfather’s line to go to university and the first to get a 

PhD and that is in a whānau of hundreds. And poverty, alcohol abuse, sexual 

abuse, physical abuse, you know, it is all there. I think that a lot of that stems 

from intergenerational trauma. And it is not just destruction of our resource 

base; it is also destruction of our people. A lot of our people [Te Kapotai 

hapū of Ngapuhi iwi] were killed in May 1845 and when you have a lot of 

death at once and the people who are left are destroyed and without the 

ability to grieve properly, you know, all that other stuff was going on, and 

that kind of trauma is carrying with them to next generation who might have 

their own trauma, so after that you can have two lots of trauma and it just 

goes on and on through generations. 

Hence, a colonial dispossession of Māori land and livelihood was not actualised primarily 

through wars or other forms of armed conflict, but mostly through court legislations and 

everyday colonial violence. The colonial ‘Western’ law became the most important tool 

of the colonial project in order to establish ‘one nation’ – New Zealanders, an ethnically 

and culturally homogenous society, ‘cleaned’ of tikanga Māori and anti-colonial political 

voice. The violent imposition of British law and order in the nineteenth century, therefore, 

signifies a fundamental ground of Māori hyper-incarceration today. 

By the end of the nineteenth century and in the twentieth century colonisers focused on 

the next stage of achieving white (Pākehā) privileges and domination. The ideology of 

one nation and assimilation policies were transmitted mostly through schools and other 

forms of cultural invasion. Violent colonial imposition of ideological and repressive 

apparatuses of the state or, in other words, Western institutions and the tyranny of law 

and order, implemented the colonial system into the minds of the oppressed Māori 

communities. The process of assimilation was led by missionaries and state agents. Māori 

language was abandoned from schools soon after the Treaty of Waitangi and with The 

Native School Act in 1867, English became the only language of instruction (Walker, 

1990).  
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Assimilation strategies and systematic ignorance of tikanga Māori  

Māori have experienced a history of imposed assimilation policies and 

colonial forms that have led to marginalisation and cultural destruction, and 

state agencies have engaged in social control over the Māori population 

(Webb, 2009, p. 1). 

Assimilation signifies imperial/colonial policy and socio-political practice that tries to 

affirm assumed superiority of Western/colonial culture. It is fundamentally grounded on 

racist and religious-monarchical social disposition of the Western bourgeoisie and petite-

bourgeois imaginaries, particularly in the claim of their obligation to civilize Indigenous 

and other colonised peoples. Assimilation is a process that results in a minority group that 

is represented as inferior, adopting the values and norms of the ‘superior’ majority group, 

eventually becoming indistinguishable from the majority group.9 Etymologically, the 

“word ‘assimilation’ comes from the Latin term assimilatio, which means, ‘to render 

similar,’ or ‘cause to be similar.’” (Njoku, 2007, p. 102).  

The assimilation process requires Indigenous and other colonised peoples to abandon 

their culture and political action for self-determination, affirming settlers (in our case, 

Pākehā) in a position of structural and cultural dominance. This presupposes 

unquestionable acceptance of the coloniser’s language (English), education (Western 

educational system), manners and behaviours (Victorian morale of decency and 

respectability which is inherently racist and classist (Mosse, 1985)). It also includes 

religion (Christianity) and other forms of social life such as the promotion of the nuclear 

family and the exclusion of women from the public sphere and decision-making. Either 

forced or subtle, assimilation interpellates Indigenous peoples into an exploitative 

capitalist/colonial system that fundamentally disrespects Indigenous culture, knowledge, 

traditions and values (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999).  

By the end of the nineteenth century, the suppression of Māori language and culture 

became the paramount strategy in achieving the coloniser-colonised relation. Bull and 

Alia (2004) point out a statement by New Zealand Government in 1867 which stated that 

teachers “could never civilize them [Māori] through the medium of language that was 

                                                 
9 see Assimilation (2006). In D. Jary & J. Jary (Eds.), Collins Dictionary of sociology. London: Collins.  
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imperfect as a medium of thought” (p. 178). Bull and Alia therefore emphasise that 

“Māori language embargoes violated the human rights of Māori to have their children 

taught in their mother tongue … Māori were literally criminalized by colonial education 

policies which set specific requirements for attendance” (Ibid.). The Education Act 

(1908), for example, allowed the persecution of those parents who did not send their 

children to schools.   

Walker (1990) asserts that until the 1960s the prohibition of Māori language was often 

enforced by corporal punishment. Any Māori child who was caught speaking te reo Māori 

at school premises (either in the classroom or at the playground) was physically and 

emotionally abused by the school staff (see also Armitage, 1995; Mikaere, 2011): 

The damaging aspect of this practice lay not in corporal punishment per se, 

but in the psychological effect on an individual’s sense of identity and 

personal worth. Schooling demanded cultural surrender, or at very least 

suppression of one’s language and identity. Instead of education being 

embraced as a process of growth and development, it became an arena of 

cultural conflict. In 1900 over 90 per cent of new entrants at primary school 

spoke Māori as their first language. By 1960 white dominance and the policy 

of suppression had taken their toll: only 26 per cent of young children spoke 

Māori (Walker, 1990, p. 147).  

Ani Mikaere (2011) adds that by 1975 the colonial success of this assimilation strategy 

resulted in less than five per cent of Māori schoolchildren speaking te reo Māori. The 

Native School Act 1867 focused on directional education for Māori based on a non-

academic curriculum. It “aimed to assist Maori to assimilate into the Pakeha world, by 

providing boys with training for the rural agricultural sector, and training girls as 

domestic workers and housewives” (Quince, 2007, p. 11). Along with the imposition of a 

Pākehā worldview and other forms of symbolic violence in schools, Māori were forced to 

internalise oppression and accept dominant narratives as the norm in society. Lily George 

emphasises that directional education led to low expectations for Māori at the 

intergenerational level: “our expectation was to get a job in a factory or work on the 

roads. There was no expectation within ourselves that we would achieve anything bigger. 

You were very lucky to be a teacher” (Lily). According to Cunneen and Tauri (2016), this 

policy “sought the assimilation of Māori people into the developing settler society” (p. 

52), or, as Armitage (1995) asserts, it was “the chosen vehicle for preparing the next 

generation of Maori children for ‘amalgamation’” (p. 156). Quince concludes that 
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although native schools were abolished in 1967, “their legacy continues to influence and 

impact upon contemporary Maori educational achievement and aspirations” (Quince, 

2007, p. 11). 

Along with The Native School Act 1867 and The Education Act 1908, the state also 

officially abandoned the Treaty of Waitangi: “In 1877, the Wi Parata court decision by 

Justice Prendergast declared the Treaty a nullity, with this decision denying the validity of 

Treaty and Māori rights for nearly a century until the formation of the Waitangi Tribunal 

in 1975” (Webb, 2017, p. 686). Racial assimilation policies by the state became protected 

by law and any Māori resistance to the system of settler-colonial society was 

systematically repressed (either legally or through police violence). In 1907, the 

government passed the Tohunga Suppression Act which legally prohibited aspects of 

tikanga Māori, particularly Indigenous knowledge, methodologies and traditional healing. 

According to Mason Durie (2003), “the Tohunga Suppression Act 1908 made it an 

offence to practice traditional healing and therefore the use of tapu and noa to combat 

modern health problems was never developed to take account of modern social 

environments” (p. 236). In an interview, Paora noted this act, along with a broader impact 

of colonialism and (neo)colonial assimilation strategies, particularly hyper-incarceration 

of Māori and rehabilitation programmes in prison: 

Paora: What’s wrong with Māori culture programmes that are in fact 

psychology programmes is that they totally ignore a hundred and seventy 

years of colonisation. They ignore that Māori are living in the country that 

is totally racist, the country that has been governed by the people that have 

hated us, that have stolen all of our economic base, that have pushed us to 

the margins of New Zealand society, and then tried to destroy any 

knowledge of Māori and culture that we have by making it illegal for what 

was known as Suppression of Tohunga Act. This act made it illegal for 

everyone who were Māori culture experts or Māori culture leaders. They 

beat my grandparents’ generation and grand-grandparents’ generation for 

speaking their own language.  

Law and order legislation continued throughout the twentieth century and the 

incarceration of Māori intensified. Strengthened racial stereotypes and racial 

discrimination eventually became embedded in the Pākehā imaginary, which disabled 

solidarity and possible alliance amongst Māori and working-class Pākehā. However, 

institutional racism played a crucial role in the rise of Māori imprisonment. According to 
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Bull (2004), imprisonment rates started to rise significantly after 1911 with theft and 

alcohol related charges. Over-policing of Māori, supported by racial profiling and racial 

stereotypes, gradually became normalised: “the rise in offending by Māori from 1911 was 

driven by renewed attention to ‘law and order’, brought about by political strife. From 

this point onwards, while the rate of non-Māori offending decreases, the ‘Māori crime 

rate’ rises sharply. Government harassment of Māori grows even more subtle” (Bull, 

2004, pp. 516-517).  

Economically, the assimilation strategies subjected Māori into the capital-labour relation 

and its relations of production. According to Walker (1990),  

Up to 1926, 90 per cent of Māori people lived in rural communities away 

from the main centres of Pākehā population. The points of contact between 

Māori and Pākehā were superficial as the Māori were reduced to selling their 

labour as bush-fellers, roadmakers, farm workers, and seasonal workers in 

freezing works and sheep shearing gangs. This accommodation of the Māori 

to the forces of capitalism enabled Pākehā New Zealanders to promote the 

ideology of ‘one people’. The ideology functioned in the terms of Larrain 

as a ‘distorted solution in the mind’ to the contradictions in Māori-Pākehā 

relations arising out of the historic process of colonisation (p. 186).  

Emphasising assimilationist strategies upon Māori communities, Ani Mikaere (2011) 

further asserts: “the individualisation of title to and commodification of land through the 

Native Land Act 1865, the enforced replacement of Māori language with English in the 

schools from the 1890s and the imposition of Christianity from 1814 provide but a few 

examples” (p. 72). The adoption of Pākehā system further “contributed to the high rate of 

socioeconomic disadvantage suffered by Maori” (Quince, 2007, p. 17). Such examples 

include lower incomes, less education and poorer health. Quince reminds us that “poor 

socioeconomic status may affect rates of offending, rates of victimisation, and access to 

justice” (Ibid.). 

It is important to note that the assimilation policies are represented as egalitarian. In other 

words, assimilationist views and its theories claim equality for people regardless of 

race/ethnicity or any other social division. The ideology of one nation, mentioned before, 

is a good example of that: it claims political, economic, social and even cultural equality 

amongst all New Zealanders. However, this claim systematically ignores New Zealand’s 

colonial history and the consequences that colonial violence had, and still has, on Māori. 
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Or, as Mikaere (2011) wrote, “To euphemise the impact of colonisation on Māori is to 

fundamentally disrespect the memory of those who suffered as a result of resources 

wrongly taken, of language denied, of spirituality suppressed” (p. 104). The 

assimilationist view therefore represents a neo-colonial strategy of exclusion on the 

pretext of the inclusion of all people. This ideology goes hand-in-hand with liberal claims 

of individual responsibility and the ‘level playing field’ for all New Zealanders. The 

ignorant stance over colonialism and its impacts on Māori communities is a common 

denominator between both related views (they both ignore structural inequalities). A 

discourse that arises from this paradigm serves as a justification and excuse of the 

existing criminal justice system and penal policies that imprison Māori on a systematic 

level.  

We can conclude that the imprisonment of Māori today has a strong historical 

background which is based on the expropriation of land, attempts to destroy Indigenous 

ways of life, conversion of communal land into individual private property and on the 

imposition of Western institutions that resulted in cultural invasion, assimilation policies 

and numerous attempts to repress Māori political and cultural agency. Criminalisation and 

incarceration of Māori, therefore, appears as a clear political decision that was embodied 

by law. In everyday lives, this means a systematic oppression of Māori on political, 

cultural and economic levels. Or, as Tame Iti shares the collective memory of his whānau 

and Tūhoe nation, 

Everything was designed how to be white. You had to be white and white is 

right. It was designed in the way Māori then started to believe that. My 

parents’ generation was in that period of time. They were afraid, afraid of 

the system. 

Urbanisation, proletarianization and the accumulation of disadvantages  

After World War II, Aotearoa New Zealand saw rapid urbanisation where significant 

numbers of Māori moved from rural areas to economically more prosperous cities. 

According to Walker (1990), “the war acted as a catalyst in stimulating people to abandon 

rural poverty and sell their labour for wages in the factories of the urban milieu” (p. 197). 

Nevertheless, all Māori scholars who participated in this research (Tauri, Workman, 

George, Paora) emphasise that the process of urbanisation signified a subtle neo-colonial 
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and assimilationist strategy: first, urbanisation was used to expropriate even more land 

from Māori. Town and Country Planning Act 1953, for example, prevented Māori from 

building on their land. With the Māori Affairs Act 1953, the land that was not used 

anymore was declared as ‘waste land’ and taken by the New Zealand Government 

(Walker, 1990). And second, the government promoted its so-called pepper-potting 

policy “when Māori were encouraged to move to urban centres and to live interspersed 

amongst Pākehā” (Mikaere, 2011, p. 85). Hence, according to Aaron Smale,  

While the state wanted Māori to move to the cities to fill a labour shortage, 

it introduced policies that were designed to break down Māori social and 

whānau structures /…/ The well-documented “pepper-potting” of Māori 

whānau among Pākehā whānau was intended to help Māori adapt and 

assimilate. This policy assumed a family structure that was predicated along 

the nuclear family model – itself based on the Roman family structure of the 

father as head, and his wife and children as his chattels. The networks of 

extended whānau, the living practice that it takes a village to raise a child, 

were disregarded. If parents were away working – which with occupations 

like shearing and other seasonal work was a common occurrence – then 

other whānau such as grandparents usually stepped in to oversee the 

children. This broke down in the urban environment because Māori were 

being consciously spread throughout cities and away from those networks 

(Smale, 2017, p. 50).   

Being a foreigner in a homeland, Māori in urban areas struggled significantly. Although 

unemployment between the 1950s and 1970s was very low – internationally, New 

Zealand became known as a model of successful social democracy – Māori in urban areas 

struggled with consistent racial discrimination and the loss of a traditional support 

network. Most Māori were employed in blue-collar jobs (manufacturing, construction, 

transport) that required long and physically exhausting shifts (Poata-Smith, 2013, p. 149). 

Because of a new family unit that was separated from extended whānau workers’ children 

were often left alone while their parents were at work. Hon Eddie Taihakurei Durie 

asserts that the urban environment forced Māori to shift from extended to nuclear 

families, but also     

from support networks to relative isolation, from family bonds to bonds with 

disaffected others, from a secure place in a community to a place that could 

be hostile to brown faces, from a place where one was a leader to a place 

where one worked for ‘the boss’, from a place where community values 

were internalised to a place where all sanctions came from outside and were 

enforced by police. Most of all they shifted from a society that recognised 
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mana, the spiritual element in individual dignity, to one that measured mana 

in material possessions. (Durie, 2007, p. 10) 

Indigenous prison scholars emphasise the urbanisation and migration of Māori into urban 

areas as the turning point in a relationship between Māori and the (neo)colonial criminal 

justice system. They point out the conspicuous differences in lifestyle (living in white 

society and dealing with various forms of racism), an entry to industrial capitalist 

relations of wage labour with the effects of alienation and social isolation, and the cultural 

disconnection with iwi, hapū and Māori tradition: 

Lily George: As population became majorly urbanised – over 80 percent of 

Māori are urban now – and again, having cultural disconnection 

exacerbated, separated from usual cultural ties, becoming isolated within the 

cities without the usual support networks that you have. And racism, 

marginalisation, you know, all that kind of stuff. My mother, before she had 

me, as a young single woman, left home and worked in Wellington and in 

Auckland and in both places, she said, finding a place to live was very 

difficult. My mother is quite dark, she’d go to the door and be turned away 

because whoever is renting the rooms wouldn’t have wanted her. She grew 

up when she left home, with many incidents of unconscious racism and stuff 

that goes on around you that you don’t really understand but it has an impact 

on you anyway – Karina Walters calls that micro-aggressions. We lived in 

Waikare which is a little village literally in the bush … But when we went 

to the town, you know, the experiences of going into shops and having the 

shop’s security following you, the way how they talk to you and just treat 

you, you know, all these little messages tell you how inferior you are. 

Systematic marginalisation, along with racial discrimination, racial profiling and 

everyday struggles to live in a white settler society, eventually resulted in the significant 

rise of Māori imprisonment, including the incarceration of Māori youth and children 

through various forms of confinement such as youth homes and borstals. We return to this 

issue in next chapter where we introduce narratives of violence caused by the state 

through systematic institutionalisation (see also Stanley, 2016). In the interview, Juan 

Tauri connected the rise of Māori incarceration with urbanisation and its effects:   

Juan: We saw the significant start of the post-Second World War urban drift 

by Māori and that resulted in much more contact with the police and, 

therefore, courts and penal institution. In fact, up until early 1950s you could 

say that the crime problem was a white problem, not so much a Māori 

problem. [Before urbanisation] a lot of our offending was not actually dealt 

with in the formal system and we certainly didn’t dominate, you know, the 
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prison statistic. We started to dominate prison statistics in 1970s … Prior to 

mid-fifties, something like 75, 80 percent of Māori lived in the rural areas, 

lived in their home, in their iwi or hapū regions and by 1970s it was the 

reverse, it was 75 percent of us living in the city. It was that urban drift, you 

know, which was predicated with the need to find work, driven by the fact 

that the government had legislation in place and the banks had rules in place 

that made it difficult for Māori to get loans or finance to run their own 

businesses. Once we moved to the cities it was pretty much a duplication of 

similar social or social-economic issues that arose, for example, with 

African-Americans when they started, post-war as well, to move from the 

South.  

The result of urbanisation was continued assimilation of Māori into the Pākehā world. 

Walker notes that urbanisation “posed two development tasks for migrant Māori. First, 

they had to adjust to the economic demands of the urban industrial complex /…/ and the 

experience of being colonised impelled the Māori to dwell in the dual world of 

biculturalism or surrender to the Pākehā imperative as assimilation” (Walker, 1990, p. 

198). Because of intense formal and informal social control, Māori were required to 

conform to the one-dimensional and homogenous society that was in the making by 

institutions of the state (Workman, 2011, p. 8). Nevertheless, with the development of 

Māori political, cultural and social institutions in urban areas (Māori Women’s Welfare 

League, established in 1951; the opening of the first urban marae in Mangere, Auckland 

in 1965), many urban Māori did not readily assimilate into the Pākehā world. However, 

regardless of one’s consciousness, the capitalist social relations still had a critical impact 

on both assimilated and not-assimilated Māori. These changes were evident in ideological 

and repressive apparatuses of the state: the former in the mainstream media discourse that 

either ignored Māori or represented them through imposed racial stereotypes (as lazy, 

dole-bludgers, humorous but not intelligent, and, particularly, as social deviants or 

criminals (Wall, 1997)), and the latter through the state’s structural violence of law and 

order policies, institutionalisation and police enforcement.  

The Hunn Report from 1961, for example, already identified Māori as more likely to be 

imprisoned than non-Māori and that higher Māori offending rates are connected to the 

process of urbanisation and its effects (Webb, 2012, p. 74). The report also confirmed that 

Māori are more likely to be sent to youth homes and borstals, placed on probation, and 

less likely to have cases dismissed than non-Māori (Workman, 2016, p. 90). Moreover, in 

many cases, “Māori came to Court with no idea how to plead or defend themselves, and 
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about 80 percent of Māori were not represented by counsel, compared to 60 per cent of 

Europeans. In addition, about 80 to 85% of Māori pleaded guilty compared to 60 percent 

of Europeans” (Ibid.). According to Webb, although the report identified the issue of 

over-representation of Māori in the criminal justice system it failed to address historical 

and structural factors; namely, it offered a psychology-based explanation of disintegrated 

personalities among Māori. Rather than critically analysing a history of assimilation 

policies and structural violence, the report stayed within epistemic frames of 

“monocultural assumption that Māori were the cause of social problems such as crime” 

(Webb, 2012, p. 74).  

At the same time, governments continued with land policies and other legislations that 

expropriated the rest of Māori land. An example of legislation was the Māori Affairs 

Amendment Act that the government imposed in 1967. The act was based on 

commodification of land, facilitating its acquisition for sale to others who 

would make it productive, and assimilation. Europeanisation of the Māori 

land, which is the basis of identity as tangata whenua, would resolve once 

and for all the Māori problem by conjuring it away, and so realise the Pākehā 

dream of ‘one people’. For Māori people, the Act was seen as the ‘last land 

grab’ by the Pākehā. In the next decade it triggered the Māori land rights 

movement, a movement that was to expose to the world at large the inherent 

contradictions between the colonised and the coloniser in New Zealand 

society (Walker, 1990, p. 207).  

Narratives from research participants corroborate with historical analysis of structural 

violence, assimilation (symbolic violence) and, consequently, the creating of Māori 

hyper-incarceration. Tame Iti shares his life journey from growing up in rural Tūhoe 

village, going to boarding school in Christchurch to forming an anti-colonial socio-

political group of Ngā Tamatoa in Auckland. His experience includes a consistent 

structural (state) violence, assimilation and oppression. At this point we have to note that 

processes that tried to homogenise Māori into Pākehā one-dimensional world were 

present both in urban and rural areas:  

Tame: We were brought up in the environment where everything had to be 

white. My home was my world, Tūhoe language, the history, but everything 

around our home was white. All these policies that the government imposed 

hit our family. In the first ten years, I experienced state policies in school 

where they would not allow us to speak Māori. Not in class, not in school 

grounds. The whole idea was to homogenise us to English language.   
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Tame Iti emphasises that the process of assimilation had a critical impact on his whānau 

and the community, particularly on his parents’ generation. The state’s neo-colonial 

practice of combined structural and symbolic violence resulted in adopting coloniser’s 

consciousness to the degree when many Māori started to believe the dominant narrative. 

As Tame asserts, “everything was designed to be white”, pointing out a colonial ideology 

of one nation. This subtle but cruel violence is still strongly present today: New Zealand 

has represented itself as peaceful, welcoming and friendly nation; but this image has 

another side – the exclusion of people who did not fit into the image of homogenous 

Godzone. Māori who resisted colonisation, along with Chinese migrants (gold miners 

who migrated to South Island in the nineteenth century and were subjected to a racist poll 

tax), Pasifika migrants (from 1950s onwards; they were excluded by ‘dawn raids’ in 

1970s), recent migrants from Asia and Africa, and others who did not fit into this 

constructed myth, have been excluded to this day (Ip and Pang, 2005; Shilliam, 2012; 

Majavu, 2017). In relation to the making of Māori hyper-incarceration, Paora’s longer 

explanation provides a critical insight in understanding the connection between 

urbanisation and criminalisation:    

Paora: With urbanisation we’ve become strongly marginalised in this 

country. In 1975, we had a big hikoi. The main phrase was ‘not one more 

acre’. We didn’t lose most of our land through land wars; we lost most of 

our land through legislations, through public legal acts. Our land was taken 

to build all the roads, to build all the hospitals, schools, registrations, labour 

bases, the harbours and museums. All suburbs were taken, they were 

economically marginalised, they were culturally marginalised.  

They beat the language out of Māori children, a couple of generations of 

Māori children. I was talking with my grandfather one day. I met my 

grandfather when I turned thirty. I was doing a research project. The 

research project was to talk to someone who is related to me, that is older 

than me, about what was their life like and then compare that to mine. I was 

talking to him about his life when he was young and he told me that on his 

first day in school, he was happy to be at school and he was talking to his 

cousin on the next desk and they were speaking in the language they have 

spoken all the time at home which was Māori. And a teacher hit him on his 

hand while he was talking. He didn’t see it coming, he just got hit on his 

hands. He told me that that was the first time ever to be hit. As a child he 

had never seen violence at home, he had never known any child to be hit 

before. That description sort of captures the extensive force that was used to 

beat the culture out of us, so we were culturally marginalised, economically 

marginalised. They had beaten the culture out of us. This was assimilation. 
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They believed that the best thing for us is that we would stop being Māori 

and start to become more Pākehā but, at the same time, we would be denied 

full access to participate in that society.  

Paora’s generation – the first to be born in urban environment – signifies Māori who were 

subjected to assimilation, racial discrimination and various forms of institutionalisation 

from their childhood (Stanley, 2016; Smale, 2017). Many of them were sent to boys’ and 

girls’ homes and borstals in order to be disciplined, while conforming to the rules and 

regulations of colonial-settler society. In the next chapter, we introduce Fred and Niko 

who were incarcerated in these institutions from their early ages and later became gang 

members, returning inmates and persons whose violence represented their main cultural, 

social and economic capital.    

The Māori Women’s Welfare League had an important role to lessen the issues of 

poverty, housing, employment, crime and discrimination in urban areas. They supported 

Māori who moved into cities and addressed the issue of historical trauma of colonialism. 

New marae in urban areas and the Māori Council also helped significantly but social 

issues that were already structural (for example, poverty and institutionalised racism) had 

a toll: 

Although land was the primary focus of the Māori Council, it was also 

concerned with problems arising out of urbanisation, particularly 

educational failure, juvenile delinquency and rising crime. Over 85 per cent 

of Māori children left secondary school in 1965 without any recognised 

qualifications. In 1970, there were 9,094 young Māori offenders before the 

Children’s Court. The following year there was an increase to 10,750. The 

offending rate of Māori boys under sixteen years was 5.1 times the rate of 

their Pākehā cohorts. For Māori girls, the rate was even higher at 7.4. While 

these negative statistics were symptoms of family breakdown, loss of 

traditional constraints of the tribal elders, and alienation as a consequence 

of colonisation, the end product was the 1970s phenomenon of ‘street kids’ 

and urban gangs (Walker, 1990, p. 208). 

By 1970s, everyday lives of most Māori whānau included at least one of the following 

characteristics: lack of recognition, institutional or everyday racism, denial of speaking te 

reo Māori or being able to practice cultural beliefs, economic marginalisation, domestic 

violence, institutionalisation in native schools and youth homes, and incarceration in 

borstals or prisons. Racial profiling and police arrests became an everyday reality for 

many Māori, particularly in urban areas: 
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Tame Iti: Māori were locked up for dumb things and it became sort of 

normal to go to prison. Guys resisted with putting tattoos on their face, 

showing that they had done their time in jail. It became normalised that you 

did prison time for really dumb things. The next level was the police force; 

most cops at that time were white, they were violent, they had no idea about 

us so that sort of racism became normal as well. Everything became 

profiled, they put pictures of us on the walls for nothing, saying to the new 

cop, ‘these are the people that you have to watch out for’.  

However, the Māori resistance to structural violence and neo-colonial practices was 

becoming stronger too. Tame Iti and his generation responded with a strong anti-colonial 

struggle and Māori renaissance in the 1970s. 

Neoliberalism or the system’s response to socio-political change  

Influenced by international anti-colonial struggle – particularly by African-American 

revolution led by Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr., the Black Power Movement and 

the Black Panther Party, but also by other struggles around the world (from liberation 

movements in Africa to Che Guevara and Indigenous uprising in other settler states) – 

Māori began the first urban resistance against racism, colonialism and capitalism that 

added a significant fragment in a long history of Māori anti-colonial struggle. Paora 

asserts that urban Māori became self-aware that “an entire generation who were born in 

urban areas, for the first time, didn’t understand the language, had never been to their 

marae, never practiced Māori culture. This generation organised resistance and 

established support to uplift Māori culture and language again” (Paora). Tame Iti recalls 

his political activities in Ngā Tamatoa and their aim to challenge the oppressive system 

and demand Māori self-determination and liberation of all oppressed communities: 

Tame: We set up a movement, a political movement, to have a Māori voice. 

So we took a lot of that stuff down to the streets, to workplaces, people 

started marching down to parliament and we created a lot of movements to 

be active, to be a participant. We talked about revolution, we were involved 

in that on the international scale. We said that we need to march, protest and 

create situations that will pull people together and create some sort of unity. 

We didn’t just talk about it, we created it. We knew that there have to be 

political actions to make the changes, so we couldn’t just turn around and 

bash the cops. We had to rearrange how people responded to that kind of 

police attitude. Our goal was to create a mass movement of activists … We 

also established programmes about violence, family violence.  
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In the 1970s, urban groups Ngā Tamatoa (Young Warriors) and Polynesian Panthers – a 

socio-political group that united young Māori and Pasifika activists – began to pave the 

way for the revitalisation of Māori language and culture, but the groups also shook a 

conformist settler-colonial society that had internalised inequalities to the degree when 

the myth of egalitarianism became believed on a widespread level. They initiated the 

tradition of the annual protests at Waitangi Day celebrations and they fought against 

police violence, dawn raids and monocultural dominant discourse. The Brown Power 

movement grew and in 1975, a respected kuia (Māori elder) Whina Cooper led the mass 

hikoi (march) to protest Māori land alienation. This was followed by Bastion Point 

Occupation (1977-78) where Ngā Tamatoa, Polynesian Panthers and other Māori and 

non-Māori activists supported Ngāti Whātua (the local iwi/tribe) in their occupation of 

their land to stop Government attempts to sell it for private housing. Crucial events were 

also the Springbok Tour (1981) where people protested against the touring of New 

Zealand of the South African rugby team as part of anti-apartheid protests of South Africa 

and racism in New Zealand, and other political activities such as pushing the union 

movement to include a struggle for Māori self-determination in their socio-political 

activities (Walker, 1990, Poata-Smith, 1996; Robb, 2018). However, according to Poata-

Smith (1996), a “decline of working-class movements internationally and the rise of the 

New Right coupled with the logic of identity politics lured many Maori away from 

political activity throughout the 1980s” (p. 97). Namely, governments responded to Māori 

anti-colonial struggle by offering more Māori representation in established political and 

other institutions of the state. Some activists entered mainstream politics while radical 

liberators went back to the community to rebuild the tribes by themselves. Tame Iti 

explains: 

So the Māori movement became the new movement to make decisions. We 

didn’t trust our politicians so we shifted the way how we do things. We went 

back to our tribal areas to look for a better system, we started to learn more 

about ourselves. So we moved away from Marxism, Leninism and we 

turned to our community on a local level to build new forms of relationships. 

We also looked at how the American Indians deal with those issues, for 

example, about addictions, family violence. We tried to develop a healing 

process for our families. We started working by ourselves, not to wait for 

the government to tell us what we’re supposed to do. So we really had to 

engage ourselves, mobilise our people. Some of us went around the world 

to look at it. But we found out that the answer is not over there but over here.   
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The imposition of neoliberalism in 1984 marks the era of contemporary Māori hyper-

incarceration. As in many other countries where revolutionary processes in the 1960s and 

1970s were suppressed by the neoliberal structure of dispossession and penalisation in the 

1980s and 1990s (see Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007; Wacquant, 2001), New Zealand 

followed the trajectory of a neoliberal attack on workers and principles of solidarity, 

public good, community and redistribution. This was the time when the making of Māori 

hyper-incarceration became normalised and entrenched. According to Paora,    

I think that understanding 1980s is a key factor because that’s when the ‘lost 

generation’, that is the urban generation that was marginalised or 

institutionalised when growing up in the 1970s, became imprisoned. That 

generation had found almost no employment, you know, also because we 

started to have a downturn of the economy. And the downturn of the 

economy meant that jobs that my father’s generation of Māori had – fields 

like big industries, state enterprises, the railways, power – were gone. All 

these state-own entities got sold off to private companies. These private 

entities had employment reduced, jobs became more competitive and there 

was an increasing population of unemployed. Because the jobs they had in 

the past were unskilled labour positions it was very difficult to find a new 

job (Paora). 

As a result of privatisation of state asserts and outsourcing of traditional industries into 

countries with low wages and weak or no labour rights, in 1992, the unemployment in 

New Zealand reached a historical peak of 11.2 per cent. While unemployment among 

Pākehā rose to eight per cent, Māori unemployment reached a staggering 25.3 per cent 

and Pasifika of 27.5 per cent (Poata-Smith, 2013, p. 151). Racialised inequality continues 

to be evident today; in 2013, for example, the unemployment rate among Pākehā was 5.3 

per cent and 14.1 per cent among Māori (Statistics NZ, 2016). According to Kim 

Workman, 

In 1999 there was about 22 percent of Māori who were unemployed. It was 

very high and, of course, because they were out of work their offending 

increased and their reliance on unlawful economy, black market increased. 

Dependence on drugs and alcohol also increased, same as family violence. 

We started to see the disproportional increase in the number of Māori being 

in the prison and each time the government tightened up conditions and laws 

Māori become even more overrepresented within the system (Kim). 

Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, neoliberal enthusiasm of social control and punishment 

of the ‘surplus population’ – particularly Indigenous peoples, people of colour and others 
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who did not conform to the new system of opportunism and Social-Darwinist utopia – 

became embodied in an ideology that John Pratt calls penal populism (Pratt, 2005). Based 

on the theory of deterrence that presupposes safety of society by punishing ‘deviants’ 

harshly in order to prevent reoffending (Ibid.; Onwudiwe et al., 2005), political parties in 

numerous countries, including New Zealand, adopted an ideology of penal populism and 

‘tough on crime’ policies. According to Workman (2018), “A ‘tough on crime’ war 

developed, with the two main political parties [Labour and National in New Zealand] 

outbidding one another in a public muscle-flexing exercise, aimed at attracting the 

support of the general public” (p. 5). Fuelled by sensationalised (neoliberal) media and 

the rise of victim’s rights groups, a punitive stance towards crime became a critical 

paradigm. The process of imposing fear in society and non-emphatic response to criminal 

activities, particularly of brown gangs but much less of white-collar crime, emerged 

despite the declining crime rates.  

New policies that emerged in the 1990s and 2000s increased the likelihood of 

imprisonment when charged, along with longer sentences and stricter eligibility 

conditions for probation. For example, the Sentencing Act 2002 that was followed by 

eight surveillance legislations throughout the 2000s and 2010s, intensified the hierarchy 

of sanctions and sentencing principles (from longer sentences to restricted parole). This 

also included the requirement for judges to impose maximum sentences for serious crime 

(Workman, 2018, p. 5). One of legislations was also the infamous three-strike policy 

imported from the country that incarcerate more people than any other country in the 

world (the United States). The act and its further amendments were “designed to either 

increase the punitiveness of existing legislation, expand its reach to include new classes 

of offenders, or apply additional conditions to existing sentence regimes” (Workman, 

2015, p. 69). As a result, according to Workman,  

The rate of imprisonment grew from 91 per 100,000 population in 1987 to 

200 per 100,000 in 2010, in the face of a stable and slowly declining crime 

rate. Probation increasingly represented itself as punishment in the 

community, rather than a supportive social alternative to imprisonment. Its 

priority became the close monitoring of released offenders, which led to the 

more frequent return of offenders to custody. Prisons became more punitive, 

and more security-minded. Prisoners became less eligible for such 

privileges as release to work and family visits, and more likely to be 

described in official reports as culpable, deserving of punishment and 

sometimes dangerous. They were no longer clients in need of support, but 
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risks to be carefully managed. Instead of emphasizing rehabilitative 

methods that met offenders’ needs, the system emphasised effective controls 

that minimized costs and maximized security. Prisoners became objects 

rather than subjects (Workman, 2015, p. 71).    

As the concept of hyper-incarceration suggests, Māori have been particularly targeted by 

both legislations and the exercise of penal populism. Currently, Māori are six times more 

likely to be imprisoned than non-Māori (Workman, 2017, p. 102). They are more likely to 

be arrested, apprehended, charged, convicted or sent to prison than non-Māori (Ibid.). 

Furthermore, because of penal legislations that provide “additional opportunity for the 

criminal justice system to punish offenders for non-compliance” (Workman, 2015, p. 75), 

particularly in relation to the new categorisation of targeting three ‘high-risk’ classes of 

offenders – family violence, sex and gang-affiliated offenders – Māori whānau have 

struggled with parole conditions significantly. Not having any contact with gang-

affiliated person is a challenge or often a mission impossible for many whānau living in 

deprived areas. This often means not having any contact with close relatives or 

participating in sport or school activities (Workman, 2017, p. 102). Lack of transport, low 

job opportunities, precarious housing and struggles with drugs and alcohol addictions 

further result in parole breaching (Ibid.). Prison scholars therefore question the state’s 

emphasis on particular classes of offenders:    

In 2004, 774 persons were imprisoned for offences against Justice (which 

includes breaches of parole and probation conditions). By 2014 that number 

was 1302, a 68% increase. In 2004, 55% (or 429) of that group were Māori. 

The proportion of Māori in that imprisoned group rose from 55% (or 429) 

in 2004, to 61% in 2014. In other words, when Corrections decides to target 

a population (e.g., “ex-offenders at risk of re-offending”) based on crude 

definitions which imply but do not prove criminality (e.g., “gang-

affiliated”), and when that definition disproportionately targets an ethnic 

group (e.g., Māori) that is in turn disproportionately represented in 

marginalised communities, it becomes even further disproportionately 

disadvantaged. When that happens, the state engages in structural 

discrimination. While Māori comprise 53% of the prison population, they 

comprise 61% of those re-imprisoned for breach of parole (Workman, 2015, 

pp. 75-76). 

In relation to three-strikes law that suggests significantly higher sentences for second and 

third strike, James Oleson asserts: “While little official data are available about New 

Zealand’s three-strikes law, preliminary analysis indicates that minority groups are 
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overrepresented in the three-strikes population, and that three-strikes demographics 

resemble those of the New Zealand general prison population” (Oleson, 2014, p. 277). In 

the interview, Kim Workman added that “sentence length increased for around fifty 

percent and it was harder to get parole. Over nine years, the numbers of the imprisoned 

increased by fifty percent and what we know about prisons is that they are a major cause 

of crime” (Kim). Thus, although legislation does not officially discriminate against Māori 

their effects in practice demonstrate the very same system of historical exclusion and 

oppression of Māori. Accompanied by the state-imposed and media-driven neoliberal 

mantra of individual responsibility and destruction of solidarity on the one hand, and 

enthusiasm of being harsh towards marginalised and vulnerable people of society on the 

other (while ignoring the historical and ongoing trajectory of structural violence), tough 

on crime became strongly embedded in contemporary New Zealand society (Pratt, 2005; 

Quince, 2017).   

Conclusion 

New Zealand’s colonial history with its structure of social, political, cultural and 

economic dispossession signifies a critical historical context in understanding Māori 

hyper-incarceration today. Although many commentators or historians have tried to draw 

a picture of harmonious social relations and benevolent colonisation, supposedly more 

human than those in Australia or elsewhere, the history of Aotearoa has been 

characterised by a structure of dispossession and both structural and symbolic violence. 

Creating an image of an egalitarian society or the Godzone is therefore not only a myth 

but also an example of ongoing symbolic violence (subtle and often misrecognised forms 

of violence). Acknowledging structural and historical factors of social life opens the first 

dimension of understanding the making of Māori hyper-incarceration – its creation. 

Colonial plunder and the creation of Western social institutions, categorisations, 

classifications, rules and regulations initiated foundational elements for Māori hyper-

incarceration: from Parihaka and the Suppression of Rebellion Act in the nineteenth 

century (criminalisation of Māori political action), native schools, systematic 

institutionalisation in youth homes and borstals in 1960s and 1970s, to neoliberal punitive 

legislations and the accumulation by dispossession (further marginalisation within the 

urban context), created targeted incarceration that continues to be present today.     
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In sum, historical and structural factors centred around colonialism demonstrated how 

Māori hyper-incarceration and the violence continuum came into being. In order to 

understand present narratives of imprisonment and the violence continuum, it is important 

to have in mind the existence of intergenerational trauma of colonialism, the critical 

impact of structural violence, the role of law and the history of unequal relationship 

between Māori and the state. Hence, the next chapter continues an analysis of the making 

of Māori hyper-incarceration by looking at narratives from ex-inmates, family members 

and prison scholars in relation to lived experiences of incarceration and the violence 

continuum. 
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Chapter 4: Experiencing Māori hyper-incarceration 

Introduction 

The following chapter focuses on experiences of Māori hyper-incarceration. As the 

second of three dimensions on the making of Māori hyper-incarceration (creating, 

experiencing and normalising), it reveals everyday struggles and structural constraints for 

Māori who have experienced prison time directly or have been otherwise affected by the 

process of targeted imprisonment. Largely an empirical chapter based on interviews, it 

provides an insight into the issue of incarceration through the words of ex-inmates, their 

family members and prison scholars. Following a critical analysis of creating Māori 

hyper-incarceration – the historical and structural context analysed in the previous chapter 

– this chapter offers real-life experiences of the research problem that are crucial in 

understanding the third dimension of Māori hyper-incarceration – the process of its 

normalisation discussed in chapter 5.    

The chapter is organised around five themes generated from the experiences of ex-

inmates and family members: the accumulation of disadvantage illustrates the structural 

connection of prisons with the community and social harm issues associated with it. As 

the main dimension of the carceral continuum, the accumulation of disadvantages 

signifies the results of structural violence and systemic processes that we analysed in the 

previous chapter, particularly in relation to (neo)colonial relations and the structure of 

dispossession. Being institutionalised: from boys’ and girls’ homes and borstals to gangs 

and prisons therefore reveals the critical historical moment in understanding 

contemporary Māori experiences of incarceration. Three research participants 

experienced time in boys’ homes and borstals – both institutions were characterised by 

continuous physical and sexual abuse (Stanley, 2016) – and two of them tell us their 

stories from being wards of the state to becoming gang members and inmates in adult 

prisons. Whereas in the 1970s and 1980s, boys’ homes represented the place for 

‘grooming criminals’ (Edwards, 2011), currently, state care through foster homes often 

continues to be a site of the violence continuum (Cohen, 2011). Nevertheless, what both 

periods share on a systematic level is the strong engagement of the police: this encounter 

with the police from an early age signifies an important dimension of the making of 

Māori hyper-incarceration, particularly in marginalised areas. This includes police 
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harassment through racial profiling, targeted surveillance and violence. Research 

participants from different generations emphasise the experience with the police in their 

childhood and, consequently, a significant lack of trust in the New Zealand Police (Te 

Whaiti and Roguski, 1998). 

Behind bars illustrates inmates’ experience within the prison, ranging from the role of 

gangs to everyday structural constraints in adopting a carceral habitus as a strategy to 

survive. Additionally, this section emphasises the role of institutional racism within the 

prison and ethnic divisions that play an important role in the continuum of violence. This 

is followed by the sub-chapter that focuses on the impact of incarceration on families and 

community, both from inmates’ and family members’ perspectives. It emphasises the 

wider impact of Māori hyper-incarceration where everyone is doing time, including the 

inmate’s family.  

The accumulation of disadvantage 

As we have emphasised earlier in the thesis, the issue of systematic Māori imprisonment 

is accompanied by various forms of structural and symbolic violence, particularly in 

relation to poverty, institutional racism and the imposition of a mono-cultural perspective 

(the latter specifically in understanding the overrepresentation of Māori in the criminal 

justice system and policy-making solutions that arise from it). The history of structural 

violence against Aotearoa’s Indigenous peoples suggests an interplay or intersectionality 

of various social harms rather than the operationalisation of a single cause. Lily George, 

for example, emphasises that it is not only legislation or the criminal justice system as 

such that created Māori hyper-incarceration but a combination of multiple structural 

factors:   

Lily George: I’m sure that there had been many pieces of legislation since 

1840 that had created the situation, but it is not just legislation that is directly 

connected to incarceration or justice, it is more widespread than that. This 

is a society wide situation, and Māori incarceration sits within it. It is not 

just about criminality, it is also about poverty, it is about education and it is 

about health. For example, 75 percent of Māori men in prison have had a 

serious head injury in one stage of their lives. It is huge in any view, …, 

having a head injury can impact on the way you take in information, the 

ability to do things, the ability to work. So it is not just in terms of 

criminality, it is health, it is economics and so on. 
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Thereby, it is difficult to argue that solely poverty drives incarceration or that 

incarceration creates violence. It is more complex. The previous chapter demonstrated 

that there is a wide array of practices and interconnected social processes that have been 

in the making in creating and reproducing Māori hyper-incarceration. We identified 

colonialism or the structure of economic, political and cultural dispossession – both in the 

past and present – as a structural engine of the making of Māori hyper-incarceration. As 

both domestic and international scholars assert, the structure of dispossession has resulted 

in cumulative disadvantage for Indigenous peoples that has had a critical impact on both 

offending and state responses to it (McIntosh and Workman, 2017, p. 727). The 

intergenerational accumulation of disadvantage that ranges from poverty, health issues, 

lack of education and underemployed precarious work or unemployment, may be 

identified in everyday marginalised life where Māori are not only disproportionately 

affected but are also often deprived from political power and autonomy to challenge these 

issues (Jackson, 2008). The fact that most Māori inmates were excluded from compulsory 

education by the age of twelve, often due to zero tolerance policies related to drugs, 

alcohol or violence, signifies one of many examples of the making of cumulative 

disadvantage; for all prisoners less than 25 percent have completed a high school 

qualification (McIntosh and Workman, 2017, p. 728). According to McIntosh (2005), 

“Disadvantage and difference are marked in Māori participation in the criminal justice 

system. Māori are over-represented both as victims and offenders” (p. 277).  

Niko, Terina and Fred were all excluded from compulsory education in their childhood. 

Similar to Ria and Tamati, whom we met in chapter 2, they grew up in highly 

marginalised neighbourhoods with constant police presence and gang activity. According 

to Fred, an ex-inmate and ex-gang member,  

Unfortunately, I have to say Māori and Pacific Islanders are 65 or 60 percent 

of the imprisonment population, they come from marginalised areas, low 

socio-economic and dysfunctional homes, single-parent homes. I think that 

the challenge for them is simply to survive, you know, where they are going 

to get next dollar from … What social harms do I see there? Drugs and 

violence, also alcohol, you know, when I say drugs I mean alcohol as well. 

That’s what I see as a bigger picture. There is no doubt that drugs create a 

lot of problems in Māori communities. These are social things, drugs and 

alcohol, and they lead to violence. I think drugs are the biggest driver of 

damage to Māori communities. 



95 

 

Fred is particularly referring to marginalised areas in Auckland that have been 

characterised by underemployed but overworked precarious work, unemployment, 

inadequate housing and poor public transport. It is interesting to note that these areas have 

disproportionately more liquor stores, TABs (betting stores) and fast-food restaurants per 

capita in comparison to privileged neighbourhoods in Auckland’s urban area (Sagala, 

2018). Easy access to alcohol and the symbolic presence of so many bottle stores and 

unhealthy food outlets in a small area carries significant social implications. Corporations 

target these vulnerable communities, as asserted by Efeso Collins, a Pasifika councillor in 

South Auckland (Ibid.). The pervasiveness of the mobile shopping trucks selling 

everyday products for extortionate prices, indeed the selling of debt, is another 

characteristic of these suburbs. Although various non-governmental organisations and 

churches have been trying to reverse this process by offering free food, clothes and 

community participation, living in these neighbourhoods continues to reduce a person’s 

life chances. New Zealand and specifically Auckland has one of the most unaffordable 

housing situations in the world (Howden-Chapman, 2015). The state’s inability or 

unwillingness to commit to a policy of full employment rather than underemployed 

precarious work means the actions of charity organisations can only mitigate the pains of 

the consequences of cumulative disadvantage rather than challenge the system that 

continues to produce these outcomes. Participants therefore assert that the cycle of 

poverty, violence, gambling, drugs and alcohol abuse, accompanied by the operation of 

multiple gangs and targeted police surveillance and monitoring, critically relates to the 

issue of incarceration: 

Emma [a worker in non-governmental organisation that supports ex-

inmates]: Racism, unemployment, poverty, violence, gambling, drugs, 

alcohol additions, I totally see that, you know, and I totally see our gangs 

that are set up and they have all these things. I mean, they are a reaction to 

poverty, they are a reaction to racism, they are a reaction to unemployment 

and so forth. I do see that, unfortunately, but I see that these social harms 

are based on their reaction to what was done to them years and years ago. 

Once again, Emma’s thought brings the question of intergenerational accumulation of 

disadvantage to the legacy of colonialism in Aotearoa New Zealand, along with an 

ongoing process of neo-colonial dispossession. Or, as Kim Workman asserts:   

Well, we have seen the effects of colonisation. That’s really what I think. 

And the gradual deprivation of the families: access to the resources, lack of 
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access to education, lack of employment, and so on, all that contributes to 

the situation. 

Niko and Terina, who have been in and out of prison for the whole of their lives, 

emphasise the very system itself as the main reason why Māori are overrepresented in the 

criminal justice system:   

Niko: Our people usually go to the prison because of drugs, alcohol and 

bashing their missus and kids, that’s it. You will find most of Native cultures 

are like that. It is always about the system, colonisation, so I’m always 

against the system. 

Niko understands the system very well; he says that the system made him. He was 

institutionalised when he was only eight years old. He experienced and went through 

boys’ homes and borstals in the 1970s and 1980s that are today under investigation for 

systematic sexual and physical abuse of children by staff members (Melbourne, 2017). In 

his interview, Niko remarks:  

Why are so many Māori in prison? Cause white people don’t like us. Native 

people are in the prison not the white people ‘cause they have money. The 

cops have to pick on the people and it is better to pick on the poor, 

defenceless, who don’t have the same education as white people. Most 

Native people are honest. … Europeans and their system came over to our 

country, they brought lies and that is still new to us, we only have been part 

of this society for 150 years. The white man invented the prison to put 

coloured people there.  

Niko’s thought illuminates the feeling that many Indigenous and other oppressed peoples 

around the world feel on a daily basis: being surplus to the system and its mainstream 

society or even what Zygmunt Bauman (2011) calls human waste. In the making of a 

white settler society – or similar political projects elsewhere – Indigenous peoples 

struggled with structural violence and systematic vulnerability that arose from it. Kim 

Workman emphasises the significant mistrust in the criminal justice system by Māori, 

particularly because of the history of deception and oppression that the coloniser’s law 

has represented to Indigenous peoples. Māori today continue to perceive the criminal 

justice system as something foreign and hostile. Although Māori prison scholars witness 

the continuing discomfort by politicians and criminal justice officials in discussing and 

confronting the issue of institutional racism, Māori who have experienced incarceration 

see this issue with great clarity. Terina observes:  
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Terina: I personally think there’s discrimination, that us Māori get 

discriminated against. From my experience, like, even in Australia when I 

was locked up, in Australia there were a lot of Aboriginals locked up in 

there. So the majority of Australian population in the women’s prison were 

Aboriginals. When I came to New Zealand it was the same thing, three times 

I had been in these prisons and I would say it was easy 80 percent of the jail 

that was Māori. I don’t know why but I think for me being Māori, I think 

it’s the upbringing, the way that our lifestyle was. Part of this is 

discrimination against Māori that’s why a lot of us end up there. It was 

always like that, for years and years. For myself I think it was my 

upbringing, being poor. 

Maja: Have you ever talked with others about this issue? 

Terina: Yes, a lot of people do mention and say ‘there is more Māori here 

than Islanders or Pākehā, Asians.’ Maybe it is because it’s our country, I 

don’t know, it’s hard to say. I think that the criminal justice system is quite 

racist towards Māori, like being there I think their way of dealing with 

anything is just to chuck us in jail and make us stay there all the time ‘cause 

there’s really no programmes in there for us. Like there is none to fix the 

problem. I think it’s only for the system itself, it’s only for them to tick the 

boxes, you know, but it doesn’t fix the problem. 

Terina’s thoughts requires us to look at the issue of institutional racism more closely. In a 

previous chapter we analysed structural factors for Māori incarceration through a 

historical context on a macro level. In the following we try to find the main drivers and 

engines through narratives of ex-inmates, particularly Fred and Niko who tell us their 

stories of being incarcerated as children, of the era of a particular historical moment with 

intergenerational consequences that created the Māori hyper-incarceration as we know it 

today. They tell us their story of being wards of the state, being institutionalised and 

consequently being made into criminals.  

Being institutionalised: from boys’ homes and borstals to gangs and 

prisons                

There was a lot of Māori and Pacific Island kids and I guess that pathway 

created your life environment. It was a hard pathway to get off. You go from 

boys’ homes, I graduated at borstals, Waikeria borstal when I was sixteen 

and then very quickly I ended up in Mount Eden Prison and Paremoremo 

[maximum security prison]. It was a natural consequence (Fred, an ex-

inmate, ex-gang member and ex-career criminal).  
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The history of structural violence against Māori is not merely a history of settler 

colonialism of the nineteenth century. Its trajectory has continued in the neo-colonial era, 

both at the time of welfare-state capitalism (1930s to 1970s) and the present era of 

punitive neoliberalism (post 1980s). The hyper-incarceration of targeted communities that 

is usually understood in relation to neoliberalism (Wacquant, 2009) is within contexts of 

Indigenous affairs expanded to both colonial and neo-colonial, pre-neoliberal eras (Blagg, 

2008). In post-war New Zealand (1950s, 1960s), when native schools were gradually shut 

down a new type of institutionalisation emerged: boys’ and girls’ homes, along with 

youth detention facilities (borstals). In the interview, Juan Tauri illuminates that borstals, 

boys’ and girls’ homes  

were sort of used quite extensively in the fifties through to the eighties for 

both girls and boys but predominantly for boys, anywhere from 6, 8 years 

old to until 15, 16. You were sent to borstal for quite significant offenses 

such as violence and burglary, but also for anything from stealing bottles to 

simply being reported by local police for running away from your parents 

or just being difficult. It was widespread. For example, I’m the only boy of 

twelve boys [in my community] that didn’t go to borstal and the majority of 

the guys ended up in the prisons so I grew up in this community where the 

people were policed, not only by police but by social services, by child care 

protection services, by the educational department and they used to use the 

borstal extensively particularly for Māori. It was seven, eight more times 

likely as a Māori boy to go to borstal than being Pākehā, even for similar 

issues. A lot of my family went to borstal for issues that were not criminal, 

you know, but just having attitude problem, whatever that means. 

Although these institutions were not officially designed for Māori – Pākehā children were 

also subjected to them – Māori and Pasifika were significantly overrepresented in youth 

homes and borstals. According to Elizabeth Stanley, “as soon as Māori and Pasifika 

children became visible within urban areas, they disproportionately featured within the 

Children’s Court. In the late 1960s, they appeared at rates three or four times that of 

Pākehā children. By the mid-1980s, the Department estimated that one in three Māori 

boys would appear in court before the age of seventeen” (Stanley, 2016, p. 34). 

Moreover, “From the 1950s to the present day, Māori boys and girls have been treated 

differently; officials have been more likely to arrest, prosecute and institutionalise them, 

even when their case histories or offences are no different from Pākehā children” (Ibid., 

pp. 37-38). Targeted institutionalisation or systematic dispossession of Māori children 

from their whānau resulted in 78 per cent of youth residential institutions in Auckland 
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being populated by Māori in 1985 (Ibid., p. 38). How these institutions operated and what 

they produced signifies a critical factor in understanding the intergenerational impact of 

Māori incarceration. Throughout the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, boys’ and girls’ homes, 

social welfare homes and other forms of confinement reinforced neo-colonial relations of 

domination, especially if we consider the results of systematic cultural dislocation (and 

dispossession) and that many of these children who were confined in institutions later on 

ended up in prisons. Three participants in this research were state wards – children whose 

official parents became the state. Two of them, Niko and Fred, talked about their 

experience in boys’ home and borstals and about the impact they had on their lives. 

In 2016, Elizabeth Stanley published a book The Road to Hell: State Violence against 

Children in Postwar New Zealand. She demonstrated that between the 1950s and 1980s, 

the governments of New Zealand put more than 100,000 children under its custody in 

residential facilities: “Under a discourse of protection for delinquent, out of control or 

abused children, the state took over as parents. Yet, in this role, the state failed. In these 

institutions, children endured abysmal conditions, inadequate resources, dysfunctional 

workers, social isolation and cultural dislocation” (Stanley, 2016, p. 2). Stanley collected 

and analysed 105 stories by former residents about their experience of being 

institutionalised as children. For many in New Zealand, her findings were shocking:   

Institutional conditions provided fertile ground for other forms of physical 

violence to thrive, increasing the exposure of children to sexual assault from 

adults and other children. Children became isolated, losing opportunities to 

see their family, whānau or friends, and having no independent advocates 

to support them. When children struggled against their situation, officials 

took control. Workers isolated them in secure cells, they shamed them in 

front of their peers, they placed healthy children on knock-out sedatives, 

they transferred them to mental health institutions for seclusion or electro-

convulsive therapy (ECT), and they up-tariffed children to adult prisons. In 

short, the state masqueraded as good parents, but its violence and negligence 

made things far worse for children in its care (Stanley, 2016, p. 2).  

For children being incarcerated in these institutions, experiences of early 

institutionalisation included long-term degradation, isolation, alienation and even physical 

and sexual abuse. According to Stanley (2016, p. 8), children “developed negative 

feelings about adults, authorities and the society that had treated them so poorly.” The 

continued degradation from ‘house masters’, ‘carers’ and officials resulted in self-
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destructive conditions where children “internalised the messages given to them, believing 

themselves to be lesser, non-deserving, unwanted, damaged or criminal” (Ibid.). Māori 

children were particularly affected:  

In New Zealand, Child Welfare officers frequently regarded Māori children 

as neglected on account of their family’s perceived cultural deficits. Police 

officers scrutinised their activities and disproportionately funnelled them 

into the courts for minor misdemeanours. Magistrates continued the 

discrimination and structural bias by viewing Māori children as better off in 

institutions than with their own whānau (Ibid.).  

Identifying the structure of dispossession fuelled by embedded racism in institutions of 

the state – “welfare officials tended to label indigenous and minority families as 

neglectful or unfit” (Ibid., p. 32) – Stanley finds that with systematic dispossession and 

discrimination that targeted Māori children, the contemporary systematic incarceration of 

Māori was born. 

For this research, Niko and particularly Fred were willing to open themselves up and talk 

about their experience with the welfare state institutions in their childhood. The trajectory 

of both began in boys’ homes and continued in borstals. They both became gang 

members before turning eighteen and frequent residents of prisons throughout their lives. 

Fred opened a discussion about his experience of incarceration with the following words:  

Fred: If you look at that tattoo [showing the back of his hand], a glove, this 

is like a whakapapa, a history. If I see it on the street, guys with this, I know 

straight away that they’ve been in borstal in the seventies. It is a 

representative of what we considered a boot glove – what a jail was called 

back then. So in the seventies I first entered the prison system in boys’ 

homes and borstals. I was sent to Owairaka boys’ home that was once a 

place where boys age of 12, 13, 14 were thrown in until the courts decided 

what to do with them. That happened to me, 13 years old.  

Fred’s childhood before entering the boys’ home was tough. His father was very violent 

and the way of disciplining Fred was through physical violence, anything from beatings 

with the fist to big leather straps. “The type of upbringing I had would mirror a lot of 

inmates in jail today”, says Fred, referring to the domestic violence many of his co-

inmates experienced in their childhoods. He continues: 

Fred: My father thought severe disciplining was the way to bring us up. 

When I disobeyed him I received severe beatings, to the extent that by the 
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age of twelve I had enough of it. So I was running away from home. Instead 

of getting a hiding I would run, getting caught by social workers, police 

youth section, catching me and taking me back home. When they left, 

getting beaten again, running away from home, so this just kept going and 

going for months until the state decided that enough is enough. The social 

welfare decided to put me in Owairaka boys’ home until they’ve decided 

what to do with me. Consequently, the courts made me a ward of the state 

which meant basically that the state looked after you, that the government 

became your parents. Foster homes and borstals was the pathway from then 

on. So at the age of thirteen I was made a ward of the state which is, I guess, 

one of the saddest things for me looking back in my life.  

In more than one conversation, Fred emphasised that he perceives his time in boys’ home 

as his first lag, his first prison: “The striking thing about going to boys’ home is the 

attitude of what we called the house masters. The thing about them is that they treat you, 

kids, like you are dirt, you are nothing”. Looking back to his time in boys’ home, he 

began to understand it as “the way to break you”, which in many ways mirrors the 

everyday life in prisons. Furthermore, as a young boy, being away from his mother and 

sisters who he “loved to death”, made Fred very sad and vulnerable: “I remember crying a 

lot for my mother. It was like thinking at night especially. It was hard because I was in the 

secure unit where you were locked up most of the day.” Meanwhile, the violence began to 

represent both the way Fred coped with sadness and loneliness and the means to survive 

in a violent environment. His attitude changed and he no longer perceived his family as 

family, especially because his father agreed in court for Fred to become a ward of the 

state. He lost his family. With violence representing the way to cope with these struggles 

(and also to protect himself), the doors to the criminal world became wide open:         

Fred: They started putting me in foster homes, trying to find me a place. 

Obviously, I wasn’t listening so every time I ran away from foster homes, 

they put me back into Owairaka boys’ home, and looked for another foster 

home. By the time I reached fifteen I was assaulting people so now the 

courts shifted me away from boys’ home and put me into Waikeria Borstal. 

Today it’s called Waikeria Prison. What happens in there? That’s just a 

nightmare. The minute they walk you in your unit you have a packed space 

with dozens of inmates looking at you walking pass and all you hear and 

see is them screaming at you, ‘come here boy’, and you’re just freaking out 

big time. It’s just horrendous. You get to the unit, you’re going in and it’s 

even worse there. For me, as a young sixteen-year-old going into Waikeria 

I was just like scared, lonely. They put you in the cell and you don’t even 

know this guy that’s in the cell. You don’t even know what’s he in for but 
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you’re in this cell with another guy who doesn’t even want to talk to you. 

He just says to you, you are on the top bunk. You are now in your cell that 

is locked up at four o’clock and it doesn’t open until six in the morning. 

The second ex-inmate who experienced boys’ homes and borstals is Niko. Niko was 

owned by the state since he was only nine years old. About his experience in boys’ home 

he said the following:  

Niko: How was it? I don’t know, I never talked. I lived in my world. I didn’t 

trust no one, I didn’t believe no one. They took my mom away and no one 

can answer that question. I became a robot there … I spent pretty much all 

the time there ‘cause I was really nuts. I was dead inside so who is going to 

hurt me? No one. What I was wishing was to kill me, I am going to die 

anyway so death meant nothing to me. It was a fucking nightmare, I don’t 

wish it upon my kids, I don’t wish it upon anyone, just for people like me 

who are already fucked up.  

Although he did not talk about it directly, Niko’s story resonates closely with testimonies 

of former residents of boys’ and girls’ homes who publicly began to speak about physical 

and sexual abuse in these institutions. It is not a coincidence that many of these stories 

came from the same homes where Niko and Fred resided at approximately the same time. 

In 2017, for example, Māori Television’s Native Affairs aired testimonies of a Black 

Power member Albie Epere and his partner April Mokomoko, both of whom were 

physically and sexually abused as children in boys’ and girls’ homes. Epere was also 

interviewed by Aaron Smale for an investigative article entitled ‘Once were kids’ (2017) 

that exposed the history of institutional racism and systematic abuse of children in these 

institutions. Publicly addressing the state, April, who was taken away from her 

grandmother at the age of eight, stated: “You made an organisation that was filled with 

paedophiles and freaks” whereas Albie asserted that “if it wasn’t happening to you 

sexually it was happening to you mentally and physically … There were some sick adults 

there at the time that’ve done some things that leave everlasting impression in your mind 

and never ever go away” (Melbourne, 2017). They both learnt how not to cry anymore 

and being abused repeatedly they gradually became numb. Or, as Albie asserted, “When 

people start treating you like nothing you start feeling like nothing. When you become 

numb you start getting angry. It’s the only thing you can connect to” (Ibid.). After years 

of failing to take these issues seriously and to both reveal the systemic abuse and provide 
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redress a full inquiry has been announced due very much to the work of people like Aaron 

Smale and Elizabeth Stanley.10  

With the state and its selected agents continuing to individualise and psychologise the 

issue of ‘Māori crime rate’ while ignoring the history of state violence and correlation 

between gangs and abuse in state welfare institutions that created Māori hyper-

incarceration, Smale illustratively concludes: 

Take the child of ten; remove them from their whānau. Subject them to 

sexual and physical abuse, including electric shock treatment; tell them they 

are useless and heading for prison; give them minimal education; offer them 

no support when they leave. Now multiply that by 100,000. Add their 

children. Then add their grandchildren. That is a group larger than any iwi, 

all carrying whakapapa of violence” (Smale, 2017, p. 54).    

Niko ended up in a gang when he was fifteen years old, at the time he did his first lag in 

Waikeria borstal: 

I was fifteen. I was in Waikeria as a first stage of prison and they put me 

there to be a soldier so that we could understand all that [the system]. They 

got me to march and all that crap. I said I wouldn’t do it so they punished 

me in front of everyone. I did twelve months in Waikeria. That was my first 

lag.   

In the borstal, Niko strengthened his relationship with a gang, following its rules and 

becoming more violent and, from the outside perspective, insensitive and tough. As 

Elizabeth Stanley emphasises, gangs offered children like Niko “a sense of protection or 

power within the threatening environment. Several gangs, including Black Power, 

Mongrel Mob, Storm Troopers and White Power, featured in the institutions and they 

offered a source of camaraderie … While adding to the threats and tension in the 

institutions, gangs also offered a potential future of support and income” (Stanley, 2016, 

p. 104). Thus, by reinforcing the state violence and being on the receiving end of 

systematic structural violence Niko was left with critical wounds in his soul:   

Niko: Later on, I was isolated for nine years, all by myself, because I 

wouldn’t open up to anybody and let anybody near me. So they stuck me in 

the cell by myself. I changed the whole structure of the way I think, 

                                                 
10 With the election of a Labour Government (2017-), the Royal Commission of Inquiry into Historical 

Abuse in State Care and in the Care of Faith-Based Institutions was formed.  
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whereabout here you are doing what you are doing, right, schooling. I did 

the same thing by myself in my cell but I also changed myself. It is actually 

not a self but a monster, so I went to religion in my head and ‘cause the 

gangs were just starting back then I learnt about Mongrel Mob, Black 

Power, Storm Troopers. So I went that way just to learn why we become 

what we are and, at the end of the day, what I learnt was that Pākehā were 

telling us how to be a Māori. Sorry, you can’t tell us how to be Māori by a 

white man’s book. All our old people are dead so we were teaching 

ourselves how the white man came along, took us from our iwi, hapū and 

they gave us new identities – Mongrel Mob, Black Power, Storm Troopers. 

But we are still Māori. We were bastardized by both cultures, Māori and 

Pākehā, and we ended up becoming whores, another group that don’t fit 

anywhere. I went that way and what I cared about was the gang. I wasn’t 

scared of anything, nothing worried me ‘cause I was dead inside.  

Niko’s thoughts – as Albie’s, April’s and Fred’s – reveal many things that are crucial in 

understanding the making of Māori hyper-incarceration: firstly, a trauma left by 

incarceration in childhood. Secondly, the ongoing impact of colonialism, particularly 

intergenerational trauma centred around structural or state violence. Thirdly, the making 

of a particular habitus – social dispositions that emerge both as the outcome of structural 

violence and an individual’s responses to it – resulting in collective identities (gangs) that 

have seen the mainstream society as their enemy. Fourthly, the critical impact of a neo-

colonial state in instilling the violence continuum both inside and outside, ontologically 

and existentially. In other words, Niko’s thoughts demonstrate an embedded trauma, a 

state of mind where a person who was victim to severe violence becomes numb and, by 

internalising violence as the only way of life, uses violence to resist further victimisation. 

He is a direct result of institutionalisation, of a (neo)colonial structure of dispossession. 

Or, as Niko asserts, “I live prison in my head, they made me”, referring to boys’ home 

and borstal that represented the rite of passage in breaking him as a person and that 

dispossessed him from a non-traumatic existence:     

Niko: All that I knew was how to be a soldier. Nothing else matters, the 

feelings don’t matter, you don’t matter. For whole of my life, I have been 

living prison in my head.   

Having spent weeks and months in borstal Fred was becoming accustomed to the prison 

environment too. Violence signified the main denominator, either in relations between 

inmates and officers or among co-inmates. Observing young gang members who built 

their reputation and strengthened their position with physical violence and manipulation, 
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Fred started to learn how gangs operate. Consequently, his violence began to include 

another dimension, particularly in relation to obtaining skills in order to navigate his time 

in borstal and becoming a person with value and respect:     

Fred: I learnt by watching gang members how you’re supposed to act as a 

gang member. For me, being in Waikeria borstal did nothing for me in terms 

of stopping me reoffending. That lonely feeling you had when you were 

sentenced and when you got into your first cell and the loneliness in there, 

after three, four weeks, it’s gone. Now you’re becoming accustomed to the 

way of jail, you’re starting to learn your way around and you start to 

understand how it operates. 

As for Niko, the prison was embedded within Fred’s mind before he became an adult. 

When he was released from borstal he joined the gang and soon he realised that the 

criminal world is the environment that can give him recognition, power and reputation:   

Fred: I get back to Auckland and now the gangs have picked up, I’m all 

part of that. What I’m trying to say is that this environment has become a 

normal environment for me. There’s no more pretending like I don’t wanna 

be in that world, now I’m set in that world, I want to be in that world, this 

world is mine now. Because, by and large, this is the world that gives me 

reputation, a little bit of mana so now I want to be part of it and I want to be 

part of it strongly. So as a gang member I started to do things that gang 

members do. 

Fred’s experience demonstrates the point in the making of hyper-incarceration when 

living within the violence continuum environment – either in prison or in a marginalised 

area where the person’s life revolves around gangs and its operations – starts to colonise a 

person’s life. When I mentioned Wacquant’s argument of the carceral continuum Fred 

strongly agreed with it, emphasising the point when prison and the hood become one. 

Fred’s thought that “this environment has become a normal environment for me” 

therefore demonstrates a critical outcome of institutionalisation and the path from which 

it is very difficult to exit and where the benefits of exiting it seem non-existent. 

Understanding violence as the key skill in that social setting, Fred became involved in 

turf wars between gangs that were going on in the 1980s:     

One of those brawls got me in jail for GBH [grievous bodily harm]. So now 

I’m doing a bigger lag. I was sent to Mount Eden Prison and I must say that 

it was a scary place. But I was not scared anymore at that level. I was 

sentenced on Friday for three years and I remember that because this brawl 

was all over the papers, it was on the news and the headline was that I turned 
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the street into a battlefield. I walked into the prison on Friday night, 

Saturday morning I walked out into the yard with 350, 400 inmates and it is 

about ten different gangs in there and when you walk into that yard you see 

all these men, and you walk pass them and everybody is just looking at you 

because they know you’re that guy on that paper, you’re the guy from the 

news last night. While you don’t think about that but when you’re walking 

down, seeing people looking at you, you start to feel that, oh yes, they know 

who I am. And that’s what that world is about. It’s about dominance, it’s 

about mana, it’s about machismo and that’s what prison is about. The whole 

thing is about violence. It’s about aggression and that’s what builds your 

mana in that environment. It’s nothing else but violence. That’s where you 

get your mana from. In the gang world I was a sergeant of arms for the gang 

and as a sergeant of arms you know who other sergeants of arms are, but 

you know their limits or capabilities of violence. And if you can, if you 

think you’re better than them, then that’s what you do. And you get a 

reputation for that. 

Niko’s epistemic synchronisation between formal education and gangs – what he referred 

to as ‘my schooling’ in relation to his education in gangs – and Fred’s words about his 

education (“I graduated at borstals, Waikeria borstal when I was sixteen and then very 

quickly I ended up in Mount Eden Prison and Paremoremo. It was a natural 

consequence”) signify not only the outcome of institutionalisation in their childhood but 

also the main capital Fred, Niko or Albie are able to obtain. Violence becomes your main 

cultural capital, if we use Bourdieu’s terminology, the main set of skills in order to 

survive but also to get some sort of value within a social group or community. Because 

the criminal activity can bring a person significant amount of material resources and 

power, violence becomes the main source of a person’s economic (money), social (social 

network), cultural (skills) and mostly symbolic capital (recognition and status). Fred’s 

experience of adrenalin and pride when he walked into the prison yard, being recognised 

by other gangs, signifies the exact moment when a person realises that a certain behaviour 

and actions become ‘inherently mine’. For Niko, Fred and Albie, amongst others, 

violence was the only thing they knew and the reason for it continues to lay in an 

unhealed and unconfronted history of New Zealand, of its systematic state violence that 

has paved the way to contemporary intergenerational Māori hyper-incarceration. At the 

time of the first interview with Fred, three out of his five sons were incarcerated, all in the 

maximum-security prison. This is not a coincidence. Boys’ homes and borstals appear as 

a critical historical moment in understanding the making of Māori hyper-incarceration as 

a neo-colonial response. Or, as argued by Elizabeth Stanley, 
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The story is clear: state workers engaged in very serious offences and harms 

against children within institutions, and the state failed to protect them then 

and thereafter. These victimising experiences, and ensuing feelings of 

anger, disrespect or dehumanisation, have assisted journeys into crime. 

With a limited ability to lead good lives, children found criminal activity 

could offer money, excitement and status. The resulting harms have created 

ripples of hurt for them, their partners, families and our communities. Yet, 

there has been absolutely no recognition of state involvement in this picture, 

a picture that has also included the development of gangs (Stanley, 2016, p. 

140).  

Life in a marginalised area and the experience with the police 

The system won’t help us because it is all about the money and themselves 

and making the poor as slaves (Niko).          

As we discussed in previous chapters, mass urbanisation in the 1950s and 1960s critically 

impacted on the livelihood of Māori. Marginalisation of Māori by the mainstream settler 

society was embodied in practices such as racial discrimination, racial profiling and 

unofficial apartheid, leading to significant economic, political and cultural consequences 

(Jackson, 2004; Smale, 2017). With the introduction of neoliberalism in 1984 Māori and 

Pasifika were, according to Kim Workman and Evan Poata-Smith (1997; 2013), affected 

on a greater scale, particularly because of the fact that they were disproportionately 

represented in manual work and other industries that suffered the most from the 

neoliberal attack on workers. The unemployment amongst Māori in 1992 reached 25% 

compared to 8% for Pākehā. Family violence, drugs, alcohol abuse and other social harms 

increased significantly and the neoliberal answer to social problems was penal policy that 

in turn dramatically increased the Māori incarceration rate (Ibid.). According to 

Wacquant (2009; 2012), this neoliberal restoration of class power to the elites resulted in 

the significant expansion of penal apparatus of the state into communities, together with 

the precarisation of labour and decomposition of the welfare state. Furthermore, 

penalisation particularly targeted the urban poor and ethnic minorities. To this day, this 

has been indicated in aggressive police strategies in deprived neighbourhoods, the 

criminal justice system that began to penalise minor offences and implement post-

custodial techniques of control, and penal populism by political parties and the mass 
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media that reproduced forced identities and imposed spectacular images of criminal 

danger (Wacquant, 2012, p. 74).    

Along with the ‘lost’ generation of Māori who went through the traumatic experience of 

incarceration in welfare homes and borstals and, consequently, strongly influenced the 

establishment of gangs between the 1960s and 1980s and saw the accumulation of 

disadvantage and crime gradually becoming embedded in deprived areas. With low 

employment prospects – the rise of precarious work in the 1990s that individualised the 

labour market – under-employed and non-unionised low-paid service sector jobs replaced 

stable factory jobs (Rasmussen and Lamm, 2005). Coupled with the systemic deprivation 

of education (being formally excluded from compulsory education) and the continuation 

of racial discrimination, gangs appeared as the only equity ‘employer’ in deprived areas. 

For many young Māori, petty crime became the main source of survival and with gangs 

representing an image of mightiness, mana, money and power, the youth in deprived 

areas often aspired to become part of those collectives.    

Neoliberalism did not transform only the economy or institutions of the state but 

everyday social relationships as such. With the media and other ideological state 

apparatuses imposing the paradigm of interpersonal market relations, individual 

responsibility and opportunistic career paths, the main social imperative became to 

signify the social characteristics that Michel Foucault (2008) called homo economicus. 

The chase to obtain the entrepreneurial spirit changed the social landscape significantly: 

this included education where credentialism replaced the humanist pedagogical paradigm 

of active citizenship and public good; and the labour market began to promote ‘innovative 

ideas’ in order to control workers, minimise labour costs, maximise profits for private 

enterprises and, consequently, for some to be rewarded with positions and high salaries 

(see Bourdieu, 1998; Sennett, 1998; Galic, 2019). Critical theorists of precarity argue that 

people who did not or do not want to play this Social-Darwinist game, have either been 

forced into systematic precarity of low-paid insecure jobs (the working poor), along with 

a constant danger or the reality of unemployment, or into various forms of petty crime 

(Wacquant, 2001; 2009; Bourgois, 2003). With the neoliberal enthusiasm for total social 

control and penalisation of the system’s ‘renegades’ (from the unemployed to the lumpen-

precariat), people in deprived areas became the subject to extreme social vulnerability and 

the violence continuum.   



109 

 

More concretely, instead of challenging social harm issues in marginalised and deprived 

areas that were accelerated in 1990s, New Zealand’s governments adopted neoliberal 

understandings of social welfare, crime and its individualisation and penalisation of 

offenders in order to hide its own structural violence. A contemporary Māori hyper-

incarceration has therefore been in the making through systemic response to social harms 

with penalisation of the poor – for example, high penalties for petty crime, long lags for 

drug offences and physical assaults (opposed to the response to white-collar crime or 

corporate crime). We have seen the criminalisation of poverty clearly expressed in 

disproportionate responses to beneficiary fraud (St John, 2019). In the interview, Kim 

Workman further emphasised: 

We had these neoliberal ideas brought in 1984. By 1990s that was starting 

to impact on our thinking and as people we started to adopt the culture of 

neoliberalism; they’ve become less inclined to think about other peoples’ 

welfare and more inclined to think about their own advances, their own 

place in New Zealand society. They have become more competitive, they 

became more individualistic and less tolerant, especially to people who 

needed help. They became less concerned about the welfare of others. And 

the way we structured our political thinking has changed and that started to 

impact the prisons. They became more and more the system of rehabilitation 

which is based on behavioural psychology and dealing with cognitive 

behavioural programs and individual reformation of people’ rehabilitation, 

rather than communal transformation. 

With the imposition of neoliberalism, thus, the individualising and psychologising of 

social harm became the norm rather than exception. Accompanied by the state’s 

canonisation of certain scientific views and the political technique of penal populism as a 

collective punitive stance by politicians and the media, the issue of Māori incarceration 

became seen as independent from the structural violence of poverty, institutional racism 

and other forms of neo-colonial dispossession. Nevertheless, as other studies (Jackson, 

1988; Quince, 2007; George et al. 2014; Stanley, 2016) and this research assert, structural 

violence continues to be the main generator of the violence continuum and, consequently, 

of the ‘Māori incarceration rate’. Most inmates were expelled from compulsory 

education, they have struggled with poverty, unemployment or underemployment, the 

lack of community participation, and they have never been recognised as a valuable and 

an important part of the society. Living in precarious homes when frustration and 

deprivation, fuelled by alcohol and drugs, frequently escalate into domestic violence, it 
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becomes very difficult to escape from the continuum of both structural and everyday 

violence.  

Meet Manaia and Anarina. They are both family members of current inmates and women 

whose life stories have included characteristics of structural violence discussed above. 

We present Anarina’s story as a pūrākau11 in the next chapter. Both Anarina and Manaia 

grew up in deprived area and most of their family members have been incarcerated at 

least one time during their lives. In interviews, they both emphasised that good jobs have 

been unknown to their families, which, amongst other things, resulted in low expectations 

for every child in their whānau. 

Manaia: We lived in a state house. I do remember moving quite a bit. Mom 

and dad were seasonal workers and I pretty much grew up with my sisters. 

Two older sisters were old enough to stay home and baby sit because pretty 

much everybody was working; but it was just seasonal work. Mom always 

did seasonal apples, packing, breeding, all of that, so good jobs like office 

jobs were unknown to our family. Not just to my immediate family but also 

to the whole whānau.  

Anarina: What are the choices we have in the hood? You are either with the 

gangs or you work in a meaningless time-hourly job that only pays just 

enough for rent. Another choice you have is to steal and then go to jail, like, 

a lot of boys started to go to jail just because they could get meals and not 

worry about how to survive. We grew up with a mindset that that place [the 

prison] itself is like a normal, future institution for you, not university. The 

university was never even mentioned to us.   

Many members of Manaia’s and Anarina’s whānau have been active in gangs and 

Anarina herself grew up in a street with new Americanised street gangs that were 

established in New Zealand during the 1990s (Bloods and Crips). In their 

neighbourhoods, the prison signified an unremarked and normal social institution. We 

return to the process of normalisation in the next chapter. Thus, it is critical to emphasise 

the interplay of social issues and its consequences on the community – from poverty to 

the impact that incarceration has on children and their upbringing. Juan Tauri emphasises 

that for “those from lower income sections of Māori communities, the imprisonment of 

                                                 
11 Pūrakau are Māori traditional stories or myths. In contemporary research settings they are seen as a 

methodology employed by Kaupapa Māori research because of the ability to layer story and diverse 

meanings one upon another to gain new insights (Lee, 2009). 
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one parent significantly impacts on the socio-economic condition of the whole family. It 

is even worse when single-parent women are going away so children stay with 

grandparents or are taken into care” [interview]. Or, as Emma from an organisation that 

supports inmates asserts: 

Our women in prisons, in the three years we have been in prison I haven’t 

met any that wasn’t a mother and that’s really heart-breaking for me, you 

know, as a mom it breaks my heart because you think about children. 

What’s their future? One of our girls have been in and out fifteen times and 

she’s only thirty years old. Her story is that prison is the place where people 

accepted her and where she didn’t have to worry about food. Everything 

was supplied.  

For this research, I interviewed Terina who has been in and out of prison multiple times. 

She considers herself a career-criminal. Nevertheless, as a child she experienced 

significant deprivation and in order to survive she had to steal food. Terina was only nine-

years old: 

Terina: When I was growing up I had nothing, like, we were poor. I didn’t 

want that my children would live like that. And everything that I have done 

was to survive and provide for my children, which is really no excuse, but 

I did it. It’s mainly surviving and I have pretty much survived by myself 

since I was ten … We had quite a nice upbringing as children until my 

parents divorced and then my mom turned to alcohol and she was just 

constantly drinking and never came home. We never had food, so we went 

out there to steal food. Me and my sister, we were, like, she was eleven and 

I was nine and we were pretty much mothers at that age. So for us to survive 

and feed our brothers and our family was to go and steal.  

Terina’s experience is very similar to the experience of Ria that we met in chapter 2. 

Because of the neoliberal structure of dispossession that deprived both of them from 

unconditional social security or welfare, the benefit of compulsory education (both were 

expelled from an early age) and opportunities to get a non-precarious job. The combined 

effects of the historical trauma of colonialism, the inter-generational impacts and ongoing 

marginalisation forced Terina and Ria to steal food and other basic things. They both 

became mothers in their teens and selling or distributing drugs quickly became their main 

source of income or, more correctly, the only way to put food on the table. Whereas Ria 

became addicted with P (methamphetamine) Terina started to learn criminal codes and 

rules in order to climb a social ladder and provide her children with a lifestyle she never 

had. 
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With neoliberal ‘reforms’ that changed social structures and processes in the mainstream 

society the underworld has changed too: if gangs were established as a response to 

systemic marginalisation and institutionalisation of Māori and Pasifika between 1950s 

and 1980s, neoliberal system of dispossession gradually changed the social landscape of 

the gang world from strong-code-identity-groups into the business-first clubs:  

Niko: When we were young, it was only marijuana, pills and alcohol. Now 

you’ve got P and all these other drugs. We didn’t know about the money 

back then. See, all those things were brought in to stop us being ourselves. 

Māori within the gangs have changed and became more Americanised, you 

know, glamour and that crap. They are still victimising our own people for 

the glory of the club. You have to pay weekly fee to be a gangster plus you 

have to go and spend as much time in club rooms as possible. 

Fred: The criminal world has changed since the nineties because of P. 

Because it is cheap it generates more money. You have labs, meth cooks. 

The gang world changed: in the seventies, eighties, it was important to 

defend your turf. We were all against the system, we had riots in the prison 

for better conditions, we had tattoos ‘fuck the system’, ‘justice stinks’. 

Inmates used to have ACAC on their hands and that stood for ‘all cops 

are…’, you can imagine. It was real anti-establishment sort of era. But in 

the nineties, millennium, generating wealth became a priority. It’s all about 

money now. Today, a sergeant of arms does necessarily have to have those 

skills too. There could be more sergeants of arms who organise and generate 

wealth and income for the clubs rather than doing stuff they did in the past. 

So, typically, you will find a lot of them today that can do both: they are 

able to be violent if they have to, but they also have skills to generate wealth 

and income for the clubs. These are two essential skills.12   

Interestingly, although prohibited drugs have historically been at the forefront of 

organised crime they became much more prevalent in marginalised and deprived areas at 

the time of political upheavals. In the United States, drugs, particularly crack cocaine, 

appeared on a widespread level at the time of large protest movements in the 1960s and 

1970s. The Civil Rights movement, the Black Power movement and the Black Panther 

Party – the latter formed a revolutionary coalition with the Indigenous American-Indian 

                                                 
12 This appeared also in other settler-colonial contexts. Canada’s First Nation scholar Robert Henry 

observes that “the definition of street gangs has moved from a cohesive group of individuals who identify 

with the group and see the group as a piece of their identity, to that of criminal groups and organizations” 

(Henry, 2015b, p. 30).   



113 

 

Movement (AIM), Brown Berets (Mexican-American movement), Red Guard and I Wor 

Kuen (Chinese-American Marxist groups), Patriot Party and the White Panther Party 

(white working-class socialist movement), Young Lords (Puerto-Ricans) and Grey 

Panthers (retired people’s movement) – represented a real threat to the established 

capitalist order that was built on colonial dispossession, slavery and modern imperial 

wars (Newton, 1972; Shawki, 2006; Curcic, 2012). Crack cocaine became very accessible 

in black ghettos which was followed by the ‘war on drugs’ and hyper-incarceration of 

African Americans since the 1970s (Alexander, 2012, pp. 6, 75-78). In Aotearoa New 

Zealand, an anti-colonial protest movement – from Ngā Tamatoa to the Polynesian 

Panthers – appeared in 1970s and early 1980s and, similar to the United States, was 

followed by neoliberal anti-worker structure of dispossession and the rise of drugs, 

particularly methamphetamine (P). However, as we presented earlier, the context of 

colonialism stretches the timeline for hyper-incarceration prior to the imposition of 

neoliberalism, which parallels the hyper-incarceration of Indigenous peoples in other 

settler states, including the United States. Although there is not enough evidence to 

expose the connection between drugs as the means to weaken political activity of the 

oppressed in New Zealand, narratives from Niko and Fred who joined the gangs in 1970s 

and witnessed the introduction of P and transition within gangs bear witness to the mass 

introduction and impact of drug distribution in times of political ferment.  

Neoliberalism gradually commodified the social landscape of both mainstream and 

marginalised worlds. Robert Henry, a Canadian First-Nation scholar, asserts that “Drugs 

and the profits through drug sales became the sole focus of the street gangs. These 

‘ethical values’ [referring to the constitutive role of the gang as a strong-code-identity-

group that rebels against the mainstream society] became secondary as the street gangs 

began to use youth as drug mules, and sell their ‘dope’ in their own communities to 

women, children, and Elders” (Henry, 2015b, p. 46). The same happened in New Zealand 

as well. Fred emphasises that the cycle of severe financial stress and addiction has been 

forcing many Māori into position where selling drugs has become the main source of 

survival as it was with Terina. This has been accompanied by imposed neoliberal 

imperative of the ‘worship of wealth’ (Canfora, 2006) where obtaining money, status and 

power either through criminal or non-criminal activity represents both a substitution and 

response to structural violence and society’s misrecognition and dehumanisation of 

people on the margin:   
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Fred: What causes this cycle? In my experience it’s money. What drives 

them to be drug dealers or to drink and take drugs? They are anti-stressors 

for the pressure to cope with the financial situation. Whatever you look at 

in this society, to me, it all goes back to money. That whole drive for that 

dollar. How many times I have seen or I have been part of korero against 

drugs when someone would say “fuck you, I have hundreds of bucks, man, 

and I can make a thousand bucks, I can pay my bills.” It’s just normal and 

that’s why a lot of people get into it. They will come out of jail and despite 

all of their intentions of not going back there and doing good for their 

families, things are going fine for three, four months, but soon I get the call, 

“bro, I need some money”, and another person would say, “yes, we will 

make some money” and that’s it. It’s to make some money. 

Maja: To survive or having more? 

Fred: It always starts as survival, always. For women it is always about 

survival, it is always getting some money to put food on the table or even 

to get away from her man. But when you sell you can easily get into taking 

it as well, because of this cycle of stress. It is just amazing the amount of 

time I have seen my mates, all Māori, going through that. I gave them the 

ability to make some money and they made some but it doesn’t go for what 

they wanted in the first place. They say, “but I just want to make some 

money, to buy a car and stuff” but you never see a new car. You see more 

drugs, you see more alcohol … So yes, I definitely think that people are put 

in that position because of financial difficulties, and then when they get into 

selling drugs, the drugs become the reason why they want to do that rather 

than financial difficulties. They want to do it because of drugs, because they 

love drugs and drugs help them to escape from the realities that they are 

living in.  

Life on the margin, both existentially and ontologically, therefore requires us to think 

about inmates sociologically, considering the historical trajectory of (neo)colonial 

dispossession and ongoing social vulnerability. The cycle of poverty and addictions not 

only signifies a personal distress; it also critically strengthens the continuum of violence 

in households and communities. Fred asserts that women are frequently dragged into the 

addiction with drugs by their male partners – mostly because of their own addiction and 

their need to live that lifestyle together. They are often victims of domestic violence, 

becoming caught in the receiving end of the violence continuum. Because of the cycle of 

addiction and poverty, women therefore frequently stay in destructive relationships with 

their abusive partners.   
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One of the critical agents of the state in deprived areas is the police. Police officers are 

usually the first agents of the state who decide who is going to be stopped, apprehended, 

arrested and prosecuted. For many, they have represented a site of safety and help. 

Historically, however, police officers have also represented the force of oppression, 

particularly through racial profiling, discrimination and harassment. As strongly 

emphasised by almost all research participants, the encounter with the police in their early 

childhood often left negative or even traumatic experiences for them or their family 

members. Tame Iti recalls his first encounter with the police when he was about fifteen 

years old: 

From the day we are born we are profiled. We have been seen as thieves, 

that’s really what I’ve experienced. My first experience with the police was 

when I was fifteen years old. I was in hostel and one day the police took all 

the Māori boys for interrogation because one guy was beaten up in a public 

toilet in a park by a rugby field. The police believed that young Māori beat 

up this guy. I remember very well all of us standing there, being confused. 

He said “it’s Maori who did it” and during the interrogation we were treated 

badly, without respect. It was really a scary experience. I was angry at them, 

like, is every Māori a criminal? The police just came and locked everybody 

up. They focused on all Māori guys from the hostel, you know, we were all 

very young and without that kind of experience. For most of us, I guess, you 

kind of become pissed off about it, pissed off to be subject to this kind of 

abuse. You see the types of attitude of the police and the way the system 

treats you. Like I said before, you are already in that box from the day you 

are born.     

Tame’s thought is critical in understanding the role of police in the violence continuum 

and the making of Māori hyper-incarceration. Being in “that box from the day you are 

born” signifies a critical observation: when a person is repeatedly told by state actors 

(state officials, teachers, police), media, peers or even family that ‘Māori are criminals’, 

along with the real-life experience of racial profiling, this normalising of certain social 

characteristics already informs the process of its internalisation. Collective 

representations that are imposed and repeated through forced identities come to signify 

the whole population, often to the degree when even people in targeted community start 

to believe in them.  

If Tame Iti’s first experience with the police dates back into the 1970s someone could 

argue that the police have since changed their practices. Based on the history of strong 
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Māori resistance to Pākehā oppression and protest movements where many Pākehā 

supported Māori anti-colonial struggle and their political action for self-determination, 

state institutions were forced to change their practices. Nevertheless, narratives from 

Terina, Anarina and Manaia, all in their thirties today, demonstrate that the situation has 

not changed significantly:   

Terina: My first experience with the police was when I was about eleven. 

Me and my sister who was thirteen were sitting on the bus stop. We were 

just sitting there and the police came out and they said that the window in a 

store close to where we were was smashed so the police started accusing us 

of breaking the window. We didn’t break the window but they were 

accusing us of breaking it and they started being a bit rough to my sister. 

That was my first experience with the police and it was the first time that I 

jumped in the police car ‘cause they took us home. 

Anarina: I saw a lot of families hurt by the police. I was watching kids or 

my friends crying ‘cause their mom and dad were taken away by the police 

and put in the prison. So for us, we don’t believe there is anything there that 

can help. Once you are in, that’s it, get out, then just move on.  

Manaia: I used to get angry with the police because they were always 

pulling us over. And we saw that Pākehā families, even if they would speed 

fast, they were never pulled over. I do remember that clearly, like, even 

when I used to walk with my dad, the cops would stop us, even just hundreds 

of meters away from our home. After a bit, I started hating them because 

they were either taking my family from me or they were harassing my 

family all the time. I grew up with this hate. People used to say, ‘ring the 

cops if you feel unsafe’, but for kids like me it was like ‘don’t ring them at 

all.’ I felt safer with my uncles rather than police … I hated them because 

my family members were getting hurt, like, if you are a cop you shouldn’t 

do that, you are there to arrest them for what they did wrong. I started having 

hatred for white people, I shouldn’t say that, but that’s how it was because 

all the cops that got involved were white. Like, I remember how the cop 

said to me, ‘oh, your dad is going to jail’, he said it to me directly. I was 

about eight or nine and as a kid you cry.  

Although frequently downplayed through the concept of unconscious bias, racial profiling 

and discrimination continue to be present in everyday lives for many Māori and Pasifika, 

particularly in deprived areas. Anarina’s and Manaia’s experience demonstrate significant 

distrust to the police and situation in the community where “[t]here is a clear Maori 

perception that the criminal justice system does not act fairly towards young Maori nor 

treat them with equality. Such beliefs arise from both an experience of prejudicial or 
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unfair action by agents of the system, and from a very real concern that the system's 

monocultural foundation itself creates unfairness in bicultural situations” (Jackson, 1988, 

p. 113).13 In the next chapter, we introduce the stories – of Anarina and Kai – that 

continue the discussion about everyday and systemic discrimination, particularly in 

relation to the process of normalisation of Māori incarceration. This also includes 

Anarina’s early experience with the police that left a significant trauma in her life. 

The concept of hyper-incarceration suggests an interplay of oppressive practices and 

ideologies that target certain racialised social groups or classes. If in the United States, 

Wacquant identifies hyper-incarceration of poor African Americans we identify Māori 

hyper-incarceration beyond the lines of social class. Although socio-economic 

background, particularly class as a social group that shares relationship to the ownership 

and control of the means of production, plays a critical role in the making of hyper-

incarceration it is not the only engine of inequality in play. In the context of Aotearoa 

New Zealand, as in many other settler-colonial contexts, racism exists in a tight bond with 

proletarianization and precarisation of targeted communities (Quijano, 2000; Wacquant, 

2009; 2012; McIntyre, 2011; Galic, 2019). Although Māori from deprived areas and 

lower socio-economic backgrounds are particularly affected by structural violence this 

does not mean that Māori from the so-called middle-class are exempted from hyper-

incarceration. 

Meet Kauri, an ex-inmate. Kauri was a very talented rugby player, a prefect in private 

boarding school and later in his life as a well-paid employee. His whānau was in good 

standing socially and in general, he had a good childhood with love and support. His 

whānau referred to him as a ‘golden child’. However, because of the nature of his job he 

became a target of organised crime and, consequently, involved in an act of crime. “I 

messed up”, says Kauri, blaming himself for what he did although his case was more 

complicated than that. The courts decided that his sentence will be ‘an example’ for 

                                                 
13 In the research, Moana Jackson finds that “The police are the legal agents most familiar to many of the 

urban Maori young, and it is their interrelationship which helps sharpen Maori perceptions of the police. It is 

a relationship often characterised by mutual mistrust and claims of police harassment and violence. 

Allegations of abuse of police powers of search and arrest, and the use of force, define the parameters of the 

relationship. Incidents of conflict create frictions which heighten Maori feelings of frustration and increase 

the concern with which they view police methods and attitudes” (Jackson, 1988, p. 116). 
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others in terms of penalty: he received a maximum possible sentence and although he was 

a first-time offender and his act did not include violence Kauri was sent to the maximum-

security prison. His case was also followed by the media that portrayed Kauri in an 

extremely negative light.  

Kauri recalls a time when he was first taken by the police. He had never been in that kind 

of situation before in his life and the whole process was new and intimidating. 

Furthermore, assuming that he had done this process multiple times because he was 

Māori, police officers did not give him guidance on how the process works: 

Kauri: First thing they do is they take a photo of you and they ask you heaps 

of questions. I had to take my fingerprints and stuff like that. The police 

officer was a woman and for whatever reasons my hands were shaking. I 

was scared. So it made it difficult trying to take my fingerprints and I think, 

in her mind, she thought that I was trying to make things difficult. But for 

me, it was a traumatic experience … I was at a rock bottom so all I could 

think about was that I’m having a bad dream and I wanted to end it, you 

know [pause]. Hmm, I haven’t really thought about all this ‘til now; I put 

behind that whole experience and I didn’t really talk about it at all. Yes, 

that’s what it is. Like, in terms of policing, they got a lot to do. It didn’t help 

that she was quite forceful and being Pākehā she assumed that I already 

knew the system. But it was my first time, my first interaction with the 

police in that sense.  

Kauri was sentenced to a multi-year prison lag and sent to ‘maxi’. He was one of many 

Māori first-time inmates who have been sent to mainstream units of the prison. He 

became a co-resident with inmates from different ethnicities and backgrounds, mostly 

sub-proletariat Māori and Pasifika. This included anything from gang members and career 

criminals, to first-time offenders. 

Behind bars 

The system is causing harm to our people ‘cause in jail they are just sitting 

there doing nothing (Kai, recently released ex-inmate).  

In following paragraphs, Kauri, Fred, Niko, Terina, Kai and Tame share their experience 

of incarceration. Fred and Niko are ex-inmates in their fifties, both with a history of boys’ 

homes, borstals, gangs and multiple prison lags. Terina is a career-criminal who have 

been in and out of prison regularly. She was raised in a deprived area with very little 
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resources and little or no opportunities. Kai and Kauri are a younger generation of ex-

inmates, however both with significantly different background: Kauri comes from a 

family without gang history; Kai, on the other hand, grew up in an environment 

surrounded by gangs. He is the second generation of incarcerated urban Māori. Kai’s 

father was also one of the inmates whose trajectory began in boys’ homes and borstals 

and continued in prisons. Tame Iti is a very important Māori political activist in New 

Zealand’s history; being an activist for world peace and Māori self-determination he was 

a member of Nga Tamatoa and the face of Tūhoe Nation. He was a political prisoner 

between 2012 and 2013. This occurred after the armed police raided on a Tūhoe village in 

2007 (the Tūhoe raids) that besieged an entire village including pre-school children under 

the Terrorism Suppression Act. Along with three other persons, he was charged for 

‘illegal possession of firearms and participation in an organised criminal group’. Whereas 

the jury could not reach the verdict for the latter charge they were found guilty for 

possession of firearms even though rifles in rural communities are a basic commodity of 

everyday life. All six participants represent distinctive backgrounds and narratives but all 

with a common point: being a subject to Māori hyper-incarceration.  

Because Kauri was a ‘first offender’ and without experience from prisons or youth 

detention, his time in prison was even more difficult. He quickly realised that the prison 

signifies a “training ground for criminals”, as he says, where gangs exercise their power 

and violence and that boredom represents a critical condition to battle. For Kauri, his first 

days in prison were most difficult. He was faced with sleep deprivation and suicidal 

thoughts:  

I slept for about three days, you know, and in those three days I became sort 

of suicidal, [pause] yes, all this type of things. More so, I had a recurring 

dream that I’m going to wake up and I’m not going to be in this position 

anymore. It was very worrying for me (Kauri). 

Kauri quickly realised that it is hard to trust anyone in the prison and that he must be 

strong in order to survive. Learning about prison by yourself, Kauri observes, put young 

inmates and ‘first offenders’ in an extremely vulnerable position. Because he was sent to 

the mainstream it was even more difficult to navigate his time. Nevertheless, doing time 

is difficult for everyone, both in mainstream or segregation units. Segregation or ‘seg’ is 

a unit designed to “keep vulnerable prisoners, who cannot be managed in a safe manner in 

mainstream and ensure the prisoners are able to participate in rehabilitation, education 
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and employment” (Corrections, M.01.05). There are two types of segregation: ‘directed 

segregation’ is used “when a prison director has concern for the safety of an inmate or 

considers them a threat to others” (Plumb, 2015, para. 3). If an inmate causes harm to 

others, shows suicidal tendencies or similar, he or she can be sent to this unit. In 2015, 

there were 96 inmates in this type of segregation (Lightfoot, 2015). The second type of 

segregation is ‘voluntary protective custody’. Most inmates in segregation units – 2169 or 

a fifth or the whole prison population in 2015 (Ibid.) – are in the segregation voluntarily; 

they are put there after their request indicating that “they fear for their safety if placed in 

mainstream” (Corrections, M.01.05.01). In segregation, they are safe in terms of 

restricting physical contact with other inmates but because of loneliness and social 

isolation, there is a higher possibility that they will face mental health issues, particularly 

depression (JustSpeak, 2014). On the other hand, the mainstream section consists of 

inmates that are placed into various units where they have contact with each other on a 

daily basis. After ‘a trip to Mt Eden Corrections Facility’, Rebecca Hallas and Daniel 

Gambitsis from the Equal Justice Project describe mainstream and seg with the following 

words:  

The first is the “mainstream” section, where the majority of offenders go, 

and is almost entirely comprised of violent offenders and gang members. 

The second is the “segregated” section, colloquially referred to as “segs”. 

This is designed to keep certain types of prisoners safe – many are first-time 

offenders, usually non-violent and unaffiliated with any gangs (Hallas and 

Gambitsis, 2017, para. 3-4). 

Based on the interview data from this research the above description signifies a simplistic 

understanding and, in many ways, a false description of inmates in both sections. 

Although every inmate can request to be placed in a segregation unit, ex-inmates observe 

that segregation units are mostly occupied by white inmates, sex-offenders and Māori and 

Pasifika inmates who were continuously intimidated or physically challenged by certain 

inmates in the mainstream. In the mainstream, a vast majority of inmates are Māori and 

Pacific Islanders – both returning and first-time offenders – but, as Fred and Kauri 

emphasise, a minority of them are gang members. The problem lies somewhere else: 

Fred, Kauri and other research participants emphasise that although gang members 

signify a minority of inmates they have a critical influence in mainstream units. This 

represents the core of the problem where inmates unaffiliated with gangs or first 

offenders who are put into the mainstream are subject to the rules of the game led by 
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gangs. Through recruitment processes, gang members manage to ensure that most first-

time or young inmates come under their power and influence and who then serve as their 

prospects and associates. Therefore, doing time in mainstream units puts an inmate into 

an extremely vulnerable position.  

Categorisation of units implies another layer of racism which is not identified only on a 

subtle, ‘unconscious’ basis, as it is in the case of associating Māori with violence and 

gangs. Fred observes that racism is in play also in the prison’s receiving office:   

Here you can see different treatment, institutional racism, if you like, that 

exists within jail. If you walk in the receiving office in Mount Eden Prison 

and you are skinny white boy, this is what officers will say to you: ‘oh, boy, 

you sign this, you’re going to segregation. You won’t survive in the 

mainstream’. But if a Māori or Pacific Islander comes, no, they wouldn’t 

offer the same. This is just a little example. There was this feeling of 

receiving office like ‘you are Māori, you’ll be alright, you’ll know 

somebody out there in the mainstream.’ But, you know, it’s a hard thing for 

a young Māori or Pacific Islander to walk in into a mainstream unit. When 

the doors open, you are 18, 19 years old, you walk in and straight away 

you’ve got fifty inmates turning and looking at you. And the screw closes 

the doors and he goes ‘this is your cell number’. You’re holding your 

blanket, you are holding your tooth brush and all these inmates are just 

boom, looking at you.  

For Kauri, being in prison for the first time was very traumatic. After days of distress and 

suicidal thoughts he convinced himself that he would get through it. Karakia (Māori 

prayer) with one of the prison’s employees helped him significantly but he soon realised 

that you have to stand for yourself and be strong in order to survive:  

Kauri: I quickly learnt that you have stand for yourself. That type of 

situation [referring to fights among inmates] is always going to happen, like, 

you might think that this belongs to you but it belongs to me and we can 

agree or disagree so what is going down is that you are going to take it and 

I’m going to defend it, so who is going first? I’m not going anywhere and 

you are not going anywhere. If you are not standing in the corner who is 

going to be first? Is it going to be you or your mates? ‘Cause normally, they 

are going to stand up and fight it out or you are just going cowardly away. 

I was in boarding school so I knew exactly what they were doing and that 

was just intimidation. And that was like the fourth day that I was in prison 

and ‘cause it goes from that little thing into bringing other stuff and all the 

type of stuff, ‘I want you to do this thing’ I’ve decided that wasn’t going to 

happen. 
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For another ex-inmate that I spoke with informally, standing up for himself and being a 

fighter did not end up well. He was challenged frequently and after many fights he had to 

request a transfer to segregation. For Kauri, it ended up well. Although he was beaten in a 

fight his courage to resist brought attention to a respected inmate who protected him from 

then on. In the case of the other ex-inmate, that kind of powerful inmate did not exist in 

his unit so every inmate who stood for himself without protection was challenged 

repeatedly. Fred and Tame Iti emphasised this issue as well. By observing social relations 

in the prison Tame asserts that it is the prison that breeds violence, the very system of it:  

Tame: There were no programmes for therapy or anything that would really 

address the problem. If you did something wrong you were just locked up, 

so everything was really to be locked up. Even innocent people were locked 

up, a lot of our people that are being profiled and picked up. They were 

angry and the prison itself breeds more anger, more violence.    

Because of his history of violence and the journey from borstals, becoming a gang 

member, a sergeant of arms and later a career-criminal who collaborated with different 

gangs, Fred was an influential inmate who knew the tactics of the gangs and codes of the 

prison life. He was incarcerated in four different decades (1970s to 2000s) and with his 

sons being recently released from the prison, he continues to have an insight on what it is 

going on behind bars: 

Fred: Gangs have an influence in jail. It’s a complex place to be in if you 

are young and you don’t know much. And easily, easily, you become 

influenced and you quickly realise that to survive there you’ve gotta be with 

them [gangs]. They look powerful, they do all the shit in jail so I wanna be 

with them. Then you have first offenders who aren’t aligned with anybody 

but when you have hundreds of inmates in a yard you quickly learn to be 

with somebody because when you’re sitting alone you are an easy target. It 

is difficult to navigate your time if you don’t know the ropes. 

One of the main problems he identifies within the prison is that it is increasingly 

becoming a recruitment place for gangs. For decades, he has observed that many Māori, 

particularly youth, come to prison for petty crime. Most of them are not gang members or 

their associates but it is the prison itself that changes that. The first challenge already 

starts in your first day. Fred’s explanation provides a critical insight in understanding 

everyday struggles in the prison: 

Fred: It is difficult in prison. There are different survival techniques, if you 

like, different types of prisoners. I talk about my experience which is 
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mainstream and what happens there. So in mainstream there are a lot of 

prisoners connected to gangs. Well, there can be only 10 gang members 

from different gangs so you would have a lot of associates connected to 

them and generally, inmates in jail will ally themselves with these gangs. A 

lot of that is part of the survival instinct especially if you are not as confident 

and not able to look after yourself and even if you are, even if you are an 

individual, you know, if you are a fighter you still need to survive in the 

environment where numbers are a big overriding factor. So inmates in jail 

typically survive by allying themselves with various different gang 

members. Obviously, not all are like that but gang members have a heavy 

influence on how units operate. There’s survival of the fittest in jail, 

especially in mainstream. You are walking into this unit when you first 

arrive as a new person and you see all these inmates and straight away you 

are just overwhelmed with like ‘oh my god, everybody's just looking at me’. 

You are new boy, you know, and if you are not associated with gang or if 

you are not a patched member, straight away they look at you for your 

potential to be recruited.  

Fred emphasises that many inmates cannot keep doing their time in mainstream, 

especially those who do not want to be associated with gangs. He was a gang member 

himself and throughout multiple prison lags Fred learnt to identify social relations within 

the prison. The following process signifies one of the main issues he identifies within 

mainstream units: 

Fred: Lots of people sign segregation. Mainstream is just so tough to do. 

First offenders would get lost there, eaten up. What I’ve seen in my last lag 

is the amount of our young people getting brought into the gangs, getting 

used by the gangs, getting prospected for the gangs. It just continues and 

that’s the saddest part of jail for me at the moment, watching a young kid 

from South Auckland come in. As soon as he sits down by himself one of 

them over there goes ‘where’re you from, bro?’ ‘I’m from Otara’ ‘Bro, he’s 

from Otara, come here bro’. Next minute he sits by their table. ‘What you’re 

in for?’ ‘All good, all good, bro, hey, you train with us in the morning, 

wanna come down to gym with us?’ You know, that kid doesn’t realise that 

by the end of the next day he’ll be their prospect. At the moment he sits with 

them he’s already prospecting.   

Maja: Is he aware of that when he says yes? 

Fred: No, no, of course not, you don’t even know that this person is a gang 

member unless it is obvious sign like, you know, on the face ‘cause it is not 

a patched member that is going but they are sending these little flunkeys to 

go in and recruit. And after three or four days you realise ‘oh, shit, these are 

Black Power’ or ‘they are Mongrel Mob, they are Tribesmen or Killa Beez’ 
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and then they come to get you after the fourth day, after the realisation. They 

go ‘Hey bro, training’ and you go ‘No, no, I’m all good’. Man, it turns nasty 

for him. ‘No, no, bro, fuck you, go train with us.’ It’s over. You realise ‘oh 

shit, I don’t want to be part of this’ but it’s too late. He’s now part of them. 

He’ll be holding on to their shit, holding on to their phones, he’ll be holding 

on to their weapons, he’ll be told how to do this, how to do that. You know, 

all he wanted to do was just to be part of the environment but now this kid 

will be just transformed into one of the gang’s statistics and that’s a sad 

thing for me looking back on that. The first gang that comes to him wins. 

Up in Pare [Paremoremo maximum security prison], one of the best signs 

we knew that a screw is gonna be shived or wasted was when you used to 

walk pass the cells and one of the prospects would have all his cell tidied 

up, blankets, his clothes, all of his books, all on top of the bed. When you 

saw that you knew that he’s gonna shiv one of the screws, he’s ready to go, 

he’s been told to do this to a screw. And that’s what they do to our young 

people there. So today in the prison it’s a race to see who can grab who. 

You know, the jail is hard, it’s hard getting a sentence but it’s even harder 

if you’re on your own. And you are vulnerable, vulnerable to all the bullshit 

that is going on there. 

Fred emphasises that a young or first-time inmate in the mainstream is eventually faced 

with a single choice: either to conform to the rules of the gang, be protected but also do 

things against his will, or to request a transfer to segregation. But in the case of the latter, 

Fred continues, “you’ve now got the stigma of being in the segregation and that will 

come back and haunt you. If you go to another jail and go to the mainstream people there 

will know.” This further demonstrates the power of a person’s status, and the importance 

of reputation. Being recognised, unrecognised or misrecognised in both mainstream and 

marginalised society, a reputation – usually built by a person’s ability of violence – 

comes to signify the main social dispositions in social settings of the prison, gang or 

street. For men particularly, because there are no prospects in a system predicated by 

structural inequalities so his acts of intense or hyper-masculinity appear as a necessary 

response and the means of obtaining respect. Although this reflects a normative 

patriarchal setting of social relations that historically derives from Western society – 

contrary to the colonised ‘subjects’ white men have been allowed to reflect their 

masculinity in order to confirm their leadership vocation – the oppressed adopt and 

intensify masculinity in order to sense the rules of the social space (Henry, 2015a, 2015b; 

Hokowhitu, 2004; 2007). In other words, it is violence that gives both reputation and 

respect.  
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For example, meet Kai, a younger, second generation of incarcerated urban Māori. His 

father went through the system of boys’ homes, borstals, gangs and multiple prison lags. 

Living and learning in a deprived environment surrounded by gangs, Kai and his brothers 

ended up in prisons too. At the time of the interview, he was on parole, but beforehand 

Kai was incarcerated in maxi, in the same prison his father did time years ago. In the 

interview, Kai frequently emphasised that “reputation is everything”, both in jail (prison) 

and outside of it (deprived area or ‘the hood’, as he says). Although he agrees with 

Wacquant that both worlds become one Kai asserts that the sentence hearing and first 

time in prison is always a shock, but only for a few days:    

Kai: I was a little bit in shock ‘cause they told me that I wasn’t going to jail 

but then I got jail. I was fine but at the same time I was upset because my 

partner was seven months pregnant when I went to jail. That was a hurtful 

thing for me that she was pregnant and I was going away for years. But 

when I got into jail I pretty much knew the basics around jail because my 

friends and some of my associates told me. And dad, of course. I guess I 

really knew lots about jail so it wasn’t too difficult when I got in there. It 

was new, seemed new, it was bigger that I imagined. It was just like more 

confined streets, like Auckland City, ‘cause I look at Auckland City like a 

battleground, you know, you come from West and then you have groups 

coming from South and groups coming from East. We all end up in Central 

and Central is like a concrete jungle. So that’s how I thought first when I 

came to jail. It’s the same mentality we have on the streets. That helped me 

in jail. That was my first time and yes, fighting and stuff, it all seemed 

natural to me. I got the job in there, sit down, stay in touch with the family. 

Jail is just like another city. The only difference is that you are locked and 

surrounded with so many men.  

Kai’s experience signifies a critical dimension that is closely analysed in next chapter – 

the process of normalisation. Identifying “the same mentality” between the streets 

(deprived area) and prison, and that “it all seemed natural to me” demonstrates both the 

outcome and an ongoing process of the making of Māori hyper-incarceration. It 

demonstrates how the prison is already internalised and how both ‘the hood’ and jail 

constitute a person’s habitus or particular social dispositions and accustomed skills inside 

the person. In other words, Kai’s habitus signifies the internalised schemes of perception, 

thought and action embodied in everyday struggles and responses to the rules of the 

‘hood’ and prisons (Bourdieu, 1990; Wacquant, 2009); but also, and mostly, to the 

outcome of the historical trajectory of structural violence. Thus, according to Henry 

(2015b), “male youth begin to view the criminal justice system as something to not be 
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feared, but rather as a way to construct a street identity” (p. 26) in order to get by in that 

environment (prison) and, especially, to prove their toughness and be recognised as 

persons with power and reputation. As noted before, a person must sense the game 

through hyper-masculinity (violence) and being tough signifies a precondition of having 

or not having respect both in the prison and on the street. In deprived neighbourhoods it 

therefore often appears that, as Cunneen et al. (2013) assert, “spending time in prison 

comes to be considered a badge of honour or a rite of passage” (p. 140). 

These embodied social dispositions demonstrate an outcome of structural constraints and, 

in particular, how the continuum of violence – that arises from historical and ongoing 

structural violence – becomes normalised and taken for granted. In mainstream units, Kai 

identifies a constant activity of violence, particularly through three inseparable processes: 

reputation-division-conflict. In order to prove yourself and be recognised, a lot of inmates 

become caught in fights. These divisions happen either among gangs or along ethnic 

lines. Kai further emphasises a critical role of Corrections in this process:   

Reputation is everything in jail and that’s not a good thing. You go to 

another unit, they know who you are. But I couldn’t understand the war 

between Māori and Islanders. There was a mini war going on when I was 

inside. Islanders were attacking Māori and Māori were attaching Islanders. 

But that division, you know, that division is what really got me in jail ‘cause 

I’m Māori-Samoan. I just couldn’t believe it that our people were fighting 

in cells, you know, and Corrections and officers knew that and did nothing. 

That was the problem. You had, like, dudes in Serco knowing that he is 

Māori, bro, and they put him in one of the Island units. They put him in 

there and then they just shut the door. There was only one guard for nearly 

fifty prisoners in one unit and he was there half of the time (Kai).  

Violence is strongly present also in women’s prisons. Terina observes that fights are 

usually connected to things someone wants (from cigarettes and drugs to phones and 

food) but also to very minor triggers such as gossip: 

Terina: Our prison was quite violent. I used to be quite violent towards other 

people too. There is a lot of people fighting in there, getting beaten up, stuff 

taken off them. Family would send phone card and people would stand over 

for phone cards. Some people would even stand over for medication, shoes, 

like, if you have nice piece of shoes on people would beat you up and take 

your shoes. Some people, you see, even get paid to beat people up, like, 

some girls had made statements about some people and they would pay 

people to beat them up. 
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All ex-inmates who were interviewed emphasise that the most important thing to survive 

in the prison is to keep your mind sane. Although physical violence represents significant 

problem it is the psychological aspect of incarceration that matters the most: “don’t let 

your mind go outside the prison ‘cause if you are outside you are fucked up”, says Niko, 

referring to his time in segregation. To this day, Niko asserts that although he has been 

institutionalised for almost his entire life (boys’ homes, borstals, prisons) he can be free 

within conditions of unfreedom: “jails fucked me up in some ways and helped me in 

some ways. I found out that if I’m isolated I’ll always be free” (Niko). 

Inmates who did their time in mainstream also emphasised the psychological aspect of 

incarceration. This does not only refer to coping with relationships with other inmates and 

adopting a carceral habitus in order to get by, but mostly to the time in the evening and 

night when inmates are locked in their cells, thinking about their partners, children and 

other people they love. Although they often do not have healthy relationships with their 

loved ones – often because they never had a positive role models or were abused in their 

childhood – being away from people close to them causes significant distress. According 

to Fred,    

I think people should realise that imprisonment is not easy. Society is so 

good at saying that there’s all this boxing, drugs and parties going there. 

Yes, that goes on, but the real punishment is when you get locked up at 

night. That’s the real punishment, locking up yourself for twelve hours, 

sitting in your cell and thinking and dwelling over what’s happening with 

your partner out there, with children. Lots of people have attempted suicide 

just over those things. The psychological aspect of doing time is 

punishment, that’s the punishment. Your loss of freedom and your inability 

to think for yourself in there. The real punishment is that you have lost your 

freedom. What you do in there is figuring out how to get over the pressure 

of being in jail. Some do it a bit differently than others. You know, people 

have drugs, people fight there, people get stabbed, people get killed in there, 

you know, it’s really hard, especially psychologically. Some people can’t 

make it through their lags.   

The impact of incarceration on families and community 

Fred’s explanation of the psychological impact of imprisonment on inmate takes us to the 

next question: what is the impact of incarceration on interpersonal relationships between 

partners or within family and how does that impact on family members and the 
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community? Doing time is difficult, particularly because, as both ex-inmates and prison 

scholars assert, “[t]he individual experience becomes the collective experience” (Andrae, 

McIntosh and Coster, 2016, p. 7). Or, as emphasised by Kai, all are doing time, not only 

the inmate.  

For mothers in prison, doing time is particularly difficult. Terina emphasises that being 

away from her children is emotionally the most challenging part of the prison time, 

particularly in terms of mental health:   

Terina: It’s really emotional when you are away from your kids, especially 

when you’re sitting in your cell by yourself, you know, all you are thinking 

about is your children, if they are alright. You hope they are warm, you hope 

they have clothes, you hope they get fed. All of that is quite emotional and 

it does occupy your head, like, you are overthinking and that can be quite 

unhealthy in there. For me, how I cope with this is that I have to ring my 

children every single day, if it is just one- or two-seconds phone call, just to 

hear their voices, to hear that they are alright.     

Terina’s children have been brought up by their grandfather, Terina’s dad. She does her 

best to provide the support she was deprived from, particularly existentially and 

emotionally. However, when she is in prison, Terina battles with emotions of self-

blaming and despair:  

When I’m in prison I know what I’ve lost, like, being away from my family, 

my kids, missing them growing up, missing things that they are doing, not 

being able to be there for them. I always feel that I have always abandoned 

them, that my children have missed out on their mother. I blame myself, my 

decisions and choices that I made, not blaming anyone but myself … I really 

miss my family. And for them, I think they are quite sad about not being 

able to be with me. But when we see each other again it makes us sort of 

stronger.  

Internalising guilt and “not blaming anyone but myself”, as Terina emphasises, further 

demonstrates the outcome of the neoliberal imperative of individual responsibility and 

‘forgetting’ the role of the state and its historical trajectory of structural violence. 

However, for Terina and other inmates it often appears that being critical of the system 

only increases their anger and frustrations. Thus, in order to get by and be ‘mellow’ their 

responses to structural violence by generating their own violence means that inmates like 

Terina take the burden of incarceration and its consequences solely to themselves.        
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Many children from female prisoners are raised by their grandparents or other members 

of whānau (MacGibbon et al., 2011, p. 12).14 However, significant problem arises when 

these children do not have relatives to take care of them. As we mentioned earlier, placing 

children into foster homes may result in significant social harms, ranging from physical to 

sexual abuse, and the creation of a cycle of violence and crime (Cohen, 2011; Brougham, 

2015). The link between CYF (Child, Youth and Family)15 care and the violence 

continuum has been well documented to this day (Ibid.; Office of the Children’s 

Commissioner, 2015). Experts agree that “Children in care have poor long-term outcomes 

in health, education, employment and in living crime-free lives” (Harris, 2015, para. 33). 

Furthermore, the case of Daryl Brougham, a Māori child who lived in 79 foster homes 

and was continually beaten, starved and sexually abused (he estimated that four out of 

five homes were abusive (Ibid., para. 7)), exposed the continuation of systemic faults that 

became systematic with colonial cultural, economic and political dispossession and later 

with neo-colonial institutionalisation in boys’ and girls’ homes (1960s-1980s) and foster 

homes (to this day).     

For partners of male prisoners, becoming a solo-mother signifies critical existential 

distress. One income, either from work or benefit, forces inmates’ partners to take loans 

and further indebt themselves in order to survive. According to the Working with the 

families and children of prisoners in Aotearoa / New Zealand report, “where the 

prisoner’s partner is left behind to care for the children, the family and whānau is likely to 

suffer financial insecurity and even poverty, social dislocation and poor physical and 

emotional health” (MacGibbon et al., 2011, p. 12). Accompanied by ongoing degradation 

and the lack of help from state welfare officers (Ibid., see also Hodgetts et al., 2017, for 

their research based on interviews with 100 impoverished families over a year that 

exposed hostility, blaming and the lack of compassion and help from case managers at 

Work and Income New Zealand) inmates’ families are continuously facing structural 

violence and systemic deprivation.   

                                                 
14 This is often problematic as well, as the grandparents are often the same parents of incarcerated people 

who struggled to bring their own children up. 

15 The name of institution was recently changed from Child, Youth and Family to Oranga Tamariki.  
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Emotionally, doing time is a challenge for both inmates and their families. According to 

Fred, male inmates tend to be very worried and jealous about their partners: 

one of big challenges in jail for lot of inmates is coping with the outside 

with what their partners are doing, what’s up with them. Typically, in the 

unit you will always see without fail a line at the telephone, you know, 

ringing loved ones and checking, if you like, making sure that they are at 

home and all that sort of rubbish.  

Emotions at the telephone line, Fred continues, are often very intense, ranging from anger 

to disappointment. Being locked up, an inmate cannot do much which further breeds 

frustration that is often projected and directed to their partners. Because of everyday 

structural constraints that frequently left inmates without responsible parents in their 

childhood, they were never able to see or learn what healthy or peaceful relationships 

looks like. This was also emphasised by Fred on multiple occasions during both 

interviews: “I really believe a lot of the challenges for them is how to be in a responsible 

relationship” (Fred). Anarina and Manaia emphasise the same issue, together with their 

own experience and observation that a woman (male inmate’s partner or wife) is often a 

person who goes through everything, taking care of children, standing by their men and 

encouraging them to get by. For example, Fred’s partner never gave up: “We talked about 

it [the relationship] and she wanted to stay, she wanted to keep the relationship going 

regardless of how long I got. In four years, she hardly missed a weekend” (Fred). Kai 

says that “my partner and my family were the ones that got me through jail really” (Kai). 

The issue Anarina emphasises is that this is often not the case with men if a woman ends 

up in prison. She has observed different examples in her whānau, including an example 

where an incarcerated woman was left alone. Simply put men are not as good visitors as 

woman are. Nevertheless, the most common situation Anarina observes is that 

incarcerated men try to do everything for their partners and particularly children: “a lot of 

our men that are going to jail, like my uncles and cousins, they come back for their 

babies. They love their kids” (Anarina). Kai summarises the impact of incarceration on 

families with the following thought: 

I feel that my family was doing the lag, not me, ‘cause all I was doing was 

just sitting in there pretty much, just sitting in jail and doing nothing. But 

my family was out there struggling, my partner, you know, holding down a 

baby. I felt that she was the one that really got sentenced (Kai).   
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Anarina, Fred and Kai’s thoughts capture the essence of incarceration in a sense that it is 

never individual but collective. Māori hyper-incarceration and the violence continuum are 

experienced collectively, both within families and in a wider community. Having so many 

relatives, friends or people you know in the prison, Anarina argues, along with the issues 

of domestic and street violence, “makes it normalised, part of our whakapapa.” My own 

observation of friends who experienced incarceration strongly corroborates with that: 

namely, getting to know each other does not primarily include conversations about your 

family’s whakapapa. Although it is never excluded from conversations that situates a 

person’s identity there is a focus on emphasising people with a reputation for violence, 

incarceration or gang activity. In other words, it is the whakapapa of imprisonment that 

becomes the identity. As we analyse in the next chapter, this operation of the carceral 

continuum not only normalises Māori incarceration but also continues with the 

intergenerational impact that imprisonment and other social harms reproduced by a neo-

colonial structure of dispossession and historical trajectory of structural violence carry 

from generation to generation.     

Having a supportive family significantly mitigates the pains of imprisonment of an 

inmate’s time in prison. Kai, Terina, Fred and Kauri all emphasise that many inmates are 

not as lucky as they are to have the support from their families. It is not the conviction 

that would break the family ties but the accumulation of disadvantage that prevents the 

establishment of these emotional ties in the first place. Inmates like Niko are therefore 

marginalised even on the margin where forming any kind of relationship becomes 

extremely difficult: “The only thing I couldn’t do was relationships, never knew about 

girls” (Niko). In the interview, Niko repeated a couple of times that you have to switch off 

your feelings, either in relation to other inmates or to the outside world, in order to get by 

in the prison. “You are an inside person, you lock yourself in. Then they can’t destroy 

you”, says Niko, indirectly demonstrating a defence mechanism and the point when he 

convinces himself that the prison is not so bad, accommodating it as something familiar 

and inevitable: “Isn’t it just better to be here [in the prison]? You get fed, exercised, sex is 

there if you want, drugs are there, alcohol is there. And it costs us nothing, it’s 24 hours 

of your time” (Niko).  

For Kauri, telling his family that he was going to prison represented one of the most 

difficult tasks, particularly because he used to be a role model in his whānau. He was 
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afraid that his family would cut the ties and never forgive him. He says that facing that 

reality was part of his healing:  

Kauri: For them [family], I guess, the question was ‘what went wrong?’ My 

mother provided me with a lot of things and she sacrificed a lot. In some 

ways, it was a slap in the face for her. But she still admired me, it was the 

time that we needed to go through. So once I was able to face my family I 

sort of said, ‘look, this is what’s been going on’ … [in the prison] I asked 

myself, ‘I have time, five years, so what am I going to do?’ It was all new 

to me but it’s just about survival really, just being positive and hopeful. I 

was grateful that a lot of my family supported me. Whereas many others 

don’t have that, and it is sad, you know, that they are without any family 

support. And if the prison is all they know what is going to happen when 

they come out? They have skills, they are really talented but there’s no 

pathway to get them back into the community. 

Some inmates who rarely have visits do have a person or more who care and think about 

them constantly. The problem is that they cannot visit them because they have criminal 

records themselves. Terina illuminates an important issue that further deprives inmates 

from emotional support:  

Terina: I got visits from my father and my son. I have never ever seen my 

mom. She hates prison so she never came to visit. But my family, nearly all 

have criminal histories so none of them can come anyway. Except for my 

father and my son I don’t get visits really. [Terina continues] If you’ve got 

a criminal record you have to wait up to two years. Even if you have done 

everything, tick the boxes, you can be a role model prisoner, have a shiny 

gold star. But you still can’t visit, like, to be a supportive person for 

somebody. Because my friend, she’s in there and she’s a very violent 

offender, a very angry person. She used to argue with officers, beat the 

officers up, attack them. I became quite close to her and I helped her deal 

with her anger so she melted down quite a bit. When I came out I put the 

application to visit her and they declined me. They said a year stand down 

period. But I’m one of those that can calm her down and try to direct her in 

the right way to make healthy and proper decisions. No, they declined it.   

Narratives from ex-inmates demonstrate a critical impact of imprisonment on families. 

We can argue that the whole family – partners, children – are doing time, a time where 

frustrations grow, where a person defends himself or herself with violence, a time where 

the environment (prison) breeds more violence. It is the time when prison becomes, 

particularly in children’s eyes, normalised and taken for granted.   
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Conclusion 

Incarcerated women and men experience high levels of violence and trauma. The history 

of institutionalisation and the making of ‘stolen generation’ through social welfare homes 

and borstals became the first generation of incarcerated urban Māori. Prison experience, 

including relationships in prisons that breed violence and crime, the accumulation of 

disadvantage, and the impact of imprisonment on families and interpersonal relationships, 

means that Māori hyper-incarceration is experienced collectively. Along with related 

forms of structural violence such as systemic deprivation of compulsory education, 

CYF/Oranga Tamariki care and abuse, denial of social assistance from welfare 

institutions and institutional racism, Māori are placed into the position of disadvantage 

and precarity from an early age. Consequently, the continuum of violence, although 

imposed through the historical trajectory of colonialism and neo-colonial relations, 

appears as something natural and inevitable. The carceral continuum of prisons and 

deprived areas therefore exposes an internalised oppression where violence becomes the 

main cultural and social capital in order to get by and, in particular, to gain respect from 

others.16  

Interestingly, two participants (Anarina and Tame Iti) emphasise this issue with the same 

metaphor – of the caged animal. Their thoughts summarise Māori hyper-incarceration in 

its ongoing experience:  

Tame: Jail is no place to be for any human being. Being locked up like an 

animal, in a little room with a toilet, the same room where you sleep and 

take shit. That’s wrong … Jail breeds violence, it’s like walking in a war 

zone.    

Anarina [a family member of inmates, addressing the governments of New 

Zealand]: Why are you housing them? You are just taking them away from 

us. To do what? When you cage a person like an animal it becomes an 

animal. I just want to know why you keep building new prisons? Why is 

jail the only solution? No one should be caged like an animal. It’s just 

wrong. 

                                                 
16 For very similar outcomes regarding gangs and incarceration of Indigenous peoples in Canada, see Henry, 

2015.  
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Questions for future political discussion include how to challenge the accumulation of 

disadvantage if the system itself is dependent from these inequalities? How to achieve a 

quality education in conditions of poverty with a monocultural curriculum? What are 

realistic choices a person has either in these deprived areas or in the Pākehā world where 

ways of doing and understanding are subordinated to a particular class taste? How to 

break the cycle of violence in marginalised communities if the state continues to 

misrecognise its own structural violence? Amongst those interviewed for this research 

these and other questions arose organically as the question what the system has produced. 
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Chapter 5: Normalising Māori hyper-incarceration 

Introduction 

Today, one of the most devastating consequences of Māori incarceration is that it has 

become increasingly normalised. Ex-inmates, family members and prison experts 

emphasise this normalisation, along with the intergenerational impact of incarceration, 

particularly in its destructive impact on whānau, communities and the broader society. 

Kim Workman and Tracey McIntosh assert that “imprisonment becomes ‘normalised’ 

and incarceration becomes one more contributor to social dysfunction weakening 

communities and reducing the social capital and social solidarity that are the bedrock 

forces preventing crime” (Workman and McIntosh, 2013, p. 122). With the prison 

becoming a normal and everyday social institution it does not only impact on other forms 

of social harm, it also embeds a carceral and violence continuum to such a degree that it 

becomes very difficult to challenge it. For example, when a person sees the prison as 

something inevitable and unremarked, he or she comes to internalise oppression or the 

historical trajectory of structural violence as something that is inside (individualised) 

rather than imposed from structural constraints of the settler-colonial society. The person 

therefore lives and recreates social dispositions and behaviours that were imposed upon 

him or her as something that is typically ‘mine’ or Māori. This internalised oppression 

where a person accepts the prison, forced identities (‘the hood’) and other Western 

constructs such as patriarchy (performances of hyper-masculinity) as normal or typically 

‘mine’, results in individualising and psychologising incarceration where the ongoing 

dispossession with its structural violence remains removed from the public and 

policymaking discourse.      

However, as analysed in the third chapter, colonisation with its structure of dispossession 

created enduring inequalities between the settler society and Indigenous peoples of 

Aotearoa. With the implementation of capitalist social relations, together with the 

ideological component of racism, the system of privileges and disadvantages became 

embedded and naturalised. This was further accelerated by the introduction of a 

neoliberal structure of dispossession where every person is valued and measured through 

his or her supposed value on the market. In this economistic utopia, all collective 

memories and communities that do not subordinate themselves to the rules of the game of 
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endless exploitation and accumulation, continue to be ritually thrown to the margin. 

Moreover, forced identities and instructions from ideological state apparatuses continue 

to draw a picture of equal opportunities and harmonious race relations where people who 

struggle should blame themselves for not having sufficient desire to succeed and live 

decent lives.  

For example, lesser expectations of success in education for Māori is today 

stereotypically seen as inevitable, which not only hides the structural and historical 

reasons for educational deprivation in New Zealand, but also creates a regime of truth 

(Foucault, 1978) that hides both successful examples of Māori educational success, and, 

most importantly, the exclusionary structure of a dominant educational system. Although 

there is a constant discussion – and acknowledgment – about the inequities in education 

concrete policies try to find a consensus between the Western education system and 

Indigenous elements where the latter often serves as a token in justifying the continuation 

of the very same system with new clothes. The critique of the latter is often censored 

from both the media and academic discourse, particularly in relation to the structure of 

education that privileges a certain culture, social class and its collective memory, and 

ignores systems, knowledges and collective memories that stand on different 

fundamentals and understandings than the Western bourgeois tradition. The result of 

Western (Pākehā) education is therefore not only the reproduction of certain regimes of 

truth and the ignorance of others which automatically results in deprivation of social 

groups and traditions that are not compatible with the dominant one, but also in the 

absorption and assimilation of non-Western knowledges and traditions into the dominant 

regime of truth through neo-colonial or neoliberal commodification (Bourdieu, 1984; 

Tuhiwai Smith, 1999; 2008).  

Narratives from Māori ex-inmates, their family members and prison experts corroborate 

the same argument as in the case of education (furthermore, both are tightly bound to 

each other). As we suggested in the third chapter, colonisation and the development of a 

white settler society with its social institutions imposed social relations and settings that 

established and maintained political, economic and cultural dominance of settlers over 

Indigenous peoples of Aotearoa. In the nineteenth century, prison was a new social 

institution for Māori and the imprisonment – both in relation to the suppression of Māori 

political action and the reduction of mana of incarcerated chiefs – created a path to a new 
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neo-colonial practice of oppression and exploitation in order to maintain the status quo. 

Moreover, as we illuminated earlier, it was the time of mass urbanisation after the Second 

World War that created conditions for contemporary Māori hyper-incarceration and 

exacerbating inequalities. Incarcerating Māori children into social welfare homes and 

borstals between 1950s and 1980s, together with a constant police violence and 

harassment in working-class neighbourhoods populated mostly by Māori and migrants 

from Pacific islands, led to the emergence of gangs. The same actions in greater urban 

areas – aligned with the implementation of neoliberalism – also developed the so-called 

‘hood culture’ in the 1990s. The latter signifies the main substance of the following 

chapter that focuses on the third element of the making of Māori hyper-incarceration – its 

normalisation.  

Normalising Māori hyper-incarceration is identified through five elements or dimensions: 

the carceral and violence continuum attempts to illuminate a liminal boundary between 

being incarcerated and living in a deprived neighbourhood characterised by crime and 

violence. For many, prison becomes an unremarked institution and the rite of passage, 

leading to the normalisation of incarceration. We analyse that through pūrākau of Anarina 

whose life journey illustrates a real-life operationalisation of hyper-incarceration. The 

chapter continues with a short analysis about the intergenerational impact of 

imprisonment, emphasising how the second generation of incarcerated urban Māori 

already understands the prison as something normal and inevitable. Both dimensions 

logically lead to the process of accommodating and internalising the prison. This 

dimension demonstrates the point when the prison becomes a familiar place and, 

consequently, a central element of a person’s identity.  

The process of normalising Māori hyper-incarceration is further strengthened by 

rehabilitation programmes that supposedly prepare inmates for struggles outside prison. 

From programmes based on behavioural psychology to Māori focused programmes based 

on tikanga, inmates are taught how to integrate into the society through their contribution 

in terms of work (paying taxes), change of behaviour and self-control. Ex-inmates 

problematise these programmes – such as the Anti-Violence Programmes – pointing out 

misunderstandings and paradoxes that Corrections constantly reproduce. The final part of 

the chapter focuses on the cycle of incarceration: reincarceration and the failure of 

integration where participants emphasise structural constraints and the lack of help from 
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the state after the inmate is released from the prison. These issues illuminate the ongoing 

process of the carceral continuum where inmates are put back into marginalised or 

deprived areas and are expected to ‘reintegrate’ back to society. On the one hand, 

struggling to find a job with a criminal record and, consequently experiencing 

unemployment and underemployment, represents a difficult situation, often accompanied 

by stigma (although not always, particularly not in marginalised areas with high 

unemployment). On the other hand, structural constraints such as a slow, inefficient and 

punitive social welfare system, and the lack of integration programmes further increase 

the possibility of reoffending.  

The chapter finishes with a discussion about the consequences of the carceral and 

violence continuum, emphasising domestic violence, broken relationships, lag-on-lag 

cycles of incarceration and other issues that inmates and their family members face on a 

daily basis. This chapter reveals the ongoing operation of structural violence that makes 

Māori incarceration taken for granted and normalised social issue. 

Carceral and violence continuum: the story of Anarina 

Anarina is a Māori woman in her thirties. She grew up in socio-economically deprived 

neighbourhood in West Auckland in the 1990s and early 2000s, hanging out with dozens 

of Māori children whose parents were jobless or incarcerated. She says she comes from 

the ‘forgotten generation’ – a second generation of incarcerated urban Māori: “Seventies 

were the revitalisation for a lot of things, fighting for Māori rights; but it did nothing for 

us in the nineties, it did absolutely nothing for us” (Anarina). She observes that most of 

her whānau experienced prison time, including her parents, uncles, aunties and cousins. 

Out of 50 cousins, Anarina counts, only four did not end up in jail. She is one of them. 

She adds that all children in her whānau or in the neighbourhood who were sent to CYF 

care (Child, Youth and Family / Oranga Tamariki) ended up in jail as well. In ‘the hood’, 

as she calls the area she grew up, Anarina witnessed and experienced the continuum of 

violence, systemic marginalisation and significant change of social relations in the 1990s, 

particularly the active operationalisation of hyper-incarceration, the introduction of 

Americanised street gangs and the imposition of methamphetamine or P.   

The journey of Anarina’s whānau carries many characteristics of other deprived Māori 

families, particularly in relation to urbanisation and intergenerational trauma of 
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colonialism. This includes the cycle of drugs and alcohol abuse, domestic violence and 

petty crime. Anarina was adopted by her mother’s adoptive parents. In the late 1980s and 

early 1990s when neoliberalism left thousands of workers without jobs, her mother 

moved to Australia to look for a better life. Anarina was therefore brought up by her 

adoptive grandparents and at least four different families. Coming from the rural part of 

the country Anarina’s grandparents are part of a generation that moved to urban areas in 

post-war New Zealand in order to find jobs and live decent lives. Working blue-collar 

jobs and getting by in the city where the Pākehā way of life dominated and subordinated 

others, particularly Māori, was not easy. The generation of Anarina’s parents that 

struggled in the social space of proletarianization, assimilation and institutionalisation – 

the so-called stolen generation (Stanley, 2016; Smale, 2017)17 – often battled this 

systemic dispossession by alcohol and violence. Thus, the feeling of powerlessness due to 

the effects of structural violence, fuelled by alcohol, frequently resulted in the continuum 

of violence, particularly within the household. Anarina was born in 1980s when a local 

gang was already established in the neighbourhood: “in my perspective, they owned West 

Auckland, so it wasn’t owned by the government or the police, the gang ruled our streets. 

We were safe because my uncles knew them”, says Anarina. Anarina and her brothers, 

sisters and cousins were educated through their uncle who did not want them to be part of 

the world where violence, alcohol and drugs were present on a daily basis. According to 

Anarina,    

My grandfather was alcoholic and one day he came home drunk. One of my 

earliest memories is how he axed down the door. I don’t know why he did 

it but he was drunk and that’s what we got used to, so being chased by axes 

and violence was okay, like, it was normal so it was not seen as something 

bad. So getting a hiding was normal, a conversation you had with your 

friends in a playground, like, ‘I got hiding for this’, it was normal. There 

was lots and lots going on, so I grew up in a world where domestic violence 

was very normal. 

Most of Anarina’s whānau was connected with a gang in the neighbourhood. They were 

not patched members but still part of it, explains Anarina, pointing out everyday activities 

in a household such as big parties, brawls, drugs and alcohol. However, the government’s 

neoliberal response in 1990s to adopt ‘tough on crime’ policies and attitude, did not save 

                                                 
17 The term is associated with Australian Aborigines who were forcibly uplifted as part of assimilation 

project. 
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Anarina’s childhood. On the contrary, it made it worse. Anarina remembers how the 

police began to raid houses in 1990s and put most of the patched members and adult men 

associated with gangs into prisons. A lot of raids were unjustifiable, with police coming 

into houses without warrants. But with the imprisonment of men who ruled the street for 

decades a new vacuum of disorder emerged. Anarina explains: 

When I first found out that my uncles were going to jail I was five or six 

years old. The very reason that had such an impact on me was because in 

late nineties I was just getting into intermediate, into high school and at that 

time, all our aunties and uncles were being in jail and I’m talking about 

Head Hunters [gang]. Our uncles, they all went to jail. My uncle was 

arrested all the time. So he was being in and out of jail. My mom was in 

Australia at that time. So with all these people going to jail, in my mind, 

they could not help you. Before that, you wouldn’t do nothing because of 

all uncles that were around, all patched members that were around, you 

couldn’t do whatever you wanted. But suddenly they were all gone. The 

streets were empty and out of that control. The police couldn’t control us, 

the police couldn’t control shit, they are useless, they should just leave us. 

They only really stopped us if they saw weapons and shit. They were 

useless, they are fuckin’ useless. But once the uncles started going to jail 

that’s where most problems started. 

Anarina and other youth did not trust the police. She says that “the cops are the most 

corrupt system ever.” There is a reason for claiming that. Racial profiling, discrimination 

and harassment were something Anarina and her peers experienced on a daily basis. 

Anarina still recalls an encounter with a particular police officer that left a trauma in her 

life. Although she was a girl, the police officer was violent towards her, dehumanising her 

to the degree when Anarina became afraid for her life. Instead of protecting her, the 

police officer used his power to intimidate her. This again demonstrates that because of 

historical and ongoing structural violence by institutions of the state they often do not 

hold legitimacy and respect in deprived areas. In other words, people cannot identify with 

institutions that oppress them.     

Living in a dysfunctional home where many members of whānau became incarcerated 

while those who were home were violent or under the influence of drugs and alcohol, 

Anarina started to run away from home: “I run away lots because I didn’t know if it was 

safer to be at home or to be on the streets.” Anarina further asserts: “I spent my childhood 

wondering why I wasn’t wanted by my parents and then I spent my teenage life 
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discovering drugs, alcohol and boys”, emphasising that there was no control either at 

home nor on the streets. As young pre-teenagers (11-12 years old) Anarina and her 

friends from the neighbourhood started to explore drugs and alcohol and soon they began 

to hang out with older youth on the street. However, Anarina recalls how the other side of 

her, influenced by her uncle, was telling her to obtain education and live a different life. 

She loved being in the library, she loved books and learning about the world. But one 

night her life changed: “I was raped at the party when I was twelve. My life turned upside 

down. Before that I had these beliefs that education will free me from the hood but then I 

was raped and it changed my whole life, so I was different person after that” (Anarina). 

Drugs and alcohol quickly became a substitution for her trauma and the escape through 

education seemed impossible after that point. Moreover, during her teenage years, parties 

where she had non- consensual sex was repeated many times:  

So much happened on these parties, like, woke up next day to a man I didn’t 

know, just, you know, really bad things: fighting, arguing, lots of sex, lots 

of drugs. Sometimes it wasn’t even consensual sex, it was just parties, I 

didn’t even have a choice. But you don’t question it anymore, it becomes 

normal, it’s a different mentality. 

Anarina’s youth was the time when new Americanised street youth gangs began to 

dominate streets in deprived neighbourhoods across Auckland (Bloods, Crips, also 

Otara’s Killer Beez).18 They have been known for street violence, performances of hyper-

masculinity and even mimicking ‘gangsta’ behaviour from African American gang 

members. Fred remembers their emergence too, particularly because of two things: first, 

members being very young and often without respect of the older established gangs (and 

rules of the criminal world); and second, being consequently used as a recruitment or 

‘feeder’ gangs for traditional gangs (Killer Beez as a feeder gang for Tribesmen, Bloods 

for Mongrel Mob, Crips for Black Power or King Cobras and so on) (see also MSD, 

2006). Anarina further emphasises:  

Street gangs were just taking over Auckland because the police put all 

patched members in jail and leave the kids to the street. No one could stop 

them because everyone was inside and while they were inside and while all 

our moms and aunties were too busy serving the needs of their partners 

inside, kids were at home with no supervision. And then the kids just created 

their own gangs and then you get involved because all your family is now 

                                                 
18 Bloods and Crips are African-American rival street gangs that originate from ‘the hoods’ of Los Angeles.  
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involved … Beside my cousin and me, they [extended family] all have gone 

to jail. All males and females, they all have gone to jail at some stage.19  

As a teenager, Anarina became accustomed to the life of street gangs, drugs, alcohol and 

violence: “I could never hurt people but I did a lot of illegal things. It was normal to me 

so it wasn’t illegal for me”, says Anarina, illuminating how certain acts and behaviour 

become normalised and the only world you know. For example, Anarina explains that we 

cannot understand their streets (deprived areas) through Pākehā law or their cultural view; 

laws in the hood are different, says Anarina, where stealing signifies an act to feed the 

family and where violence is the main tool of gaining respect and reputation. Violence 

comes to signify both person’s cultural (skills) and social capital (social network), which 

further appears as the critical link between the prison and deprived area. With prison 

becoming a rite of passage into adulthood and obtaining a value in community (an honour 

you earn), both worlds become one. Recall Kai from previous chapter who said that in the 

prison, “it’s the same mentality we have on the streets. That helped me in jail /…/ fighting 

and stuff, it all seemed natural to me” (Kai). When explaining further the liminal 

boundary between the prison and deprived area, Kai emphasises that what he sees in the 

making is “the prison and the hood mentality in one”, which is constantly reproduced by 

reincarceration and phenomena when ‘the hood’ becomes understood as “the bigger 

prison” (Kai).20 In both social settings, performances of hyper-masculinity, certain ways 

of behaviour, language and ways of responding become internalised and practiced 

spontaneously, particularly because they serve both as a survival or existential strategy (to 

survive in an environment where you cannot show weakness) and ontological 

acknowledgment of being recognised and valued.  

                                                 
19 The punitive approach to crime in 1990s and 2000s resulted in significant changes in deprived areas: social 

control – although weak and often destructive – of gang turfs was supplanted by superficial or no control by 

the police. At the same time, the main preoccupation of gangs became the emerging drug methamphetamine 

that has had critical impact on deprived areas to this day. While established gangs became business-first 

criminal groups (as in other countries), the empty zone of defending a turf became an area of youth gangs 

that became low-profile drug dealers and prospects for bigger gangs. With the introduction of Australian 

gangs in 2010s (resulting from Australia’s policy to deport New Zealand born Australian gang members to 

New Zealand) – ranging from US inspired Bandidos and Comancheros to traditional gangs such as Rebels – 

the number of patched members operating in the country increased.   

20 This is very reminiscent of Wacquant’s (2001) ‘the prison is the ghetto and the ghetto is the prison’. 
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But these social dispositions also demonstrate another important element of normalising 

Māori hyper-incarceration – a constant instability. Anarina emphasises that there are no 

people in these social settings that you can really trust. Behind the image of collective 

identity groups (from street gangs to dysfunctional families), every person is deeply 

fragile or precarious: because of past experiences of being left alone and unprotected he 

or she becomes aware that it is very hard to trust someone in that kind of environment. 

Nevertheless, because the person aims for some sort of stability and safety in his or her 

life, they often find them in relationships with people who possess power and who have a 

strong reputation. This paradox where a person seeks and finds stability in places where 

violence is strongly present, signifies the exact outcome of the violence continuum and its 

normalisation (in other words, where a person, who seeks a ‘normal’ life, recreates or 

tolerates violence). For example, Anarina emphasises that many young girls become 

girlfriends of older patched members. On the one hand, this results from the process of 

grooming (manipulation) from adult men but, on the other hand, also from girl’s desire to 

find a safe space or protection. Anarina emphasises that for children in deprived areas, 

becoming a gang member (boys) or partnering with one (girls) often appears as one of 

very limited choices you have:  

All we can do when you are 16, 17 or 18, you are going to be a patched 

member, or you are going to be a hoe, or you are going to be pregnant to a 

patched member. One of my teachers from high school was so surprised 

when he saw me in Henderson years after, he was so surprised I wasn’t 

married with kids to a patched member, he was so surprised ‘cause that’s a 

lifestyle that everyone is in or is assumed that everyone is in. Everyone in 

my generation either left school because they were pregnant, ‘cause there’s 

no parents around [incarcerated] or they are dead. If they are not married to 

a patched member they are still part of that life. It’s really hard to get out of 

that life.  

Recall Niko who went through the system of boys’ homes, borstals, gangs and prisons. 

His daughter, for example, was sixteen years old when she became a patched member’s 

girlfriend. The gang member was around fifty years old. Justifying the relationship, she 

explained to her father Niko that her boyfriend represents a safety net for her. “Me and 

her are the same. She chose him and I chose the prison, isolation”, says Niko who further 

explains what he means with that: “I asked her, ‘what are you getting out of him?’ ‘Oh, 

dad, I’m getting drugs, bulldogs, motorbikes. I don’t have to worry about food, I don’t 
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have to worry about rent, I don’t have to worry about marijuana, alcohol’. He is a safety 

net for her as is the prison for me” (Niko).  

Niko’s thought captures the essence of this contradiction where the stability is found in 

the space of the violence continuum, drugs and alcohol. Moreover, on a systemic level, a 

daughter’s thought that she does not need to worry about food and rent further reveals 

how structural violence creates conditions where a person can only escape poverty by 

complying to the world of crime. We can also identify economic dependence of women 

on men or, broadly, the intersectionality of patriarchy and capitalism that has had a 

critical impact on Māori families since colonisation. For many Māori, particularly in 

urban areas, that has meant a significant change of family structure where whānau 

(extended family and a social institution where elders, both men and women, hold 

community respect) was replaced by patriarchal social institution of the nuclear family 

where men represent breadwinners, leadership and the main voice in a small family unit 

usually consisting of a husband, economically dependent wife and their children. 

In summarising the issue of the carceral and violence continuum, Anarina asserts that for 

children in deprived neighbourhoods, “jails are seen as a necessity, they are seen as 

inevitable future for Māori” (Anarina). Or, as emphasised by Kai, 

Kai: Just the environment, like, I reckon the environment is the key thing 

to what is keeping us in jail. ‘Cause we go straight from that environment, 

jail, straight back to the bigger jail, that is how it’s seems when you go back 

to the hood, like, to your area where you’re from. 

Instead of challenging structural violence, the response from the media and politicians 

continues to be centred around penal populism and the demonization of the unemployed, 

welfare recipients, the working poor, gang members and petty criminals – with Māori 

being represented in these images (Nairn et al., 2012; McCreanor et al., 2014; Rankine et 

al., 2014; Bull, 2017). This path has dominated society’s approach to social issues for at 

least two decades (1990s and 2000s). The fact that New Zealand has had the greatest 

increase of social inequality in the developed world since its imposition of neoliberalism 

(Rashbrooke, 2015, p. 30) corroborates with this systemic response, particularly in 

relation to redirecting public attention away from the results of neoliberal dispossession. 

With symbolic violence against deprived communities arising from TV shows such as 

Police Ten Seven and similar ideological representations that have ritually demonstrated 
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forced identities and racial stereotypes, the societal attention shifted from assuring the 

public good to blaming the marginalised for crime and poverty. Being a proud country, 

these representations also helped to maintain the country’s myths about an egalitarian or 

successful society. Concretely, in Anarina’s or Kai’s neighbourhoods, the state failed to 

battle poverty, the lack of non-precarious jobs, quality education and other social harms. 

Churches, iwi, marae and other non-governmental organisations have represented a 

refuge or the only help available; however, on a systemic level the accumulation of 

disadvantage has remained unchallenged. 

In deprived areas, thus, the rules of social relations and structural constraints created the 

conditions for the carceral and violence continuum to thrive. In order to survive, youth 

have to adopt a particular habitus and act accordingly in order to gain value and respect. 

On the other hand, poverty alone forces a person to go beyond legitimate means in order 

to survive; for example, recall Terina whose childhood was not characterised by domestic 

violence but primarily by a constant struggle to obtain basic necessities for survival (see 

previous chapter). Or, as emphasised by Fred,  

We feel that there are no opportunities for us in the real world, in that 

straight world, in that world that we call the straight world, so therefore the 

logic is ‘forget it, we will not even try to get a job’. When I got out, straight 

away, like within 24 hours, I was already allied up with money and I was 

already getting money, dropped to me, doing crime, you know, organising 

some stuff and that is because that’s the way of our life. Nobody showed us 

how to live in a straight world, we were never accepted by it.  

At this point we do not want to speculate why a person commits a wrongdoing or to 

justify it but to emphasise the issue of a toxic social environment where deprived areas 

signify the other constitutive part of the carceral and violence continuum. In other words, 

to challenge hyper-incarceration means to challenge both the prison and the accumulation 

of disadvantage. 

Anarina was socialised into the world of Māori hyper-incarceration. Experiencing the 

carceral and violence continuum where the prison and deprived area become mutually 

interdependent, Anarina tried to end that life. She tried to kill herself when she was 

sixteen years old:    

I just had enough of life, wanted to kill myself. I wanted to kill myself 

socially, like, I wanted someone to take notice so I started cutting myself 
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and then I just wanted to die. It seemed like my only option at that time to 

be free from my environment. I was just sick of us living our parents’ life, 

like violence, drugs, alcohol, abuse. I couldn’t deal with my life anymore, 

it was too heavy. 

Her sister did take notice and saved her from suicide: “she was the first person in a long 

time that cared about me because other people didn’t care”, says Anarina, illuminating an 

importance of having someone to help you and give you some sort of stability. Anarina’s 

suicide attempt was one of many that Māori youth do successfully or unsuccessfully. The 

NZ suicide rate among youth (25 and under) is second worst in the developed world and 

the rate among teens (15 to 19) is the worst in the developed world (Carville, 2017). As in 

incarceration and other social harms, Māori are again disproportionately represented in 

youth suicide (Ibid.). Moreover, most of these suicides occur in economically deprived 

areas such as Whangarei in Northland, Porirua, South Auckland or small rural towns: 

“Suicide rates are 90 per cent higher in areas of high deprivation and the youth suicide 

rate is 84 per cent higher for Māori than non-Māori” (Carville, 2017, para. 63). Social 

isolation, poverty, the lack of opportunities and the violence continuum (either from the 

state or in a household or often in combination) have signified the main triggers for 

people’s loss of hope. One of them is often also the imprisonment, either of a parent or 

the person themselves.    

In her twenties, Anarina moved from Auckland to Wellington to start over. She worked in 

hospitality, in an industry known for its insecurity and low pay (most often minimum 

wage or lower). However, Anarina eventually got a job in a kitchen that paid better than 

her previous jobs. She got a job in a restaurant where she earned good money, as she says, 

enjoying being in the kitchen and cooking for others. But the accumulation of traumatic 

experience in the past, fuelled by the deaths of her father and partner, continued to put 

Anarina into the cycle of drugs and alcohol abuse. Anarina emphasises that she did not 

have anyone to talk to, she did not know how to express herself and alcohol and drugs 

appeared as substitutes for dealing with her traumatic past: “I couldn’t deal with my 

past”, says Anarina. Her anger grew, she left the job and as a very young woman she soon 

started to have health issues: “I was just angry, I was angry how my life was, like, how 

can I do so well and then lose everything” (Anarina).   
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Her sister saved her again. After long talks Anarina decided that she would return to 

Auckland and help her nephew who was going through a very similar journey of the 

violence continuum than her. She soon met other youth and tried to help them too: “They 

were doing what I was doing, none of them at school, just drinking and smoking dope, 

having sex, doing nothing. I could see my life happening to them” (Anarina). She noticed 

that little or nothing has changed in her neighbourhood. Furthermore, she observed a 

significant increase of homelessness on the streets of central Auckland. Anarina went 

back to school, trying to be an example for her nephew and his friends. Encouraged by 

her sister and cousin, she applied to the university, an institution she thought she will 

never see from the inside. However, soon after, Anarina found out that her close relative 

had a cancer:  

That changed a lot of things. I stopped smoking cigarettes, I stopped 

smoking dope and I stopped drinking. I knew I had to stop doing that. So I 

did that but I got depressed because when the reality comes, when you 

become sober it just smacks you in the face ‘cause you’re left with so many 

issues.     

In recent years, Anarina has been an emotional support to her sister (and vice-versa) and 

she has studied psychology and Māori at the university: “I want to help people, that 

makes me happy”, says Anarina who still helps teenagers to find a way out from the 

carceral and violence continuum. She continues to battle with depression and trauma from 

her childhood. However, she is starting to understand her whānau and the issue of 

violence through a bigger sociological picture: 

Anarina: I blamed my family for going to jail because I didn’t know about 

the society back then. I didn’t know about the influences of the system, I 

didn’t know that they were struggling against a capitalist structure, I didn’t 

know about anything. I thought if you are going to jail, stop doing it and 

you will not go to jail. But then I also realised what they were fighting for, 

like, they saw the gang as a family, but after a while I started to see that they 

were wrong. Gang is not a family. Some of them blamed Pākehā but when 

you become involved in that life there is no blame anymore, it’s just how it 

is. And I think that’s the main problem: it’s so freakin’ normal now to go to 

jail. My dad blames colonisation, he blames white people because the issues 

we have should be dealt in our way, Māori way. He blames urbanisation 

and a necessity that they had to come to the city to work. Things are just too 

hard. You can’t find a job, it’s this cycle where you can’t find a job that 

would pay enough for your bills. And when you go and educate yourself, 

you still have to find a job to pay your bills.    
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Through study and her experience, Anarina realised that she should not blame the people 

(white people in general) for living in conditions of precarity and deprivation but, as Biko 

Agozino (2018) illustratively says, to salute the middle finger to the system. By 

challenging the system itself – a multitude of social institutions and dynamic processes 

where interests and the power of dominant classes are exercised and where their ideas are 

through rituals of symbolic power naturalised and taken for granted with the prime 

example being the prison as a modern Western bourgeois institution of social control 

(Bourdieu, 1990; Foucault, 1995) – Anarina finds that the capitalist system as a mode of 

exploitation and accumulation drives the exact processes her father used to put an 

emphasis onto: colonisation as the structure of dispossession (from confiscation of land to 

the imposition of Western social institutions, including law) and neo-colonial 

dispossession through urbanisation (proletarianization and subordination to the capital-

labour relations). She came to understand that her uncles, aunties and cousins who went 

to prisons refused the Pākehā system, although not necessarily in a direct and conscious 

way.  

Nevertheless, Anarina also asserts that people do have an agency to challenge the 

continuum of violence: “My childhood is not my fault. But it is my fault as an adult 

because I can choose to carry on or I can choose to deal with it”, says Anarina, 

emphasising that she has the agency and responsibility. This agency and responsibility 

should not be mistaken as the neoliberal imperative of individual responsibility in order to 

hide structural violence and the accumulation by dispossession but rather as the 

continuation of the struggle for liberation her ancestors began by saying no to colonisers 

and their imposed continuum of violence.             

Intergenerational impact of imprisonment 

The jail sucks. It has been playing a big part in my life, like, just from the 

results of people being incarcerated has affected us, our homes and our 

community. People talk about direct effect of incarceration; I’m not the one 

in jail so it’s not directly affecting me but, really, the prison has affected my 

whole life. It affected the leaders in my life, it affected my family. The 

results of our people going to jail is devastating, it’s absolutely devastating 

(Anarina). 

Ex-inmates, family members and prison scholars all assert the issue of intergenerational 

impact of imprisonment on Māori communities; they argue that from generation to 
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generation, the systematic incarceration has had a devastating impact on people’s lives 

(see McIntosh, 2011; 2012; Andrae, McIntosh and Coster, 2016; McIntosh and Coster, 

2017). Today, prison scholars and organisations that help inmates witness not only two 

but three generations of whānau in jails. Three of five Fred’s sons, for example, have 

been in prison. Anarina observes that most of her whānau, stretching to three generations, 

has experienced prison time. Emma further asserts:  

We have mothers and daughters in jail. This became normal. You have 

mothers, daughters, cousins, nieces, grandmothers in jail. It’s amazing, like, 

the whole family is inside which is sad because when you think about those 

women you think about their children too (Emma).  

Although the prison time represented an everyday part of his life, Fred never thought that 

his sons would end up in jail. He remembers a day when his cellmate’s son came into the 

same unit and how they were both happy to see each other. That was the first time Fred 

thought about the possibility that he could one day also do time together with his sons. He 

did not want his children to follow the same path but because of his reputation he knew 

that there was a possibility for that:     

Fred: Going to jail so many times and my reputation in jail and in the 

criminal world made them glorify that world, like, jails are not so bad. I 

think they had sort of attitude that ‘dad is all good, dad is the man in that 

world’, and, I guess, for them, jail didn’t seem that hard or wasn’t a problem. 

They just saw jail as another part of their life, a normal way of their 

upbringing, ‘dad is in jail, it can’t be that bad, he’s doing all right’, that sort 

of attitude. So me going to jail, yes, it had impact on them … I tried to hide 

my things from them, that didn’t work, obviously, I even thought I did a 

good job as a father, telling them about that world. I discouraged a few of 

them but a couple of them followed my steps.   

As it happened to his cellmate, one of Fred’s sons ended up in prison while Fred was still 

incarcerated. However, Fred said that he did not feel happiness to see his son but rather 

anger and disappointment: “I wanted to give him hiding. I heard his voice before I saw 

him and I was like ‘oh shit, that’s my son’. I never really believed that I would see my 

sons in prison. I didn’t expect that they would follow my footsteps whereas my mate did, 

he expected that.” Fred emphasises the power of the father figure and the impact he had 

on his sons although he wanted them to get a job and stay out of the criminal world. He 

blamed himself. Today, he reflects his position and the similar position of his co-inmates 
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in relation to fatherhood. They never knew how to be fathers, especially because 

everything they knew about fatherhood from their childhood was extremely negative: 

Fred: As fathers we don’t know how to teach them values and morals of 

these pillars of the society, we don’t understand that. We don’t know how 

it is to be successful in straight world. For me, education meant nothing, I 

didn’t even understand what it is. How could I pass on values of education 

when I didn’t even know what that is? My mates in jail, they don’t 

understand as well because they had the same upbringing. When you grow 

up in boys’ homes and social welfare homes you don’t understand what the 

value of education is, you don’t know what a normal father is, because by 

age twelve, thirteen, you are out of school and away from your family. The 

whole push toward mainstream society is not important to us, you know, 

because we don’t know how to make that push, more importantly, we don’t 

see the significance of that. It started with boys’ homes, borstals and that 

whole intergenerational thing then just increased over decades. 

Kai gives an explanation from the position of a son whose father was incarcerated 

multiple times. Same as Fred, Kai emphasises normalisation of incarceration and the fact 

that it was easier for him to survive in a world of street gangs because he learnt from his 

father how to navigate that life: 

Kai: It was normal for me cruising around and visiting him behind my 

mom’s back, seeing him in the hood and stuff like that. That lifestyle was 

normal and then it just became natural for myself so I got involved in 

different things too. But I never got into the real hard stuff, like, I was just 

making money here and there … I have always listened to him [father] 

because he went through all. He said, ‘I never liked the street’. Listening to 

him made me smarter in that type of game. It made me clever to understand 

situations where I will be and what will happen or things that will not 

happen. 

Kai emphasises that for him and his peers, making money illegally was easier than getting 

a legal job: “I was working and stuff like that but you always have to do something else in 

order to eat, you work so hard just to pay bills, that’s all your wage does. You are 

working, working and there’s no real return”, says Kai, illuminating that his petty crime 

became the main income for his young family. “I was making easy money so I just 

followed up”, emphasising the fact that petty crime often appears as the only equity 

employer in deprived areas. He followed his dad’s footsteps in making money illegally, 

along with using violence. Like his father, he ended up in prison.   
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The fact that so many Māori have been incarcerated as a result of targeted incarceration – 

mostly for petty crime or domestic violence connected to alcohol and drug abuse – the 

prison became an everyday and unremarked institution in Māori communities. Manaia 

was brought up in a small town in Hawke’s Bay and throughout her childhood, the prison 

was institution where she spent a lot of time. Visiting relatives in jail in her childhood 

was something unremarked and completely normal. Furthermore, incarceration became 

so normalised that she did not even consider a prison as prison but rather a camp where 

adult Māori were spending their time:  

Manaia: For me it wasn’t a loss ’cause we could visit them in prison. To be 

honest, as a kid I didn’t even know what the prison was until, I think, I was 

about eleven. It was not that I was sheltered but it was because I just 

constantly saw people leaving and going there. For me, it was like a camp, 

basically, to put it in that perspective, but because I could see them it wasn’t 

a loss. I was happy every time we went there to see them. I did not think 

that when people were taken away you will never see them ever again. I 

knew I won’t see them for a certain amount of time. So during that time 

nothing changed in terms of my upbringing. The only thing we all noticed 

as kids was that most of inmates were Māori. Myself and my cousin, we 

always played a game to spot the Pākehā person in the prison and how many 

we could count, not including the wardens. What a game [laughs]. And I 

remember we only spotted a few, each of us, like, I think I spotted four, he 

spotted three.   

Maja: Out of? 

Manaia: Out of about 30 inmates that were in a room. About seven were 

Pākehā and the rest were Māori. There were more Pākehā in the prison but 

most of them were in minimum, not medium or maximum. You could tell 

the difference between suits they had. I think that brown ones were in 

minimum, medium was dark blue and so on. So yes, you could spot most 

Pākehā in minimum and all the rest were brown faces.  

Although a children’s game, Manaia’s experience signifies another layer of institutional 

racism that is present in the criminal justice system. The statistic of ethnic 

proportionalities in minimum, medium and maximum prisons is unavailable but 

observations from the field demonstrate disproportionality not only in mainstream-

segregation units but also in relation to types of prisons. Manaia’s family members have 

been incarcerated mostly for petty crime and domestic violence that arise from poverty 

and other forms of structural violence. However, most of them have been incarcerated in 

medium or maximum prisons.  
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Manaia remembers very well the day when one of the inmate’s children cried out loud in 

the meeting room. It was an eye-opener for her, particularly in relation to the 

normalisation of incarceration and the real impact of it on families and the community: 

Manaia: I remember sitting with kids and there was a boy whose dad was 

in there. This boy used to cry all the time because his dad couldn’t come 

home. I didn’t understand at that time. I was like, ‘why are you crying?’, 

like, ‘you can come and see him’. The boy said to me, ‘but he should be at 

home’. See, I didn’t realise that a child needs dad at home, that that’s 

normal. I didn’t know that until he said that. For me and for many of my 

friends it was common thing even in school, in primary school, a 

conversation that started, ‘oh, what did you get up to?’ ‘I just went to see 

my dad in the prison’. That was the conversation. In class, the majority were 

Māori anyway so there was quite a lot of us that had family members in 

there. So for me it wasn’t a huge loss until that boy said that, then I realised 

that something was wrong, especially because a lot of my whānau kept 

going to prison for petty crime, for small things.  

In helping teenagers to leave the path of violence, drugs and alcohol, Anarina and her 

sister realised that an intergenerational impact of Māori incarceration is stronger than they 

initially thought. Most of children have been growing up without their parents in crowded 

family houses where grandparents or aunties took care of them. Anarina emphasises that 

children have been affected significantly by their parents going to jail: 

We never ask where your dad or mom is because we know. As soon as you 

hear ‘I live with my auntie’, or ‘I live with my nanny’, you know where 

their parents are. They are in jail because they were said that they are gone 

for a holiday. There’re hundreds of our stories and they are all the same. All 

our parents were or are in jail. The only difference is that it changed from 

‘my parents are in for gangs’ to ‘my parents are in for drugs’. The most 

common story is that ‘my mom and dad were selling dope so that we could 

eat’. That’s the most common.   

Anarina, Manaia and Kai were socialised in an environment where the prison was a 

familiar and unremarked social institution. An intergenerational impact of incarceration 

that began with the first generation of incarcerated urban Māori (‘the stolen generation’) 

has been significant, with a third generation being a target to systemic incarceration at the 

time of writing this sentence. Although there has been an apparent change in politics in 

relation to Māori incarceration since 2018 – where this issue has finally been 

acknowledged in political discourse – the carceral and violence continuum continue to be 

present in everyday lives of many Māori in the country.  
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Accommodating and internalising the prison 

Because the prison is familiar and normal place in the community it consequently 

becomes a critical part of individual and collective identities. The prison starts to 

represent an inevitable part of whānau, signifying a social institution that is part of 

socialisation and everyday life. In other words, jail becomes identity, part of the culture, 

sometimes even part of whakapapa. With a carceral continuum that blurs the boundary 

between prison and a deprived area, people eventually accept both as inevitable parts of 

their lives. It is the only world they know, signifying the social space where they have to 

be strong and know how to act and behave in order to survive. With the imaginary 

transformation of an uncomfortable and violent carceral continuum into a comfortable 

social space where they understand rules and regulations of the field, where they know 

other people and have respect among them, the hyper-incarceration becomes 

accommodated and internalised.  

In other words, by accommodating and internalising the prison as something that they can 

relate to, the prison itself becomes the central part of their identity. They belong to the 

prison and the prison belongs to them. With other identities being subordinated to it (from 

belonging to certain iwi, whānau or Māori as an ethnicity or cultural essence, to 

belonging to the nation or society of New Zealand), the person intimately accepts the 

prison as something necessary and taken for granted. Because of structural constraints of 

everyday life that continue to be produced by structural violence – from institutions of the 

state to corporations and media – many Māori have to accept rules of the game and get by 

in an environment of the violence continuum and the lack of hope. For example, Terina 

emphasises that when she first went to the prison she felt lost and scared; but as soon as 

she saw girls in the prison that she knew from the outside she became more comfortable:     

Terina: Yes, I was quite scared at first but when I got there the girls made 

me feel comfortable, like, they welcomed me in there and it soon became 

like a family friendly orientated environment. I felt quite comfortable quite 

fast so I adjusted to it quite well. The second, third and fourth time I came 

in I already felt like at home. It was like my other home, so I was just like 

leaving my house outside to live in the house inside.  

Because she did not need to worry about providing food and pay the bills, Terina says 

that it was even easier to get by in the prison than outside. Here we can directly observe 
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consequences of poverty (access to basic things such as food). Violence was an everyday 

part of the prison but she understood it as an inevitable part of their time: “I used to rebel 

and I was quite impulsive, like, I could take chairs and do stupid things”, says Terina. In 

women’s prison too, the reputation is everything, and to get by you have to sense the 

game in order to gain respect. The same as in men’s prison a female inmate has to go 

beyond being comfortable to become accommodated within the dynamics of the prison 

(finding comfort in a place of discomfort). Terina and many other inmates – both males 

and females – have therefore often called their prison cell home. Others such as Kai never 

called a prison cell home: “I told my mates ‘this is not home, it’s the place where we are 

residing at the moment, so stop calling this place home’” (Kai). However, when his 

brother came into the same unit Kai was staying, everything became easier and even more 

familiar: “When he came in I felt so good. It became the same as outside, only that there 

were no girls [laughs]” (Kai). Niko, who has been incarcerated from his childhood, 

further asserts that he started to love jail because the outside world terrified him. He was 

in segregation and contrary to other research participants who were staying in mainstream 

(and in and out of ‘the hood’) the prison became the only place to live comfortably. “The 

system made me”, says Niko, illuminating the role of the state in making him and his 

identity.   

Because the prison becomes a normalised social institution in the community a lot of 

Māori do not perceive it as something foreign anymore: “You start to own it as your 

identity”, says Anarina. In other words, if the law continues to be understood as a Pākehā 

thing the prison is now a social institution embodied within the person, within the 

whānau, within the community. Or, as emphasised by Anarina, “the prison is not seen so 

much as Western culture anymore because it has been such a big part of our families, like, 

that shit is just normal. Yes, the law is seen as foreign but they don’t see jail as Pākehā 

thing because it became such a normal institution in our lives” (Anarina). Māori Focus 

Units and programmes in the prison specifically designed for Māori can therefore be 

understood as another layer in normalising Māori hyper-incarceration. Instead of 

challenging the structural violence that creates the violence and carceral continuum – and 

to end targeted incarceration and institutional racism (from the police to the courts) – the 

state offers tokenised programmes that might help individual inmates but, as we see later 

in this chapter, do not address structural problems and hyper-incarceration. 
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Anarina further observes that incarceration is seen as punishment, not only from Pākehā 

but from themselves too. Like Kai, Kauri, Manaia and Fred, Anarina emphasises the loss 

of Māori identity in jail. Inmates continue to be Māori but in order to get by in the prison, 

the primary identity becomes the gang, a criminal, a fighter. “They are stripped of Māori 

identity in jail. They are not Māori anymore in jail, like, they become the gang”, says 

Anarina, whereas Kai asserts that “for lots of them it becomes a culture. They lost their 

culture, our culture, you know, they go in there and they lose their culture because the 

culture in there praises crime and gangs” (Kai). In other words, the prison as a social 

institution ritually imposes or substitutes identities. Because the prison breeds violence, as 

Tame Iti emphasises, it creates a social space where there is no room for another identity 

other than belonging to the prison and its social relations. Or, as Anarina explains,  

You are just stripping them from the best identity they have and you are 

going to give them a new identity. You are stripping their Māori, you are 

stripping their tradition and ethnicity from them and you are putting them 

in the place that only gives them violence. What is in there? It’s the control 

of gangs, so you are stripping their ethnicity for the gang. Now, that’s their 

identity, they are not Māori people anymore, they are just gang members 

(Anarina). 

Observing a discussion about whakapapa of gangs and violence instead of whānau, hapu 

and iwi in the prison made Kauri think about stripping Māori identities too. He noticed 

two processes: first, a process where prison identity replaces Māori identity (in order to 

get by); and second, the lack of knowledge about people’s own whakapapa in the first 

place, particularly among inmates from urban areas. For the latter group of inmates, Kauri 

asserts: 

By and large, a lot of them don’t know their whakapapa. And if you don’t 

know who you are and where you are coming from you don’t know your 

place in your community, in society or whatever. A lot’s got to do with their 

identity, you know, being brought up in urban areas. And that goes back to 

older generations such as grandparents, you know, the language was denied, 

they were not allowed to speak Māori in school and stuff like that. I think a 

loss of identity is a big thing. If I’m Māori and I have all the whānau that 

belongs to me, and being able to provide for my family, we wouldn’t live 

in South Auckland. Like, it’s nothing wrong with South Auckland but we 

might have better opportunities in relation of what we do have now. ‘Cause 

it is a struggle (Kauri). 
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The same issue has also been recognised by organisations that help ex-inmates. Emma 

emphasises the same issue and their commitment to reconnect ex-inmates with their 

whakapapa: 

Emma: I’m not making any excuses but it has lots to do with the loss of 

identity due to colonisation. A lot of our people don’t really know when we 

ask them about their marae, like, ‘where are you from, what’s your iwi?’, 

and they are like, ‘I don’t know’. For us, it is like trying to join the dots for 

them. We find a lot of them who lost their identity and their land but that’s 

not their fault. That goes back to the historical trauma. So all these 

intergenerational things are systematic, you know. We are trying to ty them 

back to their iwi, where they come from, what is their mountain, river, 

where is that?  

By accommodating and internalising the prison, people accept incarceration as something 

given and, in turn, recreate patterns of behaviour, action and perception in order to get by 

in an environment of violence and crime. This habitus of social dispositions not only 

normalises hyper-incarceration but it also makes it difficult to get out of these patterns 

and liberate themselves existentially and ontologically. Moreover, structural constraints 

of hyper-incarceration and the violence continuum systematically prevent this path. 

Promoting individual cases of people who succeeded to change their lives and never 

returned to the prison system therefore serves as ideological strategy to redirect attention 

from systemic obstacles. It is the prison as such that prevents any significant change. 

“When you are caged like an animal, you become an animal” (Anarina). 

Rehabilitation programmes 

Considering the systemic ignorance of the carceral continuum and intergenerational 

impact of incarceration we can argue that rehabilitation programmes in prisons signify the 

state’s response to represent itself as a saviour of the violence continuum while being 

structurally an engine of structural violence and hyper-incarceration. Its privileged 

position as a decision-making structure further suggests that the state imposes rules and 

regulations (along with symbolic violence) in relation to how issues of violent behaviour 

and activities of crime should be understood and dealt with. By recognising certain 

criminologists, psychologists and other organic intellectuals (and not recognising others, 

particularly those with ideas of transformative change), the state derives its legitimacy to 

maintain the core of the system while reforming certain parts of it in order to make the 
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criminal justice system look less racist and more culturally responsible. Nevertheless, the 

social logic of the prison, particularly in relation to the carceral and violence continuum, 

automatically prevents any transformational effect of rehabilitation programmes – from 

Māori focused to anti-violence programmes. For example, how can a person deal with his 

or her violence in an environment where violence is a constitutive part of social relations? 

When an inmate completes an Anti-Violence Programme he is sent back to the unit where 

he must maintain his respect and get by in a social space where gangs set the rules of the 

game. When approached by a gang member, can a ‘reformed’ person tell him, ‘excuse me 

but according to the Anti-Violence Programme we should do this and that’? Or when a 

person is released back to the deprived area where social relations mirror those in the 

prison, how can a person deal with violence if the violence from the state and the 

mainstream society continues to marginalise him and his whānau? More concretely, how 

can a man who has never experienced a non-violent relationship characterised by love, 

stability and responsibility know how to act and be a father or husband, without using 

violence as the main tool to demonstrate his power(lessness) and value in particular social 

settings? Ex-inmates emphasise these questions and more, exposing rehabilitation 

programmes as a critical dimension of normalising Māori hyper-incarceration.         

Indigenous prison scholars – both in studies and those who were interviewed for this 

research – emphasise that rehabilitation programmes are created and practiced on the 

basis of monocultural Pākehā view (Jackson, 1988; Mihaere, 2015). This particularly 

applies for the use of behavioural psychology that signifies a prime example of 

individualising and psychologising social issues into personal troubles, especially by 

ignoring historical and structural factors. According to Lily George,  

Since the 1980s it has been well recognised that high rates of Māori 

incarceration represent a significant issue and there have been attempts to 

deal with that. One of the things they have done was providing Māori Focus 

Units and Māori programmes to include Māori culture. But one of the 

difficulties that I see is that they are very much based on psychology. 

Psychology is about the individual and individual psychology is not about 

understanding the context within which people live in and how that impacts 

on them. So a lot of the programmes are psychology based and I’m not 

saying that psychology is bad but they need to look further than that. 

In this sub-chapter we do not focus only on symbolic violence that the state uses in 

categorising and explaining the issue of Māori incarceration through behavioural 
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psychology, but on the purpose of these programmes as such. Ex-inmates observe 

multiple contradictions between doing rehabilitation programmes and everyday 

constraints of both prison life and everyday struggles in deprived areas. They argue that 

with few exceptions, rehabilitation programmes are not working. Ex-inmates further 

argue that the state should provide help after the inmate is released from the prison.   

Fred was in the prison in four different decades (1970s, 1980s, 1990s and 2000s). He 

remembers the time in the nineties when rehabilitation programmes and other neoliberal 

policies were introduced: “in my opinion, this changed the dynamics in jail” (Fred). In 

the seventies and eighties, for example, every inmate knew that you had to do two thirds 

of your sentence no matter what. An inmate therefore had a date of release without 

possibility of being released earlier or later; that also meant that there were no additional 

conditions after the inmate was released. Or, as explained by Fred, 

In the seventies and eighties it was actually much better because when you 

went to jail they said when you are being released. If you didn’t do 

something wrong you were released after two thirds. But today, oh, you 

have to show to the parole board that you are not a risk to society anymore. 

With introduction of policies in the nineties meant that the parole board 

could now release you on the third of your sentence. Now, inmates realised 

‘oh, I can get out earlier’. Before, you had to do two thirds of your sentence. 

If you got three years you went out after 24 months. But now you have the 

potential to get out in 12 months. That changed a lot of the ways prison time 

has been done. 

Today, conditions for parole or the possibility to be released earlier is dependent on an 

inmate’s perceived willingness and effort for his or her rehabilitation in prison. For 

inmates, that means attending rehabilitation programmes in jail, trying to obtain different 

skills that supposedly help them to reintegrate back into the society and, consequently, 

become a contributor and not a security risk. However, ex-inmates in this research argue 

that these rehabilitation programmes do not work. Firstly, they note, inmates attend 

programmes primarily because their attendance helps them with the parole board. 

Secondly, programmes are not designed and run in a manner that would actually help 

Māori inmates because of their monocultural view and their focus on work skills rather 

than interpersonal relationships. Finally and perhaps most significantly, ex-inmates 

emphasise the contradiction of rehabilitation programmes where an inmate is placed back 
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into the environment where violence signifies the main substance of a person’s survival, 

action and identity. 

Fred gives an example of an Anti-Violence Programme and how he and his co-inmates 

were reluctant to open themselves and talk about their violence. Being tough in order to 

get by and gain respect in an environment of hyper-masculinity, everyday conditions of 

the prison did not allow them to reflect and challenge their violence. Rather, they saw the 

programme either as the necessity for the parole board or just a time that they can spend 

in a classroom rather than being locked in their cells:        

I remember the first time, we come back from work in the kitchen and we 

see on the notice board saying AVP: anti-violence programme. And we are 

all standing around and looking ‘what’s that?’ ‘Oh, they’re gonna talk about 

our violence.’ But what we were all interested was the bottom of the notice 

that said ‘cakes and coffee provided’ [laughs]. And we go, ‘yeah bro, we’re 

in, put our names up’, and we all went there. I remember the first day of 

AVP, we were sitting there, there was seven white people telling us that we 

need to express ourselves and talk and, you know, we’re some of the big 

boys in jail and we’re looking and go ‘Jesus, what the hell?’ [laughs] You 

know, to us, it was like useless, but you see tables full of biscuits and you 

go, ‘ok, we’ll wait ‘til the end’. And we took young fellas with us. You 

know, you’ve got these nice people that want to hear your story about 

violence, to talk or whatever they were saying. So we took our young fellas 

with us just in case if that happens and we go ‘bro, get up and tell the story’. 

And he goes ‘oh, yeah, yeah, I was violent when I was blablabla’. We go 

‘yeah, yeah, keep going, bro, all good’. This is what happened in these 

programmes. We listened to these sad stories about whatever they made up. 

We just told them, ‘make it up, bro, make the story’. And then we could get 

our biscuits and these people would mill around us, talk to us and say ‘how 

was it?’, you know, all good, but to us it meant absolutely nothing. They are 

talking to gang members, career criminals, all that we had in mind is how 

to get out and make the money. We are not interested but this helps us to 

get out from our cell ‘til seven o’clock at night, take some biscuits back to 

our cells and hey, that’s good.  

Fred’s experience should not be understood in terms of individual reluctance to 

participate in the programme and talk about individual behaviour and violence. Rather, 

the situation above signifies inmates’ habitus and their social dispositions that 

demonstrate a response to structural constraints of normalised everyday violence and 

carceral continuum. Namely, toughness and acts of hyper-masculinity are essential 

elements in the social space where an inmate cannot reveal his emotions and thoughts. If 
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this is necessary for gang members and career criminals, it consequently also becomes 

essential for young inmates and first ‘offenders’ who, in order to get by, must follow the 

rules of the field. One of Fred’s co-inmates, a gang member, for example said: “bro, if I 

lose my violence I will be kicked out from the club”. Fred said that he was thinking the 

same: “I was thinking to myself, ‘Fuck, I don’t want any tools to deal with my violence, I 

need my violence’ [laughs]” (Fred). As we analysed earlier in the thesis, violence 

signifies a person’s main cultural and social capital in social settings of the prison and 

deprived area. It is therefore a very difficult task to address inmates’ violence in the social 

space where the violence continuum is learnt, normalised and, consequently, the 

embedded part of a person’s perception and response. Thus, because rehabilitation 

programmes may lead to an earlier release from the prison many inmates navigate them 

as their means to get out. According to Fred, it therefore often happens that a couple of 

inmates with a reputation dominate a classroom to the degree that even those inmates who 

would like to learn are pushed to the back. Dominant inmates show leadership skills that 

help them in the course while others continue to be silent or are, as in Fred’s case, used to 

‘open themselves’ and tell the story of their violence instead of them. Fred notes:   

Programmes are good for the parole board. I’m not saying that this is 

happening right across the board but I witnessed that guys do it because of 

the coercion factor in order to be released. You know, my youngest son, he 

refused to do any of them, so they kept him until he got his twenty months 

and then they told him, ‘you will not be released unless you do programmes. 

If not, we will make you to do the whole time.’ It was about a drug course. 

He did it because I convinced him. I said to him, ‘do it so that you can come 

out early, don’t be a tough ass because you will do the whole time.’  

Fred goes on to argue that if rehabilitation programmes would not be bound to the parole, 

most inmates would not do them: 

I’ve done rehabilitation programmes, it didn’t work for me. In my 

experience, programmes have absolutely no impact on inmates. This is 

hypothetical but if you’d get up to inmates and say, ‘if you want to do this 

rehabilitation programme, it doesn’t matter if you don’t, you will still get 

out, you don’t need to do this to get out’, nobody would go, absolutely no 

one. But because it helps them with the parole board they all go. For 

example, my mate did all these programmes. What happened? He got out, 

there it is, living the same lifestyle he lived before. Did he want to do these 

programmes? Absolutely not! But he was coerced to do it because he would 

do the whole lag.  
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First concern – a bond between programmes and the parole – is linked to the second 

concern that illuminates a monocultural and inadequate practice of rehabilitation 

programmes. Kai emphasises that individual psychology does not help Māori in any way 

and that programmes are often led by people who do not have practical knowledge and 

lived experience in relation to the problem. For the DTU programme (Drug Treatment 

Unit), Kai asserts that many inmates are denied completing the programme, especially 

those who fail in the first weeks. According to Kai, they are not given a second chance. 

For the parenting course, he observes that it is not working at all:  

Kai: They often have counsellors and psychiatrists who try to teach us what 

to do when incident happens, when you try to force up something. But then 

we would ask a simple question, like, ‘Have you been in there?’ and they 

would be like ‘no’. And then another inmate would go, ‘so, do you even 

know us? How can you tell me that I’m doing something wrong if you were 

never in that situation?’ You know, they don’t understand us. Like, in the 

parenting course, you have teachers who don’t even have children and they 

are trying to tell us ‘this is not the way to raise your children’ or ‘this is the 

way to do it’. They think they know everything. Inmates won’t accept that 

because these people [teachers] never ever lived our lifestyle.  

More than the issue of who is running the course Kai’s experience demonstrates that 

programmes are practiced through a dominant pedagogy – Western or British in 

geographical/socio-cultural and bourgeois in class terms. Namely, the social setting 

comprised of a teacher-who-knows-everything versus a pupil who must be educated by 

depositing knowledge into him or her in order to become enlightened (see Freire, 2005) 

misses a potential for mutual learning and deeper understanding of the issue. Using 

principles of ako (meaning ‘to teach and to learn’, recognising the knowledge that both 

teachers and learners share in reciprocal relationship), kaupapa (collective philosophy, 

connected to whānau and the community) and related critical pedagogy that is grounded 

on the pedagogy of the oppressed and the collective struggle for emancipation that 

presupposes unconditional love and solidarity (Freire, 2005) creates the potential for 

shared learning. However, Corrections continue to impose a neo-colonial pedagogical 

approach that is foreign to Māori and Pacific peoples. Therefore, Māori and Pasifika 

inmates cannot relate to the pedagogical relationship that is created on the basis of 

Western cultural and bourgeois taste. Or, as asserted by Fred,  

Rehabilitation programmes are developed and run by white middle-class 

people. These programmes focus on individual inmates and their behaviour 
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and not on relationships. It is a wonky white middle-class solution to what 

basically is a black problem. You know, Māori and Pacific Islanders 

represent two thirds of inmates in jail but yet, you have these middle-class 

programmes. Even Māori and Pacific Island programmes focus on that. 

They only translate the Pākehā way of doing into some Māori words. The 

state is creating these programmes but if you don’t identify the problem as 

Māori and Pacific Islanders inmates, if you don’t understand it, you will not 

provide solutions for Māori and Pacific Islanders. The state has to start 

dealing with this problem, understanding what the problem is and then 

provide good solutions for that.       

The research undertaken by Juan Tauri (1999; 2011) and Rob Webb (2003) (also Tauri 

and Webb, 2012) expose the same neo-colonial narrative in relation to rehabilitation 

programmes. This dimension is also noted in the work of Lily George [interview], Kim 

Workman [interview] and Riki Mihaere (2015), Tauri and Webb (2012, p. 5) who 

problematise Corrections’ focus on behavioural psychology, including in Māori Focus 

Units and the Māori Therapeutic Programme (MTP). They argue that the content of these 

programmes 

is similar to that used in existing mainstream rehabilitative programmes, 

centering on understanding the patterns of behaviour, emotion and 

interaction that lead up to “relapse” into new offending. Participants are 

taught social, cognitive and practical skills necessary to avoid such relapses. 

In exploring such issues, the MTP uses Māori cultural language, values and 

narratives to assist participants’ learning and change … Although these 

officials argue that specific Māori needs exist, Māori offending is framed 

within a theoretical focus on individual thinking as explanatory of 

maladaptive behaviour. Thus, in the IOM policy context [Integrated 

Offender Management], we see components of Māori cultural practice 

grafted to a process based on individualistic theories of human behaviour, 

which has already explained offending as generated in negative emotions 

and anti-social thoughts (Tauri and Webb, 2012, pp. 5-6). 

Anarina and Manaia, both family members of incarcerated Māori, both assert that the 

Corrections systematically appropriate Māori symbols and culture: “I believe that the 

system and the programmes they have in place are full of shit. The ones they should put 

in there, for example, a programme that would include our elders, they never do that”, 

says Manaia, emphasising that elders could make a difference because they hold high 

respect in Māori communities: “Māori nannies, they aren’t scared of anything, they make 

you run, even the inmates, regardless if you are known” (Manaia). Anarina emphasises 
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cultural appropriation particularly in relation to one-dimensional understanding that is 

covered with Māori symbols and words. The same as in the case of CYF (Children, 

Youth and Family) where the state changed the name of institution to Oranga Tamariki 

(but where the state violence against most marginalised Māori families continues to this 

day (McLachlan, 2019)) the substance of these institutions and programmes stays within 

epistemological frames of the settler-colonial society. Anarina asserts that there is no 

Māori essence in Pākehā structure and that     

not everyone fits in that box. The problem is that they are trying to put 

people inside their box instead of adjusting the box to the situation, to the 

people, to their world. So you are going to jail and you are going to talk to 

twelve men from different pasts, from different backgrounds, different 

contexts, with different reasons why they are in jail. You have to adapt to 

each of them and not adapt men to the box that was created somewhere else. 

You can’t adapt men to what you know, you have to adapt to them. Like, I 

talk to them in the way that they understand and I get them to tell me if they 

don’t understand. But Corrections don’t do that in prisons and that’s my 

biggest concern. Stop trying to adapt people to what you know.   

Tauri and Webb (2012, p. 7) argue that the state is more comfortable with adopting 

certain elements of Māori culture into the existing system rather than considering Māori 

self-determination in addressing Māori hyper-incarceration. In other words, by blending 

Western psychology with certain elements of Māori cultural beliefs the state maintains 

the core of the existing system while preventing a transformative change of the criminal 

justice system. Tauri (1999) names this neo-colonial strategy of symbolic violence a 

symbolic and physical indigenisation of New Zealand’s criminal justice system – a 

process where Corrections employ more Māori and where its policy- or programme-

makers appropriate Māori concepts while staying firm in their overreliance of Western 

psychology that understands offending through psychology of criminal conduct (see 

Andrews and Bonta, 2017, for the individualised and medicalised perspective on 

offending). According to Tauri and Webb (2012), “This response clearly represented a 

rejection of Jackson’s (1988) notion of a parallel Māori criminal justice system” (p. 7). 

Māori concepts are therefore either appropriated, used selectively (concepts that are seen 

as acceptable) or completely ignored. Lily George provides an example of a person she 

knows who worked for Corrections for almost a decade:        

She talked about experience of te puna [place for reflection] and aroha [love 

and compassion]. They go together when you talk about tikanga and 
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relationships with people. But they had the Corrections staff saying te puna 

is okay but there is no place for aroha in the prison. And, you know, I believe 

aroha is a huge part of Māori culture and a lot of people will say that too. It 

is not just love, it is about having compassion, it is about seeing the 

humanity of the person that is standing before you. That person might have 

caused pain and aggravation to other people but they are still a human being 

standing before you and that’s part of aroha, it’s about recognising a 

person’s inherent humanity and having the compassion for that person who 

is standing before you (Lily).  

Thus, the use of subtle or symbolic violence through a one-dimensional understanding of 

rehabilitation programmes is not non-ideological. On the contrary, experience from ex-

inmates demonstrate the logic of neo-colonialism (along with neoliberalism) that is 

heavily embedded in these programmes. For example, ex-inmates Kauri, Terina and Fred 

observe that programmes tend to focus too strongly on work skills and an inmate’s 

contribution to society. “It’s good to get work skills but what about relationships, well-

being and stuff like that? For me, it’s also important to know your whakapapa, respecting 

one another, to look after one another. It’s about having principles and values in place” 

(Kauri). Terina says that some programmes are helpful but only to a certain degree; 

namely, when the person is released from the prison, there are no programmes or similar 

forms of state help available. At the time of the interview, she was struggling to find a 

job. She completed various degrees and programmes in jail. However, this did not help 

her in finding a job and a place to stay:    

Terina: I just need someone first to give me the chance. I did my schooling 

in the prison, one good thing in the prison I must say is that. I left school at 

eleven, no qualifications, nothing, but I’ve got heaps of qualifications, 

learning and knowledge from prison. But what’s the point really in having 

them when you can’t find a job? You can tick the boxes and get all these 

certificates and stand and smile but at the end of the day who is going to 

hire you, you know? I’m trying to put my CV in places and try to get job 

but it’s not happening. 

The same issue was illuminated by Fred whose sons were struggling to find jobs after 

they were released: 

Fred: For all those programmes my sons took, you know, I went up to all 

their graduations, they’ve got all sort of diplomas but at the end when they 

got out I found them jobs. Corrections had given them all these cards and 

my sons rang up but they said ‘oh, we haven’t got jobs yet, try us again in 

three months’ time’. I said to my boys, ‘you’re not waiting for three months, 
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you’re getting jobs now’, and I found them jobs. For me, that’s an example; 

do work skills from jail translate in getting the job when they get out? From 

my experience no, not for my sons anyway, I had to find them jobs. 

The logic of neoliberalism is most obvious with Corrections’ focus on work skills and a 

person’s contribution to society. Ex-inmates, particularly Terina, welcome the fact that 

they can work in prison and obtain qualifications (also recognising that boredom or doing 

nothing represents the main issue inmates face on a daily basis). Nevertheless, the focus 

on work skills tend to subordinate other dimensions and possibilities of rehabilitation. 

Both Kai and Fred emphasise that most inmates do not know what the contribution to 

society means, especially because they were never part of it in the first place. “It’s about 

installing work ethics, work experience but that’s it”, says Kai, whereas Fred adds that 

“preparing to be a contributor to society means to pay taxes, that’s what they want”, 

illuminating that contribution to society is the main interest of the state rather than the 

inmates’ integration in terms of the well-being of inmates, their families and the broader 

Māori community: 

Fred: I doubt these programmes do anything for our male inmates, you 

know. All they are doing is providing them with work ethics and work skills 

so that they contribute to the society by paying their taxes. But that doesn’t 

teach you to be responsible with your money. That doesn’t teach you how 

to live properly in the relationship with your children and your woman, no, 

that doesn’t teach you any of that at all. It teaches you to put more money 

into your pocket, which is more power into your pocket, which is what they 

don’t need at home. You don’t want your partner having more power than 

he thinks he’s got, that is crazy and that is the thing about prison. It doesn’t 

teach you anything about how to respect your woman and your children in 

the relationship. It is crazy why rehabilitation programmes don’t 

concentrate on that. That would be my focus if I was running rehabilitation 

programmes. 

Fred explains his view on rehabilitation programmes based on his experience with men in 

the prison. What he observed in all four decades he was imprisoned was that most men 

have dominant relationships: “They have macho view, masculinity, you know, they are 

really patriarchal, even extremely patriarchal. They dominate their women” (Fred). This 

coincides with analysis of the hyper-masculinity among Indigenous males in settler-

colonial states (Hokowhitu, 2007; Henry, 2015a & 2015b), particularly the process where 

Indigenous males adopt, embody and intensify Western notion of patriarchy in order to 
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sense the rules of the social field. Trauma and violence (both structural and domestic) 

have a critical impact on understanding of masculinity.  

According to Robert Henry (2015b, p. ii), it is “through violent and traumatic experiences 

that the men would create a ‘mask’ that they would wear to help them engage in hyper-

violent behaviours within multiple fields and protect them from further victimization.” 

Here we can see again that the structural factors and historical context are within 

epistemological frames of behavioural psychology unacknowledged or even ignored. In 

other words, the trajectory of the violence continuum has been in the making through 

colonial dispossession, assimilation, through to urbanisation where the marae was 

substituted by the pub, as illustratively explained by Rawiri Waretini Karena (2019). 

Neoliberalism introduced new forms of dispossession, along with the present penalisation 

of the poor and targeted incarceration of communities that do not fit into the symbolic 

order of Socio-Darwinist economistic utopia. The latter has been accompanied by a 

dehumanising cost-effective discourse based on the neoliberal logic of inmate’s 

contribution to the society and the market value of a person in the social space of 

opportunistic and individualised relationships. The violence continuum that has 

fragmented Māori families and communities, has therefore created a legacy of trauma that 

can be identified in both personal and social identities. These identities constitute a 

person’s habitus or internalised social dispositions that signify a direct outcome of the 

state’s trajectory of the violence continuum. This also applies to the past and present 

process of creating certain acts of masculinity as normal, inevitable or even hegemonic 

(Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). According to Henry,    

Indigenous masculinity has been shaped through socio-political histories as 

male role models are often removed from the community and are 

incarcerated. For some young Indigenous males, their male family members 

are inextricably linked to incarceration and/or involvement with street 

gangs. This has resulted in creation of and adherence to a masculine 

performance that is connected to toughness, power, respect, and bravado 

shaped by violence and involvement in local illegal street economies. 

(Henry, 2015b, p. 5).  

Fred’s observation of dominant relationships of inmates over their women and children 

therefore demonstrates that the issue of the violence continuum cannot be understood 

through the lens of psychology of criminal conduct and its mantra of correcting 

individual’s behaviour. This dominant approach in the criminal justice system 
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systematically ignores the social and historical context. And because habitus is not a static 

set of social dispositions but a dynamic process where identities are fluid but dependent 

from the rules of the field and structural inequalities in the wider social space (in other 

words, it can be changed), it is even more critical to address rehabilitation programmes by 

recognising social harms and develop programmes for the well-being of inmates, their 

families and the community. Fred’s longer explanation gives us a critical insight into the 

main issue: 

Programmes should focus on relationships and not primarily on work skills 

and contributing to society. People that visit these inmates, weekend and 

week out, in those visiting rooms you have hundreds of kids and wives. 

That’s who visits you in jail. But yet, in all of my lags during these 

programme eras, I’ve never seen anything about relationships, 

responsibility, to teach you about that. Yes, we got that parenting course, 

but it’s not about that. Really, a pathway that lot of inmates come from, 

broken homes, marginalised areas, etcetera, etcetera, how do they know 

what a good relationship looks like? How do they know how to be 

responsible in a relationship, what does that even mean? I think that’s a big 

thing because a lot of these inmates have never experienced a healthy 

relationship.  

You know, when the phones came into jail, people started smuggling 

mobile phones, you could make a good earn of your mobile phone because 

inmates pay you. You give them a couple of minutes’ call and all they are 

doing is ringing up their missus to see where they are: ‘where are you bitch, 

I rang up earlier and nobody answered the phone’, that’s what you hear 

constantly. That’s all what it is, ringing their missus, it’s just crazy, you 

know, that whole male-dominant control. Because think about jail, you’ve 

got all these males, coming from the gym, big arms, it’s just a big male-

dominated environment and if you’re not like everybody else you are a 

weak man. So that whole conscious thing in your head of being strong and 

macho, that’s all that’s happening out there. Boxing, playing crash, being 

violent, all this masculinity is the stuff in terms of rehabilitation that needs 

to be addressed. And you have to get these males doing these programmes 

when they’re getting out. What’s happening now is that you get inmates 

doing an anti-violence programme for six months in this unit, learning how 

to temper their violence, learning a skillset required to say no to a fight and 

all that. But where do they get released to when they finish these courses? 

They put them straight back into the mainstream to wait for their parole. 

And what’s happening in the mainstream? Stabbings and fightings, shiving 

people. So how does that balance that? How do you teach a person about 

anti-violence and then you put him straight back to where all the violence 
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is happening? It just doesn’t work. These are the things Corrections should 

get right otherwise the reoffending rates will just continue going up.  

Fred’s observation signifies a third concern regarding rehabilitation programmes where 

an inmate after completing the anti-violence programme is placed back into the social 

environment where violence is omnipresent and normalised. Kai confirms this concern by 

his experience of being in a Drug Treatment Programme (DTU): 

Kai: DTU programme is separated from the jail so that you don’t get 

corrupted. In that unit, you are not infected with mainstream jail and 

throughout the whole programme it’s like a whānau based programme, 

Māoritanga and all that which is good. But when you complete that 

programme you go straight back to mainstream. This tells me that 

Corrections don’t care about programmes they run.  

The same concern was emphasised by Anarina and Terina who also doubt Corrections’ 

willingness to help inmates and believe in them. It therefore appears that, according to 

Terina, Corrections’ main purpose is “to tick the boxes” (Terina), emphasising that the 

system does not really believe in inmates’ rehabilitation and transformative change that 

some programmes could bring. Kai asserts that he “felt like a statistics”, particularly in 

DTU programme: “Dudes used to say that Corrections get like 20k or 25k for every 

inmate that goes to DTU programme. I don’t know if that’s true but once I heard that I 

realised that it must have been part of the reason why they always try to force you to do 

the DTU programme”, says Kai, emphasising that “all of the sudden everyone has to do 

DTU programme” (Kai). Because of the lack of understanding and belief in inmates 

Anarina addresses Department of Corrections with the following words: 

Anarina: If you are going to do these programmes at least give a shit about 

what you are doing with these people because they are people. They are not 

animals, they are people. They are already stuck in a jail, in a place where 

they feel like they lost everything. 

Although many inmates see rehabilitation programmes as a pathway to freedom Kai 

emphasises that this does not mean that an inmate will actually be released after a third of 

his or her sentence. On the contrary, most inmates do at least half of their sentence even 

though they completed programmes. Kai tells the story of his incarcerated brother and 

how he was denied parole although he completed a couple of programmes and did not 

make trouble during his time in prison: 
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Kai: He needed to achieve everything they required of him on this form 

where Corrections specify and set up the whole sentence plan for him. They 

set him a whole plan and he goes and achieves everything. He then goes to 

the parole board and gets denied. When they denied him his parole I felt 

like that Corrections didn’t believe in their own structures. They don’t 

believe in their own rehabilitation programmes because if they did they 

should let him out. They made him wait another year and after that they put 

him on parole.       

All ex-inmates who participated in the research also emphasised that inmates who are in 

remand (waiting for trial or sentence) are left without any help or rehabilitation 

programme. This particularly affects inmates from a lower socio-economic background 

who cannot afford a lawyer and are more likely to stay in remand while waiting for trial. 

According to Kai, 

It is ridiculous because down in Mount Eden, which is a remand jail, you 

are actually not allowed to do courses. They send inmates to one-day 

courses and then they sign them off. All these courses that Serco is doing 

mean nothing. And some people are in remand for a year or more before 

they get sentenced. In that year or year and a half you can’t do any 

rehabilitative courses because you are not sentenced. So people are sitting 

in Serco remand, waiting on verdict. In that year you should be able to try 

and at least attend some courses. I believe everyone should have a right to 

try and make the make the best possible outcome for your first parole 

hearing.  

The cycle of incarceration: reincarceration and the failure of integration 

Reintegration, to me? There’s no reintegration in this society. The only 

reintegration policy is the probation officer monitoring you, that’s about it 

(Fred, an ex-inmate). 

If there is a variety of rehabilitation programmes and courses in prisons that try to prepare 

inmates for everyday struggles after they are released back into communities, the support 

from the state decreases when the person is on parole or after the sentence time is 

completed. Ex-inmates in this research emphasise that conditions of the parole signify an 

important responsibility they worry about, particularly because of strict conditions that, 

for example, prohibit any association or contact with gang members. This is often 

impossible because some of inmates’ family members – at least one is enough – are 

associated with gangs. The breach of parole conditions can therefore already occur when 
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a person arrives home or when the extended family meet for special occasions such as 

birthdays or Christmas. But participants also assert other structural constraints that have a 

critical impact on reoffending or reincarceration, signifying the cycle of incarceration and 

the failure of (re)integration into society: such examples include society’s stigma of being 

incarcerated, inability to get a job with a criminal record, precarious housing, the 

inefficient welfare system (particularly WINZ), the lack of state support to address the 

accumulation of disadvantage and intergenerational trauma of colonialism, and, 

consequently, the ongoing interplay of the violence and carceral continuum. The latter 

particularly applies to broken or unhealthy relationships, accompanied by various forms 

of deprivation and dispossession, that often leads to domestic violence, petty crime and 

other forms of reoffending. 

Media outlets that often reproduce penal populism and sensationalise violence and crime 

connected to Māori (McCreanor et al., 2014; Rankine et al., 2014) do not help inmates in 

their reintegration into society. The effects of media’s dehumanisation of already 

marginalised people leads to exaggerated fear among the public and, consequently, a 

stigma that arises on a societal level. Emma observes that stigma attached to inmates 

appears as a critical reason in relation to reoffending:   

Emma: A lot of our people have come out with a willingness to live a 

peaceful life and some have big dreams too. They want to do teaching or 

help in the community but because of their criminal conviction they are not 

able to do that. So a lot of our people have been pushed further out and have 

been marginalised even further. We see on a daily basis how they are forced 

into marginalisation because of the stigma that is around them. They are 

trying to make a life for themselves but people don’t want them. 

Getting a job with a criminal record is a difficult task. Based on their experience, Terina, 

Kai, Fred, Anarina and Manaia all emphasise the same issue. This particularly applies to 

deprived areas where non-precarious jobs are almost non-existent even for those who do 

not have a criminal record. Ex-inmates therefore often rely on members of their social 

network (mostly family members) in order to find a job or get some financial support. On 

the other hand, ex-inmates who do not have that support are put into extremely difficult 

position where making money illegally represents the only way to survive. Either way, 

because of a person’s social capital in a deprived area that includes people who are 

making significant amounts of money illegally, it is more likely that an ex-inmate will go 

back to illegitimate activities as a survival mechanism. For example, according to Terina:     
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All the other times I came out of prison it has always been the same, like, 

it’s always a struggle to provide enough money for your children, yourself. 

So it has always been a struggle to readjust to society, getting your feet back 

on the ground, you know. Financially, it’s a challenge because the pay you 

get is not enough to survive. Not only that, it’s hard to get a job in the first 

place. Trying to get employment after you get out of prison is not easy so 

it’s quite a struggle getting out of prison (Terina). 

Unaffordable housing in New Zealand, and especially in Auckland (Howden-Chapman, 

2015), has been inseparably connected to inmates’ struggle to start over. Not having a 

stable and affordable home, precarious housing has signified a significant element in the 

existential struggle and decisions to make money illegally: “In my third prison released 

conditions I was released into a boarding house where I stayed for two weeks and then I 

got my own place. I was living on 20 dollars a week after paying my rent. I was not able 

to provide for my family so that drove me to reoffend anyway”, says Terina, illuminating 

that financial struggle alone (not to mention the issue of the unhealed violence 

continuum) may lead people to reoffend. After her fourth and recent prison lag Terina has 

been trying very hard to get a legal job but at the time of the interview (three months after 

she was released) she was still struggling to find it. Because she has been in prison four 

times, which has had significant impact on her children, Terina has been doing her best 

not to go back into her old lifestyle and make money illegally: 

Terina: all other times, to be totally honest, I sold drugs straightaway. That 

was the only way to survive. This time is not really different; I don’t sell 

drugs or anything because my mentality is changed now and I really don’t 

want to go back to prison. I just try and cope with what we have and live 

simple now.  

However, it continues to be a struggle for Terina and her children and she wishes that the 

state could provide some help or programmes in the first months after release. She is 

struggling with precarious housing (moving with her children from one place to another) 

and her applications for a Housing New Zealand state house have been rejected 

continually: “I think with Housing New Zealand, if you’ve been in the prison for drugs 

they won’t give you a house”, says Terina, emphasising another structural constraint that 

she is facing. The criminal record limits a person not only with jobs but also with getting 

a subsidised place to stay or even merely to rent an apartment without state support. 

Rehabilitation programmes and work skills’ qualifications that Terina obtained in the 

prison therefore do not have any value and effect in real life. As participants assert, ex-
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inmates have very limited or no opportunities to be integrated into the society. The only 

reintegration policy, as Terina, Anarina and Fred assert, is the probation officer: 

Terina: I report once a fortnight but there is nothing in between, like, I don’t 

get no programmes, there is nothing that could help. I’ve been out for twelve 

weeks and there has been nothing in placement for me. So I’m still not doing 

any other courses or anything, just report to the probation officer once a 

fortnight. 

Anarina: There’s nothing after they come out. If they are paroled after they 

do their sentence they get none, nothing. You get some money to survive 

the first few weeks but that’s about it. They get nothing, they get no support. 

Unless you are addicted to something you get absolutely no support. If you 

breach your bail conditions you get sent back inside anyway. The only 

support that you really get is your parole officer and they just check on you 

depending on where your life is. So none. Your family supports you when 

you get out but many don’t have that support either. 

Towards the end of her last lag, Terina was working in prison. She loved the job and 

because of her hard work officials told her that there is an opportunity to continue the 

same type of job after she is released: “I really enjoyed it because it was the first real job I 

ever had. But when I got released the job wasn’t there. They haven’t provided anything, 

not even this time” (Terina). Manaia who witnessed many members of her whānau going 

through the same path, asserts that the state complies with media’s neoliberal 

dehumanisation of ‘human waste’ (as they portray Māori and other people on the margin). 

Lived experiences demonstrate that the state leaves inmates to swim or sink after they are 

released from the prison:  

Manaia: The right help is not there. They don’t rehabilitate them in jail 

because they keep reoffending. I also don’t believe that there is enough 

support for them when they come out. When they come out they can only 

sink or swim as best as they can but a lot of them do tend to sink because 

they have no idea how to get on track. Like, when someone comes out after 

8-year lag that society is changed so it’s really hard for them. Many of them 

freak out so they go back inside because they are lost. 

Another example of the level of care towards ex-inmates is Kai’s story about his co-

inmate from the same unit who was released after a long lag. Kai was surprised to find 

out that Corrections dropped his co-inmate off outside of SkyCity, the largest 

entertainment complex in Auckland: 
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Kai: I couldn’t believe it, they just dropped them off outside of SkyCity. 

You don’t drop off a maximum prisoner in the front of casino, like, to a 

situation like that. He just came from D block. I just couldn’t understand 

them for leaving him there, you know, try to take him home. He said he 

almost had a fight straightaway. He calmed himself down but still, I don’t 

understand Corrections and people there what they were thinking. 

If Kai’s example may be understood as a mistake made by Corrections, examples of 

structural constraints inmates face when they come out expose a systemic lack of help and 

contradictions of the system as such. Fred explains: 

The biggest struggle for them is the little things, like opening bank accounts, 

getting IDs, getting recognised as being part of the society. And it is 

frustrating because when you get out you get what it’s called ‘the steps to 

freedom money’, that is the money you get when you get released, it’s 350 

dollars. They got that money and went to WINZ and were told “Yes, it 

doesn’t matter that you just got out, you’ve got the stand down period with 

three to four weeks.” So here we have a released inmate, 350 dollars that 

should last for three to four weeks until they will be on their benefit. That 

was frustrating for them, especially for my son who was trying to build a 

relationship back with his partner and child. So there are a lot of challenges: 

getting an IRD number, you know, all that stuff, and, yes, frustrations, no 

vehicle, trying to get transport. These are basic things, things that we take 

for granted in everyday lives but this is what inmates have to learn to do. 

And when they ask for assistance from WINZ they are told ‘yes, we can 

help you but you need to show us this, you need a letter from that’, you 

know, and that’s just more frustrations for them (Fred).  

The low amount of ‘the steps to freedom money’ (that amount would barely cover a one-

week rent for a one-bedroom apartment in Auckland) and the inefficient welfare system 

whose case officers continually demonstrate their lack of compassion and unconditional 

solidarity (Hodgetts et al., 2017) are causing many frustrations and feelings of despair 

among released inmates. In their first weeks after the release – when they are most 

vulnerable – they are required to navigate social services while waiting almost a month 

for the first benefit to be deposited in their bank account. Because of the inefficient 

welfare system many inmates therefore have to find money illegally in order to get by. 

Early reoffending is accompanied by another contradiction that happens when paroled ex-

inmate visits his or her probation officer. This is the time where an ex-inmate meets other 

paroled persons (before or after the meeting) that he or she knows from the prison or 

deprived area. Being vulnerable and in financial distress, reconnecting and going back to 
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the old track becomes a very possible scenario. Or, as illustratively explained by Fred 

whose sons also went through the same process: 

Fred: If I wasn’t there to guide my kids, my boys, I think they would just 

have caught up with old mates. They would look elsewhere where they can 

get some finance. And this is what happens with most of reoffenders: they 

get released to these marginalised areas and they have to wait three to four 

weeks for their first benefit. They would give most of these 350 dollars to 

their partners and kids because that is how they feel. Once you are released 

you feel “She is there, here, have the most of this money” but then a week 

later, two weeks later, you’re still waiting for WINZ [first benefit]. Now 

you are starting to look elsewhere to look for some money. You run into 

friends. If you would have money in your pocket and you run into a friend 

and your friend says “bro, I know how to get to earn, do you want some 

money?”, you’d say, “No, I’m all good, I’ve got some money”. But when 

you don’t have money, man, you are just like “Oh, yes, bro, I’m keen”.  

It starts there and the funniest thing about the reoffending rates I will always 

be amused is about when you leave jail, one of conditions is that you are 

not allowed to associate with any other criminal or gang member. But when 

you’re released you have to report to your probation officer within 48 hours. 

You rock up to the probation office to see him or her but then on the way 

there you see dozens of your ex-inmates from jail, they are all visiting their 

probation officer too. And as soon as you sit down, and this happened to 

me, he said “Hey, bro, how is it going, when did you come out?”, “I just 

came out couple days ago, what about you?”, “I’ve been out one month. 

Give me your number”. Right there you are starting, you are already 

connecting with other people. So a week later when you haven’t got any 

money, two weeks you still don’t have any money, you look up to that 

number that your bro gave you. You call, “Hey, bro, what are you up to, it’s 

Fred”. “Hey, bro, come around, it’s all good”. The rest is history, you are in 

again. 

In a previous chapter, Fred explained how young and first offenders have to comply to the 

rules of the game set up by gangs in order to get by in jail. Many Māori inmates therefore 

become gang associates while they are in prison. Thus, it is the prison environment that 

decisively introduces the world of crime to young and first offenders. When they come 

out, many of them become part of the criminal world although they were not part of it 

before their first lag. In other words, it is the prison as a social institution that breeds 

crime and violence. Fred also emphasises that “a lot of young people are getting pulled 

into this life through glamour, like cars, gold chains and being able to get this designer 
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stuff. That’s what drives them into that world as well” (Fred). Particularly for youth, 

showing your status signifies an important part of action and response to structural 

marginalisation.  

The lack of state support, accompanied by society’s stigma, unhealed trauma and 

continued structural violence (e.g. poverty), drives many ex-inmates to reoffend. This 

often signifies the only way to get by, particularly because of the continuum of violence 

that was never addressed, challenged and healed (on the contrary, the prison amplified it). 

Thus, the accumulation of disadvantage, along with everyday struggles, social 

dispositions (habitus) and people’s responses to structural constraints of social relations in 

deprived areas, continues to be in the making. This process once again demonstrates the 

normalising effect of Māori hyper-incarceration where it appears normal that so many 

people from the same ethnicity and social class are apprehended, charged, incarcerated 

and then left alone to swim or sink in a society that marginalises them. Changing a 

lifestyle and start over in order to ‘contribute to society’ or just be part of it therefore 

represents an impossible task for most ex-inmates. According to Manaia and Anarina, 

Manaia: When he was finally released [one of her family members], which 

is only few years ago, you could also see that he was worse. Today, he is, 

well, he is not working, he is not doing what he said he will do. He is a P 

addict and he’s running one of the gang’s chapters.    

Anarina: In the case of my cousin, I think it was six months or maybe 

quicker when he was back in the streets selling dope. That was all he knew 

‘cause in prison they don’t teach you shit. That’s the thing, my biggest 

question [to the state] is why are you taking them from society? Choice? 

They are accountable, they might get a job and then what? The thing is that 

they come back worse than before. They come out with new ways of 

causing crime. In jail, they are talking to other people about it. Younger 

ones are coming out more violent. How is that fixing anything?   

For the first generation of incarcerated urban Māori, being institutionalised left 

everlasting consequences and trauma in their lives. Being violent and taking care of 

themselves and their families through illegal activities became the world they know. 

Their children who are now adults were socialised to the environment of the carceral and 

violence continuum (the context created by the state) and many of them ended up in 

prisons, brawls, domestic violence situations and so on. Fred began to see his prison lags 

as part of his job, an inevitable part of being in the criminal world. Because that was the 
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only world he knew he and his mates never understood an imperative of being 

reintegrated back into society. They had been denied ever become part of it:       

Fred: When you get out you just carry on [with criminal activities] and if 

you are a gang member when you get out, that’s what happens, you just go 

there. I guess, for me remembering back then, I was like, how do you 

become part of the society, how is that possible? And if I think back about 

how that is done, it was always about employment, getting a job. Well, for 

guys like me who came through the process of state wards and boys’ homes 

and borstals and jail, there is actually no comprehension, if you like, have 

no understanding of that work ethic is and of the work habit and of paying 

taxes, you know. We didn’t understand what the hell is that, it was never 

taught to us.  

Māori prison scholars, experts and community workers have been calling for 

transformative change of the criminal justice system for decades now. However, the state 

has been unwilling to leave the space for Māori self-determination, particularly in relation 

to solutions and programmes developed by Māori experts and Moana Jackson’s (1988; 

2018) calls for an alternative Māori justice system. The violence continuum in Māori 

households that has been in the making and fuelled by structural violence where the state 

holds the main responsibility (particularly as the holder of meta-capital) is therefore 

continuing at this very moment. This process can also be observed through symbolic 

gestures such as the Government’s unwillingness to allow inmates their right to vote. 

Although the Sixth Labour Government (2017-) acknowledged the issue of Māori 

incarceration and promised to reduce incarceration rates they continued to deny inmates 

the universal human right to vote (Awatere-Huata, 2019). Also, as emphasised by Juan 

Tauri in the interview for this research, because Māori have represented more than half of 

the prison population for three decades now, this resulted in doubts of many Māori and 

non-Māori – from prison scholars to ex-inmates – that the state is willing to accept 

significant changes in order to unmake Māori hyper-incarceration. Anarina, Emma and 

Terina therefore observe that: 

Anarina: The whole system is fraud. People who are going in are coming 

out worse, they are not coming out any better so I don’t know what’s the 

point of sending them to jail or what’s the point of keeping them away from 

us. They come out worse and then they’re out with the same people, in the 

same place, with the same problems … Young ones come out power 

tripping, they have this gangsta ideal. My brother is going to get remand 

and I know that he is going to be worse than he was before.  
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Emma: They keep going back to recidivist offending. We don’t have enough 

support systems for our people. They’re coming out and they have to do all 

these steps. But the transition between steps and the money they have is too 

long. They have to wait too long before they get something from WINZ. 

We often pay rent for them because they are without any money. There’s 

not enough support for out people so they end up stealing, reoffending and 

they have to go back in. Also, a lot of our people are addicts but we don’t 

have proper programmes for them. 

Terina: Nothing has changed, everything is still the same, everyone is still 

doing the same thing and there’s no support. This is my first time that I 

actually want to change my life. Every other time that I came out I just got 

back into the same thing. These last few months has been a struggle and a 

challenge.  

A year after that interview I found out that Terina is back in the criminal world. She was 

trying for more than a year to find a job and organise her life in a ‘straight’ way. Kai 

reoffended and is back in the prison. While Kauri and Fred have managed to change their 

lives and are today helping people in need, a couple of Anarina’s and Manaia’s family 

members were sent to prison, among those two for the first time.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter we analysed the third dimension of the making of Māori hyper-

incarceration, its normalisation. From the intergenerational impact of incarceration and 

the process of accommodating and internalising the prison, to rehabilitation programmes 

and the failure of integration, Māori hyper-incarceration became embedded and taken for 

granted. Because research participants focused on structural issues of normalisation rather 

than ideological components such as representations of Māori and crime in the media we 

have left the issue of normalisation through ideological state apparatuses for another 

research project. Also, there has been a significant research undertaken in relation to this 

issue, particularly in relation to racial stereotypes, forced identities and symbolic violence 

(Wall, 1997; McIntosh, 2005; Nairn et al., 2012; McCreanor et al., 2014). 

The consequences of the carceral and violence continuum have signified various social 

harm issues: from domestic violence and broken relationships to lag-on-lag cycle of 

incarceration. According to Anarina,  
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I think that the system fell apart, especially in the way that they [the state] 

don’t understand what is going on. They don’t give a shit about what is 

happening to us, they don’t give a shit what is happening to families; they 

only give a shit what they are doing. They put our people inside and they 

don’t think about consequences that are happening to all of us.   

We analysed in this chapter how prison becomes the unremarked social institution, 

particularly in deprived areas. With violence representing the person’s main social and 

cultural capital to get by and/or to gain respect, the violence continuum fuelled by 

structural violence, racism and its accumulation of disadvantage becomes a normalised 

part of many whānau. Rules and structural constraints in the prison decisively strengthen 

this process, resulting in developing social dispositions with automatic or habitual 

responses, perceptions and activities centred around violence. Consequently, inmates 

become caught in the process and condition of the carceral continuum where the sense of 

the game in prison or outside of it does not differ anymore. For some, this leads to a lag-

on-lag cycle of incarceration where the prison becomes the long-term place to be:     

Kai: You have inmates who are there all the time. They go from sentence 

to sentence, they finish their whole sentence, like two and a half years, one 

year, but when they finish that sentence they stay in ‘cause they have 

external charges outside. So they go from sentence straight back to remand 

and then just through the same process again: remand, court, sentence, 

remand, court, sentence. They just keep getting charges, like, from the stuff 

they do in jail, more charges and so on. That’s why they say lags on lags.  

Considering the history of colonisation or the structure of economic, political and cultural 

dispossession, along with the neo-colonial dispossession since urbanisation and the 

current neoliberal enthusiasm of warehousing the ‘surplus’ population, Anarina asserts 

that “jails are seen as a necessity, they are seen as the future for my people. One person at 

least in your family is going to end up in jail” (Anarina). Kim Workman further asserts 

that the “prison is the cause of crime. We have to understand that because the more times 

you put people into the prison, the more likely they will reoffend. We just have to avoid 

the concept of the prison” (Kim). Therefore, the systematic exclusion of people from 

society through targeted incarceration not only demonstrates the dark side of New 

Zealand’s past and present but the ongoing state’s process of dehumanisation where the 

mana and dignity of whole Māori families are continually damaged:   

Emma: They [the government and members of the colonial-settler society] 

choose to live in fear and they choose to protect themselves over the well-
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being of our people. I understand it but I absolutely detest it because that 

means that it takes the humanity out of our people. You know, people are 

talking that they have a job to do, well, fuck the job, you know, what about 

being a human being? I think the system is there mostly to protect 

themselves. To protect the community? I don’t think so. They make it look 

like they are protecting the community but, really, they are protecting 

themselves. 

As Tame Iti emphasises, “the prison itself breeds more anger, more violence.” It is “no 

place to be for any human being” (Tame). 
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Chapter 6: Unmaking the Māori hyper-incarceration 

and violence continuum 

The making or unmaking Māori hyper-incarceration: a political 

decision 

To this end the oppressors attempt to destroy in the oppressed their quality 

as “considerers” of the world. Since the oppressors cannot totally achieve 

this destruction, they must mythicize the world. In order to present for the 

consideration of the oppressed and subjugated a world of deceit designed to 

increase their alienation and passivity, the oppressors develop a series of 

methods precluding any presentation of the world as a problem [but] as 

something given – something to which people, as mere spectators, must 

adapt (Paolo Freire, 2005 [1970], p. 139). 

In this thesis we demonstrated that the hyper-incarceration of Māori represents one of the 

most critical social issues in Aotearoa New Zealand. Our investigation shows that the 

issue of incarceration is inseparably connected to structural violence that continuously 

translates into the everyday continuum of violence within communities and whānau. The 

making of Māori hyper-incarceration signifies both a condition and a process of creating, 

experiencing and normalising incarceration of Māori in New Zealand society. It produces 

the violence continuum and certain social dispositions where imprisonment and violence 

are normalised, taken for granted and central parts of life course for marginalised peoples.  

The main conceptual argument in the thesis focused on the violence continuum or how 

violence has been produced and reproduced by targeted incarceration. Nevertheless, 

considering the historical context and lived experience of incarceration, Māori hyper-

incarceration appears distinctive in relation to the hyper-incarceration of targeted 

communities in the United States or Australia. Although examples of hyper-incarceration 

share many common elements, particularly in relation to the liminal boundary between 

the prison and deprived community (revealing the broader impact of imprisonment), 

Māori hyper-incarceration carries social implications that can be understood in particular 

historical, political and cultural context. This include a distinctive trajectory of 

relationships between the settler-colonial state and Indigenous peoples, or, specifically, in 
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relation to targeted incarceration of Māori communities in both urban and rural milieu. 

Because of a tribal structure and whānau that are central in te ao Māori (as highly 

collective groups), this means that hyper-incarceration and the violence continuum result 

in systemic and systematic destruction of whakapapa, a destruction of relationships that 

are crucial for Māori. The hyper-incarceration destroys mana motuhake, Māori autonomy, 

their identity.  

The society without prisons – or even imagining the world without them – is therefore a 

very difficult task. Because of embedded neo-colonial imaginaries, ideologies and social 

dispositions, it appears easier to convince ourselves that we live in a harmonious society. 

In this symbolic delusion, every eruption of reality through critical voices may appear as 

a mistake, a deviation from the norm. Through symbolic violence, the holders of 

symbolic power continue to impose norms, categories and classifications that habitually 

misrecognise structural violence and its reproduction of the violence continuum.  

Thus, for many in New Zealand, including many who have been incarcerated, the 

overrepresentation of Māori in the criminal justice system appears as something given, 

normal or even natural. In the mainstream media, members of the public might see TV 

shows where Māori are disproportionately represented as offenders. They might have 

read an article from a ‘high-profile’ criminologists or psychologists, as the media and the 

state habilitate selected organic intellectuals, who systematically blame Māori for issues 

regarding crime and incarceration while ignoring or downplaying the historical context 

and structural analysis. In school, they might learn history from a monocultural point of 

view, celebrating developments of a settler society while not reflecting on or critically 

discussing the structure of dispossession that provided resources and conditions for this 

‘success’. The myth of New Zealand as an egalitarian society, a heaven on Earth or 

Godzone (Mitchell, 1972), built on peaceful colonisation and harmonious race relations, 

might further convince a person to perceive Māori incarceration as something that relates 

to individual troubles, poverty (with an assumption that Māori themselves are responsible 

for their socio-economic situation) or even cultural heritage and practice. These myths 

that represent itself in images of a post-racist harmonious society and neoliberal illusion 

of the same-playing-field have been nurturing the long trajectory of racism, conditional 

solidarity and exclusion that signify constitutive parts of colonial-settler societies 

(Jackson, 2004; Majavu, 2017; Galic, 2019). Anarina and Manaia both emphasise that the 
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most concerning outcome of Māori hyper-incarceration can be observed when Māori 

themselves internalise forced identities and when the prison becomes a normalised social 

institution in the community. It becomes a part of people’s internalised social 

dispositions, the significant part of their lives.  

This thesis demonstrated a long trajectory of structural violence against Māori in New 

Zealand and, consequently, the process and conditions of the making of Māori hyper-

incarceration and the violence continuum. Considering historical and structural factors in 

the relationship between Māori and the state we argue that Māori hyper-incarceration is a 

political decision and not an individual or even a cultural problem. But if the making of 

Māori hyper-incarceration suggests a central role of the state – particularly because of its 

monopoly over symbolic, social, economic and cultural capital – this also means that the 

state carries the ability and power to unmake it. This does not presuppose the state as the 

only agent in transformative change of the criminal justice system but mostly as a 

responsible partner who respects freedom and constraints in a bi-national partnership. In 

other words, respecting Treaty obligations between Māori and the Crown (Te Tiriti o 

Waitangi) that entail the Māori right for self-determination, the transformative change of 

the criminal justice system is not only viable but, rather, a necessity in order to 

acknowledge the historical trauma of colonialism and to respect the partnership. Or, as 

Emma asserts, “a lot could be done if the state would respect the Treaty and the Māori 

right for self-determination” (Emma).  

Although Māori communities have been strongly affected by the structure of 

dispossession and its continued structural violence, their fight for humanity and self-

determination – a struggle without end (Walker, 1990) – has been opening 

epistemological and ontological frames of aroha (love) and unconditional solidarity. 

There are many Māori prison experts – scholars, community workers and ex-inmates – 

who have developed theories for explaining Māori over-incarceration, and who have also 

developed or are developing programmes to challenge the carceral and violence 

continuum that confronts the Māori community. Research participants – from ex-inmates 

and family members of currently incarcerated Māori to prison scholars – offer a wide 

array of suggestions and solutions. They would like to be heard. This concluding chapter 

therefore tries to seek and emphasise positive contributions and possible solutions for 

unmaking Māori hyper-incarceration.  
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In the past few years, a gradual change in the sphere of New Zealand politics where 

certain politicians began to publicly acknowledge the issue of Māori incarceration and, as 

holders of meta-capital in the Government, demonstrated a willingness to address this 

issue (Emanuel, 2018), have been welcomed among prison experts and community 

workers. Nevertheless, according to Juan Tauri [interview], the optimism for 

transformative change of the criminal justice system should be accompanied by caution, 

particularly because of the history of unfulfilled promises from various governments to 

reduce the prison population and develop structural reforms across multiple fields of the 

state (from social welfare, education, labour market, to the criminal justice system). In the 

current period (2018-2019), this can be observed in the contradictory position of the state 

where the Minister of Justice opens new forums and research groups for discussion about 

issues and solutions regarding Māori incarceration, after he courageously shifts a 

discourse from penal populism into responsible discussion about social issues in the 

country, but, at the same time, continues to reject a human right of inmates to vote (even 

after a court decision in favour of this right was made). However, a public 

acknowledgment to address the issue of Māori hyper-incarceration has become possible 

through decades-long sustained work of Māori public intellectuals – from Moana 

Jackson, Kim Workman, Annette Sykes and Tracey McIntosh, to new Māori led prison 

abolitionist groups and youth leaders such as Emilie Rakete and Julia Whaipooti. The 

work of non-Māori allies in this area also need to be recognised such as the important 

work that Elizabeth Stanley has done in terms of revealing the disastrous impact of state 

care on Māori communities and the role it played in later forms of incarceration (2016) 

and her critical work on human rights and incarceration (2018).   

The significant increase in public forums around issues of decarceration opens new 

possibilities to challenge and unmake Māori hyper-incarceration, along with creating 

greater levels of personal and community well-being. This chapter, thus, focuses on 

Māori centred responses that call for transformative change of the criminal justice system 

and Māori self-determination, encouraging whānau and communities to flourish. A 

discussion about solutions both paraphrases and directly cites ideas and suggestions 

offered by Māori prison scholars, ex-inmates and family members who participated in 

this research.      
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What could make a difference? From the state to community and 

whānau 

The state 

In chapters three and four we illustrated the outcomes of institutionalisation in the past – 

from boys’ and girls’ homes to borstals and prisons – that have created significant trauma 

in people’s lives. We concluded that they created conditions for the violence continuum 

to thrive. Research participants emphasise that institutionalisation of people who are 

already marginalised is not the solution to problems of poverty. On the contrary, the 

imprisonment exaggerates and exacerbates social harms. In other words, 

institutionalisation and incarceration signify the critical cause for social harm and creates 

and reproduces trauma (Lily). Prison breeds violence, as we illustrated in chapters four 

and five, and people are coming out worse than they were on entering prison (Anarina). 

Targeted incarceration is therefore not the answer to social harms nor the related risk-

based paradigm. Numerous experiences demonstrate that Māori hyper-incarceration 

destroys individuals, families and communities (Kai, Niko et al.). 

The first step towards the unmaking of Māori hyper-incarceration is therefore the state’s 

acknowledgment of its historical role in the making of the violence continuum and Māori 

incarceration. Kim Workman suggests that the state should “address tino rangatiratanga 

and acknowledge that, historically, the state has not empowered Māori. There is a need to 

rethink policies on a state level and allow Māori to bring changes for themselves” (Kim). 

Emma emphasises that “the state needs to recognise injustices” (Emma), whereas Fred 

asserts that holders of meta-capital should honour the Treaty and that “the state should fix 

what they created” (Fred). As Kim, Emma, Fred and other research participants strongly 

assert, it should be Māori that lead the process of transformative change and find 

solutions for matters that concern Māori communities. In other words, along with the 

political decision to end targeted incarceration, institutional racism and the accumulation 

of disadvantages, the state should honour Māori self-determination to develop and run 

policies and programmes in relation to Māori incarceration. Or, in Paora’s and Fred’s 

words,   

Paora: The state should step back and leave Māori to have an active role 

and support them. The greatest barrier to that is the state’s lack of 
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accountability and responsibility. Corrections should stop with propaganda 

and tell the truth about their programmes: that they are not working … 

Imprisonment problem could be solved in a way Māori did with education 

and Māori language.  

Fred: The state should focus on fixing social harm problems. Over the years 

I heard people saying that Māori should be dealing with their own problems, 

you know, with the settlement money iwi are getting. Yes, iwi should be 

more involved. But, mainly, it is the state that created social harms, 

including Māori incarceration, so the state should fix that up. And, at the 

same time, they should respect the Treaty and finally give Māori a chance 

to run solutions … I just find that the whole punitive approach by the state 

has been leading to more imprisonment of our people. I think the state 

approach should not be ‘let’s build more prisons in the future because our 

research tells us we are going to have ten thousand inmates by this year’. 

Rather, let’s try another approach, let Māori decide what is best for them 

because nothing has been working for the last twenty, thirty years. Teaching 

inmates more work skills is not going to help them, they know that. It has 

to be something different, something radical, something new, you know, 

which I hope we can create. 

New ways of coping with issues of wrongdoings, reoffending and the violence continuum 

presupposes the shift from a Western-based monocultural paradigm to acknowledging 

knowledges that have their roots in the Pacific where Aotearoa New Zealand 

geographically and culturally also belongs. The issue of self-determination and Māori 

control of resources and decision making is crucial. Māori scholars, ex-inmates and 

family members strongly assert that programmes and policies based on behavioural 

psychology and similar Western impositions do not work for Māori, Pasifika and many 

other peoples. Paora argues that the psychological perspective that stays within epistemic 

frames of offender/victim dichotomy, and that sees the offender as a person who lacks the 

capacity to differentiate between right and wrong, has exposed itself as a failed paradigm. 

Māori reoffending rates did not decline and rehabilitation programmes did not ‘cure’ 

inmates of criminality (Tauri and Webb, 2012). Narratives from ex-inmates confirm 

Paora’s observation (chapter 5). Kai emphasises that the “Corrections steal your soul” 

(Kai), pointing out the rules of the game in the prison that reproduce more violence and 

dispossess Māori both existentially and ontologically. Kai observes that because of 

Corrections’ one-dimensional understanding of offending and Māori many Māori (and 

Pasifika) often do the whole lag rather than follow the instructions from Corrections in 

terms of their rehabilitation and well-being (Kai).   
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Juan Tauri emphasises that “the racist way how governmental agencies develop crime 

control policies, along with social and economic policies, need to be changed” (Juan). 

This includes political decisions regarding over-policing and over-surveillance of 

deprived areas, racial profiling by the police and the question of monocultural or 

bicultural relationship within the social field of the criminal justice system. Possessing the 

means of symbolic power, particularly in relation to state funding and recognition of 

various individuals and community justice groups, the state also carries the responsibility 

to include voices – particularly from the margin – that have been unheard or ignored in 

policymaking decisions. The need for those with lived experience to bring their expertise 

to the policy and practice arena has been a theme that has emerged strongly in this 

research. Tauri also alerts us to indigenization of the criminal justice system, the fact that 

an increasing number of Māori police officers or wardens cannot be a solution (as it was 

the practice in past decades) because they are incorporated into the very same 

conservative system where its main agents are not willing to address issues that expose 

the historical faults of state’s institutions and their role in the making of Māori hyper-

incarceration. Employing more Māori in these institutions or even maorifying prisons as 

such (Whaipooti, 2018) works either to redirect attention away from the system, or to 

justify arguments that defend it. Manaia, a family member of incarcerated whānau, 

identifies the same problem: “a lot of Māori are working for probation now but it’s still 

under a Pākehā structure”, says Manaia, emphasising the need for radical structural 

change, including a state’s financial scheme that would help people in need: 

“Marginalised communities are suffering and they need financial help to create 

something. But no one sees them. It’s so hard to get funding to do something so 

everything stays the same. You feel that your own government fails you” (Manaia).  

In previous chapters we highlighted everyday struggles inmates face when they come out 

of prison such as the low amount of ‘steps to freedom’ money, the lack of after-lag 

programmes and slow or inefficient welfare system. All research participants emphasise 

that there is not enough state support when people come out of prison. They call for 

redirecting state funding that would ensure efficient and Māori-led programmes for 

recently released Māori inmates. On a broader structural level, the state also holds 

responsibility for ensuring decent and affordable housing for all of its citizens. Terina, 

who has been dealing with everyday struggles (particularly existential) after she was 
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released from prison, emphasises that the state should provide or at least help ex-inmates 

with housing and jobs: 

Terina: You do courses [in the prison] which you have to do because it’s 

part of our conditions. But you don’t learn anything you haven’t already 

learnt, you don’t gain anything. The state didn’t provide housing, they 

didn’t provide anything. The main concern when you get out of prison is 

housing and job but they don’t help with any of that.   

Terina emphasises that she would like to see more Māori supportive networks based on 

tikanga Māori but, most importantly, some sort of existential security: “just more jobs, 

more housing, especially housing. And to be more supportive. They are very harsh on 

benefits now” (Terina). Similar to Terina, Anarina points out the same issue, particularly 

in relation to the failure of (re)integration of inmates into society, both in terms of 

existential survival and emotional well-being: “They are not making them emotionally 

and mentally ready for  society”, says Anarina who is very critical towards psychology-

based rehabilitation programmes that are run in prisons: “They have programmes and 

initiatives but it’s the way they are doing it. It’s Pākehā structured and there is no essence 

in there for our people” (Anarina). Like Fred, she also points out the same contradiction 

by the state that, on the surface, tries to respect the Treaty of Waitangi (partnership with 

Māori that also applies to the issue of Māori incarceration) while building new prisons 

such as the Auckland South Corrections Facility with a capacity of one thousand inmates 

that was opened in 2015 (Ponika-Rangi, 2015). Anarina asserts that the state “should stop 

with the privatisation of prisons, like Serco” that cannot generate wealth if prisons are 

half empty (Anarina).  

Hence, all research participants assert that the state should provide essential resources for 

people to avoid existential distress or even poverty, and, in particular, to respect Māori 

self-determination in developing solutions for decarceration and healing – both in relation 

to a person who was on the receiving end of violence and the person who committed a 

wrongdoing. The need to take seriously those who have been harmed, particularly 

survivors of violence and sexual violence, is to invest in mechanisms that disrupt cycles 

of violence. Māori are over-represented in victim statistics but are largely only 

represented as offenders or perpetrators. The need to address the structural drivers of 

social harms and to resource communities to deal with these in culturally informed ways 

is to ensure that the same communities are empowered and accountable for their 
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members. Instead of current rehabilitation programmes that blend elements of tikanga 

Māori into dominant Western psychology-based approach, the state should rather ensure 

resources and financially support independent Māori-led programmes. Lily George, Kim 

Workman, Emma, Manaia, Anarina, Fred and Kauri all suggest that one of the new ways 

to respond to wrongdoings and violence continuum could be Whānau Ora – empowering 

whānau. Whānau Ora is an approach (both in policy terms and in practice) that supports 

families and whānau to achieve their life aspirations as individuals and as broader 

collectives. It places whānau at the centre of decision making in terms of their life 

planning. Presently in New Zealand, while a high profile programme coming out of a 

Māori initiative, it is still underfunded and used in a limited sense mainly in the health 

and associated social sectors.   

Whānau Ora is the most common suggestion for solutions by research participants. Seven 

participants explained their views on solutions thought this approach, whereas all 

participants (except Niko who did not talk about it) mentioned it throughout the interview 

in a very positive light. Lily George explains that the concept of Whānau Ora is 

inseparably connected to historical trauma theory and the political idea of Māori self-

determination: 

Lily: Whānau Ora focuses on empowering whānau to find their own 

solutions to whatever challenge they face. It is not about the government-

providing solutions but about supporting whānau to find their own solutions 

based on their own particular circumstances, identifying strengths within 

particular whānau and utilizing it through building on those resources. It 

identifies what is missing and then tries to find ways in which to bring what 

people need. It is about self-determination, finding our own solutions. So 

the government steps back but it provides resources we need. 

Kim Workman maintains that Whānau Ora brings changes for Māori themselves, 

particularly because it encourages people to participate with communities: “what they are 

doing, especially well-educated Māori, is committing themselves to go back to 

communities, investing more time in the community and bring changes by themselves” 

(Kim). Kim Workman notes that some of those well-educated Māori have been educated 

through lived experience. They should be able to bring the expertise of that experience to 

developing localised solutions. The work with the community often focuses on healing 

that breaks with victimisation and tries to reconcile people on both the personal and 

whānau level:  
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Lily George: One thing I really like about historical trauma theory is that it 

focuses on healing. It is a new way to talk about colonisation without casting 

ourselves as victims. The aim of historical trauma theory is to heal and 

transcend whatever trauma you experienced in your life. The focus is on 

tino rangatiratanga and self-determination of the individual, of whānau, of 

the communities and creating change so that power is located within and 

among us rather than externally. The state has a big part in it but a lot of it 

has to be about enabling us to make these changes for ourselves. It is not 

about a paternalistic attitude of doing something for you, it has to come 

within us for our people to really change. This cannot be imposed.   

The community and whānau 

As a Māori concept, Whānau Ora also addresses solutions on community and whānau 

levels. Anarina, Manaia, Kauri and Juan suggest that a critical dimension of Whānau Ora 

or Māori-led solutions is marae justice within whānau, hapū or the community. Based on 

pre-colonial or traditional Māori justice practices, marae justice – a reconciliation or 

restorative event or series of meetings in marae led by kaumatua and kuia (highly 

respected elders who are whānau and tribal members) – is based on “notions that 

responsibility [is] collective rather than individual and that redress [is] due not just to the 

victim but also to the victim’s family” (Tauri and Morris, 1997, p. 150). This paradigm is 

not caught within closed epistemic frames of offender-victim dichotomy. Rather, it 

requires deep understanding of why a person committed a wrongdoing. This is 

particularly important because the responsibility is not limited to the individual as in 

dominant Western notions of justice; namely, it is connected to the notion of collective 

responsibility. According to Juan Tauri and Allison Morris, the reasons for a person’s 

wrongdoing “lie not in the individual but in a lack of balance in the offender’s social and 

family environment. The causes of this imbalance, therefore, [have] to be addressed in a 

collective way and, in particular, the imbalance between the offender and the victim’s 

family [has] to be restored” (Ibid.). In the contemporary era, this approach was partially 

adopted by proponents of restorative justice. Nevertheless, contrary to restorative justice 

that is blended with Western notions of the criminal justice system, marae justice stands 

on independent and historically-defined foundations. It presupposes a customary and 

decision-making process led by whānau and hapū, and, most importantly, the 

participation of both the person who committed a wrongdoing and a person whose dignify 

or wairua (spirit) was damaged in event(s) of imbalance in order to restore the humanity 

and communal harmony (both between persons and in relation to whānau and the 
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community). Thus, in marae justice both the ‘offender’ and ‘victim’ are supported by 

whānau, “in which victims would have a say and which would emphasise restitution and 

community service” (Ibid., p. 154).21      

Kauri, an ex-inmate, confirms Manaia’s argument from previous chapter that elders could 

make a difference because they hold high respect in Māori communities. According to 

Kauri, elders in whānau represent people with mana and respect; for him, they are people 

for whom he holds high regard for and is often also afraid of. Kaumātua are a central part 

of whānau structure and, consequently, of the marae justice: 

Kauri: Kaumātua, that was my greatest fear, not the police, not the criminal 

justice system, not my friends. You are much more accountable in front of 

your whānau than in front of the judge that you meet for the first time … I 

think our people would benefit more of having marae justice in front of their 

own whānau. Even if it is not their own whānau, but Māori in general 

because this is how we practice justice and the types of things that we say 

and do is more about mana enhancing, being together, healing, giving back 

to the community.  

Manaia maintains that family support is the most important resource to help inmates to 

integrate back into society and that marae justice represents the main solution in 

unmaking Māori hyper-incarceration: “A lot can happen if whānau is there. They do 

change. I am a big believer that kids help too with some inmates. I’ve seen kids crying 

because dads were in prisons and mums were struggling. Lots of inmates changed when 

they came out because they love their children” (Manaia). The focus on whānau and the 

role of marae justice therefore appears as critical in future policies and a recognition of an 

alternative justice system in the country. Kauri’s positive experience with marae justice 

corroborates with that. He sees very positive outcomes both with his former co-inmates 

and his whānau:  

Kauri: It really helps because you all reconcile. And you go back to your 

people. The great thing is that a lot of families that are urban are now going 

back to where they are actually from. I went back as well, to our whānau 

and our marae. I reconnected to my kids, we talk about where we are from, 

                                                 
21 Aroha Terry was one of leading advocates and practitioner for marae justice in 1980s and 1990s. Her 

work inspired many to consider marae justice as an alternative to the dominant criminal justice system. In 

1988, Moana Jackson proposed independent marae-based Māori justice system (Jackson, 1988; Tauri, 

1996). 
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these are your tīpuna and elders, like, that person here was a great orator, 

this person here was very educated and was the minister. You see how much 

they sacrificed to keep us going and they are inspiration to you and your 

kids. So it’s not about me, it’s more about generations that are coming and 

if we teach them to have the sense of belonging and the place in the marae, 

the responsibility to be able to support Māoridom and themselves, you 

know, as whānau but also as extended whānau, the hapū, the iwi. 

In recent years, elements of Whānau Ora and marae justice have become formally 

recognised by the state. However, rather than an independent body of justice it continues 

to be part of a broader Western-based criminal justice system. Youth offences, for 

example, can be first addressed in Māori family group meetings in marae and hearings in 

the Rangatahi Youth Court but this does not mean that the person is exempted from the 

‘mainstream’ family court. Following Moana Jackson (1988; 2018), rather than blending 

or co-opting elements of Māori justice into the mainstream and still Western-based 

colonial criminal justice system we call for an independent justice system based on marae 

justice and recognition of Indigenous customary practices.   

An immediate action is needed in the transition from prison to the community. Paora 

asserts that a quality of Māori community is the level of support that is offered and the 

ability not to judge but rather to accept people back into the marae with an aim to 

establish a communal balance: “I think that one of the real advantages of Māori 

communities is to accept people back and I think that should be formalised. We should 

consider that our role isn’t just in working with people in prison but also in transition 

from prison back into communities” (Paora). This requires state recognition in terms of 

funding and Māori self-determination. Thus, rather than granting contracts and resources 

to probation services – whose work in relation to Māori is culturally inappropriate, Paora 

argues – the state could recognise the potential in Māori-led after-lag programmes. Fred’s 

idea to work on relationships rather than work skills in the prison could then continue 

after the inmate is released from the prison: 

Fred: More importantly, for me, with men inmates is, I really believe a lot 

of the challenges for them is how to be in responsible relationships. I’ve 

always thought this, you know, if our men can work on their relationships 

with their partners and with their kids, these are the people that support them 

while they are in jail, then moving forward would make easier if they would 

be able to develop good relationship with them because, you know, half of 
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our men, well, most of men that I know in jail, they have relationships 

characterised by control and coercion. 

Fred’s thought navigates a narrative into the main challenge inmates and people in 

deprived areas commonly share – a violence continuum. Namely, a lot of Māori go to 

prison because of domestic violence and other forms of physical violence. Challenging its 

continuity therefore requires not only state’s recognition of their historical role in the 

making of the violence continuum but also solutions to challenge violence on both state 

and community/whānau levels. Fred and I discussed an idea of a state-funded but Māori-

led after-lag programme that would focus on relationships in culturally appropriate 

environment where ex-inmates would spend their first months after the release. Along 

with having enough time to wait for assistance from WINZ (social welfare) or applying 

for a first job having somewhere to go would decrease the pressure to make money 

instantly on release often necessitating a reconnection with illegitimate activities. The 

envisaged programme would be led by Māori cultural experts and ex-inmates and would 

primarily include a gradual recognition of the issue of patriarchal relationships and work 

towards authentic reconciliation between men and their partners. This time could 

eventually replace a part of an inmate’s lag or the prison time completely. Instead of 

sleeping in the prison cell, along with subordinating to the rules of the game and 

reproducing the continuum of violence, a person would sleep in a marae or temporary 

Māori village where inmates would reconnect to the community, iwi, their whānau and, in 

particular, their partners and children.    

Along with the state and Māori communities, this and other similar ideas based on 

Whānau Ora presuppose stronger involvement of two critical structural agents: iwi and 

the academic field. Juan Tauri asserts that instead of corporatizing iwi and adopting 

neoliberal business models where poor people are excluded from decision making and left 

without resources, the iwi leadership should address the issue of Māori hyper-

incarceration more clearly and be committed to dealing with issues of the violence 

continuum, along with other social harms: “At the moment, most of the iwi elite is 

interested in buying properties and make investments rather than a focus on poor people 

in our communities. They need to put in place the leadership that is willing to address 

issues of drug and alcohol abuse, child and sexual abuse, domestic violence” (Juan). Juan 

further explains that the neoliberal model is often imposed from the government that 

requires iwi to follow neoliberal financial schemes and corporatize money that is granted 
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by the state. Māori communities should therefore be united in demanding self-

determination in decision making, particularly with financial redress from the state, with a 

common goal to help people who struggle the most. Fred also emphasises that iwi could 

be more involved with prisons: “It would be a great thing for iwi to be more involved. 

They should have contact with their members in jail. They could reconnect inmates with 

their iwi because, by at large, Māori that I met in jail don’t know who their family is, who 

their iwi is. And when they are released iwi could take them to their district, connect them 

with the community” (Fred). Following the Treaty obligations, thus, the state should 

financially and logistically support iwi in their involvement in the process of healing that, 

in local examples, already shows very positive results (see examples of Hoani Waititi 

Marae in West Auckland where an ex-inmate Shane White and others help recently 

released inmates, P addicts and the homeless; or Kapai Kaiti group in Gisborne where the 

Māori community fights against P addiction and the overflow of liquor stores and 

gambling places (Brown, 2016; Wrigley, 2017; Jones, 2018; Rush, 2018)). These actions, 

although very successful, continue to be underfunded or unfunded by the state.  

Identifying successful and Māori-led programmes for state’s funding requires a second 

critical dimension – a close collaboration between the academic sector and communities. 

People who advise governments in decision making and funding processes or who are 

policymakers themselves are usually those with higher education qualifications. Given 

the importance of who holds symbolic power and the influence of those who determine 

what excellence constitutes in funding decisions, it is important that academics ensure 

that the identification and development of solutions is a part of their core work. The 

academic field has failed to resist the neoliberal commodification of knowledge and the 

systematic ‘cleaning’ of critical content in public universities through subtle means such 

as rationalisation of the number of courses or by systems of measurement that privilege 

quantity over quality and discourage contents that are based on longue-durée structural 

analysis and independent research (Bourdieu, 1998, pp. 82-83). However, it continues to 

have a responsibility to the public, including Māori, in critically analysing social harm 

issues and establishing a mutual transfer of knowledge between academia and the 

community. Lily George asserts that there exists a huge division between universities and 

the community because “there is a lot of mistrust in our communities towards academics 

because people have experienced arrogance from the universities and academics who 

consider themselves to be the experts of people and communities. But they don’t 
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recognise the experts who are already there” (Lily). This objectivization of people by 

academics could be challenged by recognising decolonising methodologies (Tuhiwai 

Smith, 1999) and Indigenous criminology (Cunneen and Tauri, 2016) as starting points or 

norms in conducting the research or granting financial support from the state. The state 

should therefore encourage and support a close and long-term collaboration between local 

experts – from community workers to ex-inmates – and prison scholars from the 

academic field.       

Juan Tauri also emphasises the need for public critical intellectuals that are not afraid to 

publicly expose systemic faults such as racism in the criminal justice system or tokenised 

culturally appropriate(d) approach of state institutions (from prisons to universities) that 

do not bring transformative change. Paora, for example, asserts three elements of Māori 

research about prisons and the criminal justice system: first, Māori to define and do the 

research; second, full access to all Māori prisoners by researchers; and finally, a freedom 

to produce the findings. Juan’s and Paora’s suggestions therefore call for a transformative 

change also in the academic field. Namely, universities still signify a Western social 

institution based on particular class taste that is more conducive to strengthening the 

status quo rather than to challenging it. However, its recognition of the Education Act 

(1989) that requires that New Zealand universities accept a role as the ‘critic and 

conscience of society’ there is much far greater scope for universities to take on critical 

and revolutionary work. Moreover, we suggest a far stronger recognition and state 

funding of independent Wānanga (Māori tertiary educational and research institutions). 

Transformational aspects that are already present in Māori 

communities 

Transformational aspects that are already present in Māori communities make the process 

of unmaking of Māori hyper-incarceration a concrete and realistic goal. With Whānau 

Ora and its purpose to restore balance both individually and collectively, Māori 

communities provide the opportunity for an ex-inmate to create a new life. This does not 

necessarily mean that the same community will accept the person who committed a 

wrongdoing; it might be some other marae that will give the opportunity to heal. Either 

way, rather than individual punishment the notions of healing and communal balance 

stand on inclusion, aroha (love and compassion) and unconditional solidarity. Balanced 
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whānau is crucial in this process. According to Lily George, it is very important to have 

stable and powerful whānau that are available for their people to care and heal: “powerful 

whānau means powerful communities” (Lily). Because urbanisation cut the ties with 

whānau structure and imposed a new family structure (the nuclear family) Lily 

emphasises that it is important to restore these connections and help each other both 

spiritually and existentially. She gives an example of her sister’s moko (grandchild): 

Lily: We are all grandparents, grandmothers of this baby, that’s how we 

view it. My sister is number one nanny; that’s her role and we will not take 

that away from her. But we [whānau] are all responsible for that child. 

That’s another way when communities work well, having love and support 

that you know you can count on. Because with urbanisation, you have a 

young Māori woman meeting a young Māori man, get together, you get 

married, you have children, there is often not even your whānau around that 

you can call. So you are solo parents of those children, there’s no 

grandparents around, no aunties and uncles.   

In recent decades, many Māori from urban areas have become reconnected with their 

whānau. Because they were systemically deprived from learning a language in their 

childhood they support their children to learn Te Reo Māori – a language and the 

associated worldview – along with being together with their extended whānau. Thus, 

challenging alienation and social isolation of people living in the cities and finding 

solutions in strong connection with the community signifies a positive aspect that is 

already in motion. Fred asserts that a critical task for iwi is to make strong connections 

with urban Māori, particularly those who do not know their whakapapa (including 

children in state care), but also Māori whose whakapapa include multiple iwi or those 

who are coming from mixed ethnicities (Māori-Pasifika, Māori-Pākehā and so on). The 

development of strong urban marae is a feature of this revitalisation.  

Juan Tauri asserts that “the problem is that, by and large, Māori who go to the prison are 

from deprived communities, broken families, not from the whānau with all of its support. 

They don’t benefit from any of these positive aspects if they are left alone” (Juan). Both 

Fred and Juan therefore suggest a particular focus on most deprived sections of Māori 

communities – unemployed, gangs, working poor. Fred suggests two crucial elements: 

first, closer collaboration between gangs and iwi/community; one of the critical goals of 

this relationship would be to convince presidents of all gangs in the country to stop 

recruiting prospects in prisons. And second, Fred suggests being patient with 
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transformation based on tikanga Māori; some Māori can feel pressured to follow tikanga 

and, in some cases, can back off from their community or even migrate to Australia 

(especially those who do not know the Māori language). Although the migration 

primarily happens because of economic reasons, Fred assumes that it might also be 

connected to “the pressure of being Māori” (this was emphasised also by Anarina). 

Nevertheless, the positive aspect he identifies within this problem is that Māori living in 

Australia are coming together and practice tikanga stronger that they did in Aotearoa: 

“They are from different iwi, many of them learn Māori for the first time. There’s no 

pressure so they are doing it because they want to” (Fred). This inclusivity is also 

strongly present in ‘urban’ marae where Māori from various backgrounds are coming 

together as a ‘pan-iwi’ community. The inclusivity and patience are therefore critical in 

this process of transformation.    

Another transformational aspect that research participants emphasise is tino 

rangatiratanga (chieftainship, self-determination) within Māori communities. This 

particularly applies to iwi leaders in communities that are developing their own 

independent economic base and creating their own social services often as a part of their 

Treaty settlement process. Juan, Kim and Fred strongly support this process but, at the 

same time, they also assert that these services have to make connections with Māori 

living in urban areas. Tino rangatiratanga is also the ongoing inspiration for Paora who 

stresses the importance of historical achievements of a Māori struggle for self-

determination:  

Paora: I’m really proud of what Māori did in the 1970s. Back then, 

everything about Māori emerged in such a negative context. It was a Māori 

grassroots response to real Māori needs that changed so many things. They 

said, ‘we need to do something about it’. You know, at that time, Māori 

wasn’t a language that was taught in schools. They were no longer beaten 

for speaking it because many of us didn’t speak it anymore. The beatings 

had already worked, we had not learnt the language, my generation lost our 

language. It wasn’t part of the curriculum at universities. But those 

grassroots movements fought and achieved to have Māori language 

recognised by the state. The Parliament decided that it can be taught in 

schools. Māori then built Kōhanga Reo pre-school institutions, they built 

Kura Kaupapa so that our children could progress through Māori way of 

schooling [secondary education based on Māori philosophy]. We now have 

Wānanga too [tertiary education]. Today, the entire educational experience 

can be conducted in Te Reo Māori from Māori perspective. 
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Paora asserts that this success is the evidence that, if the state respects and support Māori 

self-determination, Māori can create programmes and social institutions that have a 

transformational impact. The unmaking of Māori hyper-incarceration is therefore 

inseparably connected to the state’s support and willingness to leave free and independent 

space for Māori to create their own solutions. According to Kim Workman, the greatest 

opportunities lie in the potential of young Māori community leaders to lead positive 

change: “If we spend more of our money investing in that potential and building the 

strengths in communities rather than perceiving Māori as risks, I think we could make far 

more progress. The importance to empowering people in communities is most important” 

(Kim). Other participants – Anarina, Fred, Kauri, Kai et al. – also see the opportunities in 

empowering the community, particularly through Treaty settlements that enable access to 

resources and Māori culture that brings to people positive self-image and self-respect. 

Nevertheless, there must be recognition that the Treaty settlements are modest 

particularly in comparison to what was taken and the multiple forms of dispossession. 

The settlements to iwi pale in comparison to what is spent by Corrections on an annual 

basis for custodial expenditure alone. Much is asked of the Treaty settlement money but a 

focus on collective flourishing is essential. 

Barriers and how they can be overcome 

As the history of people’s socio-political action suggests there are significant barriers in 

achieving transformational change. Māori grassroots movements in the 1970s (and later) 

had to battle external and internal reactionary forces – the former particularly in police 

surveillance (bugging) and other ideological and repressive strategies, as Tame Iti 

emphasised in the interview. The contemporary prison abolitionists and Māori 

communities continue to face structural and everyday barriers in achieving their goals. 

Although Māori justice helps to restore and heal Māori communities “one of the barriers 

toward Māori sense of justice is that the state or Crown tends to stay with their model of 

reformation instead of transformation” (Kim Workman). Māori prison scholars and 

experts emphasise that it would be more productive if the state would support and help 

create transformative and not reformative models of justice. This requires support from 

the state for already existing programmes that are currently underfunded, unfunded or not 

supported by the government.  
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Manaia, for example, illuminates that the state does not support their community, 

although the community (including kaumātua and kuia) rehabilitate inmates into society: 

“the government is waiting for Māori to fail so that they can say no. They don’t give 

Māori enough chances”, says Manaia who emphasises unjust schemes of state funding. 

Emma from the organisation that helps inmates on a day-to-day basis (both in prisons and 

outside) further asserts ongoing structural barriers; she identifies Department of 

Corrections as a critical agent in this relationship: “Corrections are scared, they are so 

afraid that bad things are going to happen, so they put in all these different conditions. 

You just can’t breathe” (Emma). This is particularly evident in the strict and often 

contradictory parole conditions where inmates might be sent back to prison because they 

met up with a person associated with a gang (although that person might be a brother, 

father, partner or cousin). Other forms of heavy surveillance further reflect safety-first 

mentality with risk obsession where the Corrections perceive ‘offenders’ primarily as a 

risk to the society. According to Kim Workman,   

I think significant barriers are cultural barriers that we have in New Zealand. 

As a culture we have developed some thinking about ourselves which 

doesn’t help and one of the significant barriers is that we have become very 

risk oriented versus a culture-oriented society. We want to avoid any risk in 

our lives, so everything we do we calculate what the risk is before we do it. 

And instead of saying that there are people within these communities or 

within those groups that have great potential to be very positive citizens we 

rather see them as a risk. We have to reinvest in futures of our people in the 

communities rather than avoid risk. You can never avoid risk, risk is always 

there. We just have to be careful not to expand it. 

The trajectory of falling crime rates corroborates with Kim’s argument. Because there is 

no intellectual evidence in following the discourse of risk – or perceiving ‘offenders’ 

independently from societal and historical forces, including the role of structural violence 

– the institutions of the state must take responsibility to acknowledge the experiences and 

knowledge of people who have either experienced incarceration or who have close insight 

into the issues pertaining to prisons, Māori incarceration and criminal justice. 

Marae justice appears as one of the main transformational aspects in unmaking Māori 

hyper-incarceration. However, there are some points of possible dispute between the 

dominant and alternative justice system that could be a subject for further analysis and 

discussion. Tauri and Morris (1997) identify four elements of transformational process 
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that need to be discussed. Firstly, because many Māori, particularly in urban areas do not 

participate in community activities (as second or third generation who have had the 

connection to whānau severed and have been subjected to strong assimilation, social 

isolation and structural marginalisation) there is a difficulty including them in community 

activities. Because some of them are associated with gangs or other social groups it is 

therefore critical to deepen the relationship with these groups. Secondly, Tauri and Morris 

find that “the inter-iwi and hapū nature of urban Maori communities could create 

problems in establishing a single Maori justice system because of historical and 

contemporary conflicts” (Tauri and Morris, 1997, p. 155). An implementation of Māori 

justice on inter-marae and inter-iwi level is therefore crucial in avoiding a possible 

dispute. Thirdly, Tauri and Morris emphasises “the question of how Maori justice would 

deal with cases where either the offender or victim were not Maori” (Ibid.). Following 

familiar elements of both Western and Indigenous justice could be to give the victim the 

power to decide through which system the wrongdoing will be dealt with. And fourthly, 

the acknowledgement of Māori justice requires education of both Māori and non-Māori 

about marae justice, intergenerational trauma of colonialism and tikanga Māori. The latter 

is also emphasised by Lily George who argues that there should be more education of 

non-Māori about Māori:    

Lily: There are a lot of things that has to change. We need more education 

of non-Māori on the situations that Māori are living; it’s not simply because 

we are dumb, stupid or violent people. It is because of the circumstances a 

lot of our people live in. It has been generations in the making, so it’s not 

going to be unmade over night with a couple of policies or piece of 

legislation.  

Lily’s thought suggests more work on unconditional solidarity where in New Zealand 

conditional solidarity has been the norm. Despite the myth of an inclusive and successful 

society history demonstrates the country’s exclusionary approach toward Māori and non-

white or non-Western migrants. Even the history of the labour movement shows that there 

was little proletariat support for Māori liberation, particularly because of the privileged 

position of Pākehā working class that resulted in the development of a petit-bourgeois 

consciousness instead of universal emancipation of the exploited and the oppressed 

(Galic, 2019). This step is difficult but crucial. To include all ethnicities and social classes 

in New Zealand, this new national education could follow principles of ako (Māori 
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pedagogy) and the pedagogy of the oppressed with its inclusive notion of aroha and 

solidarity (Freire, 2005). 

Inclusive education requires a critical analysis of the country’s colonial history and 

ongoing subtler strategies of dispossession – from racial stereotypes and the neoliberal 

representation of the ‘undeserving poor’ to the commodification (or appropriation) of 

Māori culture and structural constraints that Māori and other marginalised communities 

face on a daily basis. It rejects a dominant narrative based on a particular cultural or class 

taste but rather includes knowledges and worldviews that have been historically 

subordinated (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999; Freire, 2005). Research participants assert that 

settler-colonial education that is still present in today’s schools impacts negatively not 

only on perceptions of non-Māori about Māori but also on Māori self-perception. Manaia 

gives an example from her whānau and community:     

Manaia: We believe that no one will help us so we do it by ourselves and 

we deal with it [social harms] amongst us as a community or as a family. 

When you grow up you don’t believe that there are people who want to help; 

the education system sort of makes you to believe that you are failure from 

the start. You hear it from teachers.   

Ako and critical pedagogy led by the oppressed responds to the system’s dehumanisation 

of certain social groups through a pedagogy of liberation. This educational approach, in 

its quest for the right to be human, also humanises the oppressors or social groups that 

have been ignorant towards the colonised (Freire, 2005, p. 56). Thus, rather than become 

caught in sectarianism, the pedagogy joins aroha (love) and unconditional solidarity with 

the radical critique of the system so that people can finally create their own collective 

realities. For example, instead of psychologising social harm and profiling people as a 

risk to society the Department of Corrections could adopt a holistic approach in 

understanding social forces and circumstances for a person to commit a wrongdoing. 

Consequently, they could work with inmates on a different level, on a level of mutual 

respect and recognising the humanity of both. Or, as Anarina asserts, “they should group 

inmates in whānau connection, that’s different mentality. Start up a conversation with 

‘Where are you from?’ That’s a different conversation, they will see a big difference, 

especially with Māori inmates. When I meet them and ask them about their last name, 

their family, iwi, you naturally start connecting. You strip away patches, you strip away 

differences” (Anarina). The significance of a critical pedagogical approach in prisons and 
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after-lag programmes is also emphasised by Kai, a returning inmate, who says: “People 

are easily influenced in jail. Prisoners don’t build up any hope or confidence. They are 

caught up in jail” (Kai). Building new relationships based on aroha and mutual respect 

therefore signify both short- and long-term solutions in overcoming structural barriers and 

deep rootedness of the violence continuum. The intent in the end is to render prisons 

obsolete (Davis, 2003). 

The search for respect, if we borrow Bourgois’s (2003) phrase to illustrate everyday and 

internalised set of social dispositions shared by people on the margins of mainstream 

society, is important in reflecting on community solutions. The people who hold the most 

respect in Māori communities and represent its main social agents in overcoming barriers 

that are embedded in imaginaries of the settler-colonial society are elders:  

Kaumātua and kuia always work. Patched member will respect kaumātua 

and kuia, especially the old ones. Kaumātua and kuia, they set the law and 

if you yell or attack kaumātua and kuia that’s when the elders come and say 

‘no, you can’t do that’. Kaumātua and kuia, I believe, they have the best 

influence on people” (Anarina). 

Both Manaia and Anarina suggest that besides having kaumātua and kuia at marae and 

possibly also in prisons, there should be more social workers rather than psychologists 

employed in prisons who would work with inmates during and after the lag. “They 

understand people better because they are from the community”, says Anarina who 

asserts that people who work with inmates, particularly gang members, should be experts 

from the community rather than solely individuals who have obtained university degrees 

but have never had experience with gangs or people who live on the margins of the 

society:  

When you go to uni to train and you have no experience with gangs or a 

person who went to jail, who the hell are you to go to jail and tell inmates 

what to do? Like, a lot of psychologists that are in jails are uni trained and 

they always go with ‘tell me how you feel?’ That shit won’t work for our 

people that are in jail. Those kinds of things need to change (Anarina).  

Most research participants therefore suggest different approaches led by the people who 

understand inmates and are willing to be involved in their healing rather than in 

minimising ‘risk’ by (re)habilitating people into society where they were never accepted 

in the first place.      
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Hopes and aspirations 

All research participants believe that transformational change is possible, particularly 

because of the qualities and positive aspects that are already present in Māori 

communities. Although they emphasise various hopes and aspirations in relation to 

unmaking Māori hyper-incarceration and the violence continuum they all have in 

common two interdepending and overlapping dimensions of liberation: first, the strengths 

of the community and whānau to find and implement solutions that would break Māori 

hyper-incarceration and the violence continuum; and second, the inspiration of a 

historical Māori struggle for self-determination that has demonstrated that 

transformational change is possible. The former suggests an equal relationship between 

Māori communities and the state regarding policies and programmes, allowing Māori the 

freedom to pursue self-determination in developing solutions and an independent justice 

system. The latter applies to the process of strengthening the cultural, political and 

economic base with an aim to achieving the intergenerational transmission of healing and 

a shared prosperity in Māori communities.    

Lily George hopes that state policies will include a recognition of traumatic experience by 

Māori – both in the past and present – along with education and discussion in the 

mainstream society about Māori-Pākehā relations in order to achieve an inclusive society 

where everyone can flourish: “It needs more than a piece of legislation or policy change. 

But there should be at least a policy that would recognise the trauma experienced by 

people in prison and that they would be given opportunities for healing” (Lily). She 

emphasises long-term support for inmates when they come out of prison and 

community/whānau connections in order to heal trauma and prevent a new generation of 

Māori to be caught in the continuum of violence: 

Lily: Being in the prison itself it is a traumatic experience. It is not an easy 

thing to do and if you haven’t grown up in traumatic situations it is even 

more difficult. But even if you have lived it the prison can be really 

traumatic. So there is all the trauma that happened to women and men in 

their childhood and then being in the prison just adds to that. And when they 

come out they are struggling to find a job, and because it is the only world 

they know they go back into the same situation that brought them into the 

prison in the first place. There has to be recognition of trauma that 

particularly women but also men went through and provisions for healing 

that trauma. 



203 

 

Fred did time in prison in four different decades. He was a high-ranked gang member and 

a person with influence in jail. Being incarcerated in a boys’ home, borstal and prisons 

from an early age, he learnt how to navigate relationships behind bars and in the criminal 

world. With violence being his main cultural and social capital (and means to survive), he 

reached up to the potential that was possible in that world. For Niko, on the other hand, 

the same trajectory of institutionalisation and trauma in his childhood left too many 

emotional scars: trying to stay free within conditions of unfreedom he became marginal 

even on the margin: “I was isolated for nine years. I changed myself, it is actually not a 

self but a monster … I live prison in my head, they [the state] made me … I don’t 

conform to anyone, I don’t want to fit in. I do my way and it is my way until I die” 

(Niko).  

For the future, Fred suggests closer relationships with gangs, particularly with older gang 

leaders in order to challenge issues and the alarming extent of P (methamphetamine) and 

domestic violence in deprived communities. Based on his experience, he particularly 

emphasises the need to work on interpersonal relationships allowing a rethinking of 

men’s hyper-masculinity and the impact it has on their relationships with women and 

children. Instead of focusing on work skills and anti-violence in an environment where 

violence signifies the main cultural and social capital, Corrections should support Māori-

led programmes to deal with the violence continuum through healing relationships 

between men and women. He also has a concrete idea to develop a possible programme:  

Fred: I would like to see a process of reintegration where we bring inmates 

and their families together and work with them. You provide an 

environment outside of the prison environment, somewhere where you bring 

inmates up to twelve months before the release. You bring them out and you 

have them working within this environment. We could create a housing sort 

of environment with two-bedroom houses or similar. They have to work and 

we teach them how to be responsible with their money but, more 

importantly, to be responsible with their families. Their partners and kids 

can come and stay with them and we all work on building relationships. 

Creating this sort of environment and we are talking about eight to twelve 

months to be there, especially men that were in jail for over five years. If 

you would have that sort of environment and have people who are coming 

and working, staying there in the reintegration process I reckon that it would 

make a big difference.  
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After that time, you help them find their own place, settle them and then 

stay with them, you know, be part of their lives for the next couple of years, 

to make sure they are well. I think that would stop the reoffending rates 

because you work on having responsible and healthy relationships with 

partners and kids. It would be then much easier because they wouldn’t need 

to be looking towards their old friends. The biggest mistake is if you put 

them into their old environment straight away when they come out. Because 

putting them into the same deprived environment full of crime is poison. 

That environment mirrors the prison so you have to move out or come back 

after you really changed your mindset. Changing the habitat, that to me is 

transformation.         

Fred’s use of the term habitat and his emphasis on changing the mindset brings us back to 

the question of internalised, normalised or habitual everyday social dispositions (and 

struggles) that are shared by people on the margins. The need to navigate lives away from 

habitus that is characterised by violence and the carceral continuum is therefore crucial in 

order for deprived Māori to flourish. Because habitus signifies a stamp of class structure 

and the interface between social structures and social practices (Wacquant, 2016, p. 65) 

the transformational break with violence and the carceral continuum that arose from 

structural violence signifies the main priority for the state and communities to work on. 

Kai, for example, is well aware that the environment is the biggest influence, “making 

easy money ‘cause there’s no well-paid jobs to survive” (Kai). His metaphor of inside 

prison (jail) and outside prison (deprived area or ‘the hood’) being one, similar to Fred’s 

thought that deprived areas mirror the prison, confirms Wacquant’s (2001) emphasis that 

in marginalised socio-economic urban areas, particularly after the neoliberal exclusion of 

the poor, the ghetto or the hood became the prison and vice-versa. But because social 

dispositions always become deposited and internalised in a person’s habitus – where 

shared socio-economic conditions, represent a group habitus – the simple escape from 

deprived area to the prosperous part of the city does not change a person’s everyday 

struggles and responses.  

The case of Kai – and also Ria and Tamati if we recall the second chapter – demonstrates 

that because of the power of the embedded violence continuum, fuelled by alcohol or 

drugs (particularly P), a person’s habitus does not change. Kai, his partner and children 

moved to the countryside, he was not involved in criminal activities and, from the 

surface, Kai’s life appeared very promising. The tikanga course in the prison strengthened 

Kai’s relationship to Māori culture and throughout the interview he emphasised that he 
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wishes and already tries to live a simple life where money is not a centre of his 

relationships. He got a job, earning enough to live a decent life, enough for the household 

to get by. But two critical elements were not changed: ‘love’ for drugs and alcohol, 

particularly with company, and his relationship to his wife/partner. Both became more 

and more interlinked, giving rise to the poisonous cocktail of drug addiction and domestic 

violence. His violence grew to the point when he snapped and assaulted his partner. He 

went back to jail. Thus, repeating Fred’s thought, a real transformation cannot occur if the 

habitus stays the same. This is where Lily’s emphasis on healing intergenerational trauma 

of colonialism becomes even more important: namely, it is critical to recognise both past 

and present trauma in order to begin the process of intergenerational transmission of 

healing. Consistent and long-term support is therefore essential. 

Relating to Kai’s struggle, Anarina asserts that her goal is “to change the ‘hood’ mentality 

so that Māori can stop living up to those stereotypes and start living up to their potential”. 

She recalls a recent conversation with her cousins where they concluded that “we don’t 

want our kids go through what we went through. We have to make sure that our kids are 

not around drugs and alcohol and that we build healthy relationships” (Anarina). She 

believes that with good leadership from the community centred around kaumātua and 

kuia, along with good role models in science, music or sport, this change is possible:     

My number one goal is to pull them out of the hood and I don’t mean literally 

but I mean mentally, like, in their mind to pull them out of the hood. Get 

them away from frame of mind that what they have is low-paid jobs, gangs 

or jail. That has always been my goal (Anarina). 

Anarina’s journey brought her to the university. While helping young Māori in the hood 

she is not following the lifestyle she had. Anarina tries to navigate both worlds, being 

Māori in a Pākehā dominated social field of university. Witnessing ignorance at the 

university, particularly from privileged Pākehā students and academics about social 

harms, Te Tiriti o Waitangi and Māori, she hopes for transformational change in that 

world too. It is a struggle; she is tired of a widespread ignorance while feeling anxious or 

restless in a social environment of superficial market relationships: “I’m sick of that 

stress. I’m sick of worrying over everything, just sick of not be able to live. I don’t know 

what it is, but I think there is a difference between being Māori in the city or being Māori 

in the country” (Anarina). She would like to find a peace within herself and live in the 

country where her iwi comes from.      
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Like Anarina, Fred, Niko, Terina and Kai, Manaia also grew up in an environment where 

gang activities and incarceration of many members of her whānau was something normal 

and unremarked. She hopes that the mainstream society would openly address issues of 

racism and go beyond myths of egalitarian or harmonious society that put ‘bad’ Māori in 

the position where their suffering is understood as something that is separated from the 

history of dispossession and structural violence. Within her community, she wishes to see 

more leaders and stronger support from the state in addressing social harms such as 

poverty or educational deprivation. She also sees potential in gang members, particularly 

older ones, to be part of this change:  

I think we need more leaders. Like, just because your parents make wrong 

decisions and end up in prison that doesn’t mean that that’s the lifestyle for 

you. But the change must also come from the Government and how society 

sees us. You know, for a family who struggle and have gang members that’s 

the only life for them, they were brought up in the gang, they have to be in 

the gang. I was brought up by the gang but they didn’t make me be that 

because I was told, ‘you don’t want to live this life, it’s terrible, you can do 

better than this’. Most gang members want their kids to live different lives 

(Manaia).    

Manaia and other research participants emphasise that the collaboration between 

community leaders and gangs is essential in unmaking Māori hyper-incarceration. But 

while the state should leave Māori communities to practice marae justice and support 

community leaders the main focus of holders of meta-capital should be to work on 

improving the socio-economic position of Māori (and also non-Māori) by inclusive and 

efficient social welfare, together with setting a political goal of full and standard 

employment. A third of the workforce in New Zealand is employed in precarious jobs 

characterised by various forms of labour and social insecurity (NZCTU, 2013, p. 2) and 

Māori are disproportionately represented in these precarious jobs. Improving social and 

economic policies that would improve living conditions of the working poor, unemployed 

and precariously employed people would provide a fundamental basis to unmake the 

accumulation of disadvantage. Working on improving socio-economic position would 

“break the cycle of social harm”, says Manaia, emphasising the need to provide better 

jobs and unconditional help by social welfare institutions.       

Improving her socio-economic position is also the main hope of Terina who grew up in 

an environment of socio-economic deprivation (poverty). As a girl, she and her sister 
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needed to steal food and basic necessities in order to survive. Later, criminal activities 

(selling drugs) became her means to obtain more money and provide her children with 

goods she never had as a child. In recent years, she tried to stay away from the criminal 

world, trying to find a job and place for her family to settle. It has been a struggle: 

Probations should have more support networks in place; job seeking, to help 

us with employment. Because they are supposed to help us get through our 

needs, through your probation. They need to put more courses in place that 

would help people like us, like, after you come out. I remember my first 

prison sentence, my very first probation officer, she got me a house. But 

second, third time, there was no help anymore. I reoffended because I didn’t 

have money. So I think that they need to try help us with housing, to 

reconnect children back with us so that we can start again. They need to try 

and find support for people, like, help us with necessities (Terina).  

Terina’s main priorities are the well-being of her children and “to live a simple life”. She 

says she wasted too much time not being with her children and that “now it’s time to 

make up with them”. She would like to see more support networks for ex-inmates, 

particularly more tikanga programmes in prison and more supportive networks after the 

release (from housing and jobs to the community support). Terina asserts that Māori 

hyper-incarceration, especially targeting poor people by imprisoning them for petty 

crime, has to stop: “locking them makes them more angry”, says Terina, emphasising the 

continuum of violence that is exacerbated in the prison environment. Her hope is to find a 

stable place to live, get her family together and have a job that pays enough to get by. 

“One day, hopefully, win lotto [laughs], open up a gym and give back to the community.” 

Today, Kauri helps people in need in Auckland. His example – having strong whānau 

support – demonstrates how whānau and the community are important in an inmate’s 

integration to the society. He supports marae justice and often thinks about Māori self-

determination, particularly in relation to revitalisation of Māori cultural, political and 

economic base that was taken away by colonisers. Being part of a transformational 

change that is already happening on local levels, Kauri emphasises the role of whānau 

and the community in leading that change independently (also in relation to education and 

health). Nevertheless, he expects the state to do its part too, particularly in supporting 

Māori-led programmes and to do more work in relation to housing, jobs and social 

services (to make them more accessible and inclusive).     
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Kauri: My aspiration is for my kids, their kids and so on, our whānau, our 

iwi and hapū to have good lives. More importance on education and health, 

trying to make difference in those marginalised areas. We’ve got to be in 

the position to be able to help them so that they are not dependent on 

someone else. We have all skills and resources within our whānau … I 

would also set up a foundation for people who want to go to Māori boarding 

school and they can’t afford that. So to give the opportunity to go and get 

educated.      

Kauri’s hopes and main points to challenge the accumulation of disadvantage and 

violence continuum, along with the call to the state to stop Māori hyper-incarceration, is 

the ongoing work and struggles for Māori self-determination that has been undertaken by 

people in the communities. An example of an ongoing successful work is Tūhoe Nation 

and their development of sovereign institutions and social services for the people in their 

community. Tame Iti asserts that focusing the attention on people’s needs with the 

settlement money rather than investing in business is very important: “only we are 

making decisions about how our future will look like so we’ve got a lot of work to do. 

We have to respond to people’s needs, be positive and believe in ourselves. It’s important 

that we are not dependent on the state” (Tame). They are focusing on producing a 

sustainable environment and housing, along with other social or community projects. At 

the same time, Tame asserts, they have to “deal with power so that you don’t become a 

slave to power”, emphasising constant reflection on their work and decolonising 

themselves (when being an enemy to yourself) in order to be free. This is not only a 

project of a current generation but long-term intergenerational work:       

Tame: We need to look and find solutions to keep the next generations going 

rather than focusing on how we failed in the system. We as a tribal people, 

we need to engage with each other, talk to our children, building 

relationships so that we are not in a dependency situation. This is really 

important how we communicate and talk to each other. Rather than bringing 

policies from outside to come here we need to engage internally among 

ourselves and there’s where the attention has to be. We have to call our 

people in the city to come back. We have to build a nation, to look at how 

we are building homes, gardens, dealing with water problems. We are 

investing our money into that. So rather than follow the capitalist system 

like some people are talking about, yes, some tribes are doing that but not 

all of us are like that, we invested our money back to the community. The 

power is given back to the hapū. We’ve been engaged with both rural and 

urban people. We have short-term and long-term plans, five-year plan, 

we’ve had ten-year plan and we also have a fifty-year plan.  
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Emma hopes that the state recognises their historical and ongoing role in the making of 

Māori hyper-incarceration and will provide actual support in unmaking it: “my 

aspirations for Māori futures is to reclaim what is theirs” (Emma), emphasising Māori 

self-determination, healing and decolonising Aotearoa New Zealand. The process of 

decolonisation – that first requires a recognition of historical trauma of colonialism and 

ongoing neo-colonial processes – is also emphasised by Kim Workman and Juan Tauri 

who would like to see the change of discourse among policymakers and state officials. 

Along with addressing the media, the ideology of risk needs to be challenged and racism 

exposed: 

You often hear from racists in New Zealand that only Māori can help 

themselves. That’s actually a nonsense. We can do very little about mass 

incarceration unless we actually turn the government in New Zealand and 

policymakers away from overreliance on imprisonment as a response to 

social harm. We need to change the way in which social harm is responded 

to (Juan). 

Juan also hopes that young Māori, particularly highly educated with doctorates, “can do 

something meaningful, that they become much more radical in politics, theory and 

research … I hope that by my children’s children generation we will have actually broken 

the cycle of incarceration” (Juan). Like Juan, Paora is equally critical towards 

policymakers and a dominant discourse that interpellates the society into imposed 

representations of crime in relation to Māori. The continuum of violence that has been 

generated and reproduced by the state (or the settler-colonial society) through structural 

violence needs to be recognised and challenged. He believes in Māori self-determination 

in running solutions and restoring balance in communities while calling the state to do 

their part: “I hope that we don’t get to a hundred years as fifty per cent of New Zealand 

prison population. And I hope that the state recognises that and does something because 

we have been fifty per cent for over thirty-five years already (Paora). 

Concluding thoughts 

When I applied to the university in 2014 to conduct this research Māori made up more 

than a half of the prison population. At that time, I was witnessing ex-inmate Ria’s and 

Tamati’s struggles and their path back into the addiction with P. There was no support 

from the state that would help them with everyday struggles. Five years later, I am 
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writing the final words of this thesis and I am wondering what happened to them. Where 

is Ria’s son, today in his mid-teens, who was expelled from compulsory education at age 

ten? Was Ria caught when she went to the supermarket to bring back food for dinner? 

Today, in 2019, Māori still make up more than fifty per cent of prison population. Along 

with Pasifika, they make up two thirds of all inmates. Most inmates were expelled from 

compulsory education by the age of twelve, most female inmates were sexually abused in 

their childhood, most people who are currently sleeping in prison cells grew up in socio-

economic deprivation and in a social environment where physical violence is normal, 

taken for granted, where imprisonment is normal and part of a socialisation process 

(McIntosh and Workman, 2017). They grew up in the society that still prefers neo-

colonial relations and ignorance over responsible partnership, balance, mutual respect and 

recognition of humanity, a recognition of Māori self-determination.   

But despite the violence continuum, or maybe exactly because of it, people I met in this 

research and beyond have been longing for peace, they have been longing for freedom, 

for a balanced and peaceful life. Having the privilege to talk to them and becoming 

friends with some of them who went through social welfare homes, borstals, gangs and 

prisons, or were brought up in a highly deprived area surrounded by violence, I have seen 

so much kindness and big hearts, so much honesty to help and change things for the 

better. I never felt any violence. Interestingly, I have witnessed violence in the 

workplaces and at the university, mostly through subtle but significant means. To put it 

differently, I want to provoke the reader to think about violence, about various 

dimensions of it; maybe about violence within ourselves and, in particular, about violence 

from the system – of hunger, poverty, unemployment or underemployment, educational 

deprivation, institutionalisation in social welfare homes or institutional racism; in other 

words, structural violence. But I would also like the reader to think about aroha (love), 

unconditional solidarity and collective help that can be found in ourselves and others. The 

issue of Māori hyper-incarceration is not only a socio-political problem. It is an 

ontological question that raises the question of humanity.  

In 1988, Moana Jackson’s report revealed and thoroughly analysed the issue of Māori 

hyper-incarceration, the accumulation of disadvantages and institutional racism, 

particularly in the criminal justice system. He called for an independent Māori justice 

system, separate or parallel to the existing one that carries the burden of colonisation, 



211 

 

along with structural and symbolic violence (Jackson, 1988; Tauri, 1996). Today, more 

than thirty years later, Māori prison scholars and community workers, including Moana 

Jackson, continue to call for transformative change in order to unmake Māori hyper-

incarceration. In public forums or conferences, they continue to raise voices for and with 

the oppressed. But, as many of them observe, policymakers and state officials continue to 

ignore them, they continue to defend the existing system as successful and only in need of 

incremental changes. These state agents are correct: the existing criminal justice system is 

successful; it is successful in the making of Māori hyper-incarceration and the violence 

continuum. 

The final chapter demonstrated that there are many transformational aspects present in 

Māori communities. From marae justice to Whānau Ora, Māori calls for self-

determination open dimensions and creative alternatives that already show positive 

outcomes in localised contexts. In mainstream society, however, it is hard to imagine this 

type of radical change such as marae justice or the society without prisons. For some, it 

might sound foreign, for others, it may represent some kind of utopia. Nevertheless, it is 

necessary to imagine and think about alternatives. If anything, we might argue that the 

current criminal justice system signifies utopia for the future – no place or nowhere (ou-

topos), an exclusionary system that has no place in our society. Transformative 

revolutionary politics based on aroha and solidarity is difficult but it is within our grasp. 

Kia mau ra! Ki te mana motuhake me te aroha! 
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