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Figure 1: The cosmic whakapapa depicting the constant movement between Te Korekore and Te Ao Mārama 

 
 

Everything begins at the centre, at Te Korekore.  Endless possibility and boundless potential lie 
in wait for an initial spark that will ignite a flame.  A flicker here—Te Hihiri—a burst of light 
illuminates the void.  It dulls, the light flickers precariously in the darkness, smouldering but 
active.  The flame searches blindly—Te Rapunga—without direction, it is uncomfortable, at 
the same time pregnant with excitement and opportunity.  This excitement increases and the 
tremblings of enlightenment occur—Te Kitenga—shape and form coalesce in the space that 
was once emptiness.  The flame burns brighter now and a clear vision appears; there is now 
direction—Te Whainga—a pursuit entails.  Te Whiwhinga elicits feelings of attainment, the 
fire emanating from within.  The celebration is held within Te Rawenga. 

 
Ki te Wheiao, ki te Ao Mārama.  Tihei Mauri Ora.  
(It is dawn, it is daylight.  It is life) 
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TUHINGA WHAKARĀPOTO 
ABSTRACT 

 

The overarching intention of this PhD research is to explore ways to enhance multi-dimensional 

wellbeing through recognising the landscapes in which business operates.  The global community is 

demanding more accountability, more sustainability and greater wellbeing from business.  Yet, many 

of the sustainability practices being adopted by public and private organisations continue to be applied 

within the existing capitalist paradigm that measures success predominantly based on economic 

outcomes.  Instead, our modern society requires a new overarching economic paradigm of 

interdependence and interconnection.  This thesis argues that this ‘new’ flourishing worldview is more 

of a revitalisation of an old paradigm embedded in Indigenous wisdom, where human wellbeing is 

directly correlated to the wellbeing of the landscape in which people dwell.  More than a source of 

economic development and a supporting actor in the physical vitality of life, landscapes provide the 

foundations of spiritual, cultural and social wellbeing.  

 

With a focus on the life energies of hau and hihiri, this study presents philosophical, historical and 

spiritual knowledge and experiences of Māori wisdom that can aid in the journey of Aotearoa-New 

Zealand towards a flourishing society.  Māori conceptualisations of wellbeing are viewed as multi-

dimensional and underpinned by the life force of hau, which is constantly striving to meet ora—

hauora.  It is the long-term quality of the relationships, the balance of reciprocity and the exchange of 

mana that allows hau to thrive.  The ethic of caring for such energies and relationships is encapsulated 

within the principle of kaitiakitanga, an ethic of care to create flourishing multi-dimensional 

landscapes.     

 

A Māori philosophy of economics is described, an Economy of Mana (Hēnare, 2003, 2011, 2014a), 

which recognises the intangible elements of relationships (such as hihiri, hau, mana, tapu, mauri and 

wairua) and how they affect, influence and generate economic activity.  A case study of a leading 

Māori organisation demonstrates how the principles of an Economy of Mana can be expressed in a 

modern business context and how kaitiakitanga can become a business strategy engrained into 

organisational processes.  This case shows that aspirations of flourishing landscapes are more than 

rhetoric, but achievable business and community objectives. 
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Drawing on mātauranga Māori handed down from ancestors, this study also introduces a Māori 

process of coming to know—Te Hihiri Process. This is a Māori epistemology, philosophy and a way of 

being in the world that locates both the research and researcher within a wider realm of relationships.  

This process recognises and privileges the voices of Māori ancestors through the oral literature of 

respected Māori leaders.   
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RĀRANGI KUPU 
GLOSSARY 

Āhua Representations 
Aotearoa Land of the Long White Cloud: The Māori name given to New Zealand 
Aro(hia) To take heed, pay attention to, comprehend; the seat of feelings 
Ātanoho A good life 
Atua Supreme or spiritual being/s 
Hā Breath 
Hākari Feast; to share kai 
Hapū  Social units 
Hau  Spirit, wind and breath of life 
Hau whitia Hau turned aside 
Hauhauaitu Harm to the hau 
Haumate Spiritless, lacklustre, unhealthy, weak, ailing (in body, mind or spirit) 

Hauora Relational wellbeing; balanced and reciprocal exchanges; a respectful 
connection with the spiritual ecosystem 

Hautapu Sacred food used to feed the stars 
He tangata/ tāngata The singular human person or humanity 
He Whakaputanga o te 

Rangatiratanga o Nu Tīreni  
The Declaration of Independence of the Independent tribes of New 

Zealand 
He Whenua Rangatira Economic sovereignty 
Hihiri Pure and creative source of energy 
Hinengaro Mind 
Hōngi Ritual whereby noses are pressed together 
Ia Flow 
Ira Life principle 
Io-Matua The Root Cause and Creator of all things  
Iwi Tribal social structures 
Kai Food 
Kaiako Teacher 
Kaihau Greed and taking without giving back 

Kāinga  Habitat, notions of home; supporting residential and settlement 
structures 

Kaitiaki Caregiver, steward: a person tasked with kaitiakitanga 
Kaitiakitanga A long-term obligation to preserve the spiritual wellbeing of the 

ecosystem and its resources, including people 
Kanohi-ki-te-kanohi Face-to-face 
Karakia Prayers, chanting or incantations 
Kaumatua/ kaumātua  Respected elder/respected elders 
Kaupapa Plan, theme, issue, ethos 
Kawa, tikanga, ritenga Cardinal ethics, morals, values and appropriate behaviours 
Kete Basket 
Kiritea Fair skin 
Koha Acknowledgement of contribution 
Kōrero  Discussion, narrative, story, oral literature  
Koru Spiral 
Mana Spiritual power and authority 
Mana motuhake  Cultural integrity, self-determination 
Manaaki Care, hospitality 
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Manea  The aura of footprints 
Manuhiri Visitor 
Māori  The Indigenous peoples of Aotearoa-New Zealand 
Marae Community organisations 
Maramataka Māori lunar calendar 
Matangaro  A hidden face 
Mātauranga Māori  Māori knowledge system 
Matariki Māori New Year 
Mauri Life principle 
Mauri ora  Consciously created wellbeing 
Mōhiotanga  Wisdom  
Ngā pou herenga  Wisdom holders 
Ohonga  Material token 
Ora A healthy state of being/ potential 
Pākehā New Zealand European 
Pānui Notices 
Papakāinga Ancestral home 
Papatūānuku Earth 
Pūtake Beginning source 
Rangatira Leader 
Rangi Melody 
Ranginui Sky 
Rohe Region 
Rongoā Māori Māori healing 
Takahi whare Ritual that cleanses a house of the spirit of a deceased after their burial 
Tamariki Children 
Tangata Person or humanity 
Tangata Māori Māori people 
Tangata whenua People of the land 
Taonga Treasured objects 
Tapu Being with the potentiality of power; total wellbeing 
Te Ao Māori  The world of Māori  
Te Ao Mārama The world of life, light and enlightenment/ The physical world 
Te Ao Wairua The spiritual world 
Te Korekore The realm of potential being; a cosmic emptiness 
Te Pō The realm of becoming 
Te reo Māori  Māori language 
Te reo Pākehā  English 
Te rongo Lasting peace 
Te Tiriti o Waitangi The Māori text of the Treaty of Waitangi 1840 
Te wā A Māori notion of time  
Tika Accurate, true 
Tikanga Customs 
Tino rangatiratanga Self-determination/ Sovereignty 
Tohu Signs, indicators 
Tohunga Spiritual leader 
Tohunga mākutu Those trained in the arts of attacking life forces 
Tupuna/Tūpuna Ancestor/ancestors 
Ū Breast 
Umanga whanaungatanga Pursuit of communal and collective business ventures  
Uri Descendant 
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Wairua Spirit, soul; reference to Te Ao Wairua 
Wānanga  An active process of exploring and considering 
Whakaaro  Thought, intention, idea 
Whakapapa Genealogical account; ties or layers of descent and affinity 
Whakataukī Proverb 
Whānau Family units 
Whanaunga Relative 
Whanaungatanga Kinship relationships that develop a sense of belonging 
Whāngai hau Feeding the hau 
Whare tangata Womb 
Whare wānanga Tribal schools of learning 
Whenua Landscape 

 

Research Language 
Citations of quotes from texts that use Māori words receive a macron, where appropriate, whether 

the original text featured a macron. The practice of putting a macron on all Māori words enables 

readers of Māori words to see how these words ought to be presented. 

 

Indigenous and Māori  

In referring to Indigenous wisdom, it is acknowledged that the generalisation and homogenisation of 

Indigenous peoples and their distinct worldviews can be problematic (Ruwhiu & Wolfgramm, 2006).  

Knowledge is diverse not only between populations, but within populations.  In reference to ancestral 

landscapes, it is recognised that each community and region is shaped by their landscape and 

therefore may hold differing experiential wisdom (Panelli & Tipa, 2009).  However, ‘Indigenous’ still 

provides a common terminology that is useful to describe cultures with similar worldviews that 

consider themselves distinct from dominant colonising societies.     

 

Indigenous worldviews share a relational outlook whereby the interdependent relationship and 

sacred kindship between human society and the natural world is explicitly acknowledged and 

significantly valued (Cajete, 2000; Graham, 2009; Pio et al., 2013; Royal, 2002).  These fundamental 

commonalities allow for the emergence of what Native Tewa Indian Gregory Cajete (2000) calls ‘Native 

Science’; Māori academic Charles Royal (2009, p. 12) terms ‘indigenity’; and Western physicist David 

Peat (1994, p. 6) deems ‘Indigenous Science’.  All are references to Indigenous wisdom—the active 

and creative experiential process of ‘coming to know’.  Indigenous is thus used here as a term 

associated with communities with similar worldviews, as opposed to narrow and exclusive definitions 

of colonised populations (Royal, 2005 cf. International Labour Organization, 2009; United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2009).  
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Māori, as a group of peoples, is also made up of diverse realities, tied to specific landscapes and tribal 

histories; there is no one unified Māori worldview (Durie, 1998; Panelli & Tipa, 2007; Royal, 2002; 

Salmond, 1985).  Although tribal epistemologies are distinctive, they are founded on a creation story 

that traces a similar whakapapa (genealogical account) from Te Korekore to Te Ao Mārama.  It is the 

common belief in the spirituality and function of ancestral landscapes, rather than the landscape 

themselves, that is being emphasised in this study. 

 

Ngā Pou Herenga Citations: 

The kōrero of ngā pou herenga is woven alongside other cited academic texts using their kōrero in the 

same way that written literature is quoted within academic publications.  Ngā pou herenga draw upon 

ancestral knowledge from across the centuries.  In order to both privilege the Māori voice, and allow 

the reader to differentiate between the written and oral literature, Māori participants in this research 

are referenced in full, without an attributed date.  The date of personal kōrero is recorded in the 

reference list. Ngā pou herenga biographies and iwi affiliations can be found on pp. 26-29.   

 

In two of the published chapters (wāhanga tuawhā and wāhanga tuarua), it was important to follow 

Māori tikanga that values kinship relationships and respects tribal knowledge.  This was done by 

writing the kinship affiliations in parenthesis at the first citation in the published manuscripts.  In order 

to maintain consistency, this process is not followed in this thesis.  However, this is a tikanga that will 

be continued in in any subsequent publications. 
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WĀHANGA TUATAHI 
INTRODUCTION 

 
The objective of this opening chapter is to introduce this PhD thesis through conveying the research 

aims, research questions and an outline of the thesis structure.  This thesis has been completed with 

publications; therefore, this introduction provides a contextual framework to show how the three 

publications 1 present a coherent and whole research project.   

 

The overarching intention of this research is to explore ways to enhance Māori wellbeing through 

recognising and honouring the ancestral landscapes in which human life operates.  This study 

acknowledges the direct correlation between economic wellbeing and the surrounding landscape.  In 

this sense, the landscape is the foundation of spiritual, cultural and social wellbeing for human 

communities.  Drawing on mātauranga Māori handed down from ancestors, with a focus on the life 

energies of hau and hihiri, it is argued in this work that Māori wisdom has the philosophical, historical 

and spiritual knowledge and experience that can enhance and sustain Māori economic activity.  

Building on the Economy of Mana as coined by Hēnare (2003, 2011, 2014a), a Māori philosophy of 

economics is described, which recognises the intangible energies of relationships and how they affect 

economic wellbeing.  This research uses a case study of a leading Māori organisation to show how 

economic development can be used as a means to create flourishing landscapes.   

 

Background 
In the modern economy, mere bottom line profit is no longer a tolerable excuse for blind 

commercialisation.  The global community is demanding more accountability, more sustainability and 

greater wellbeing from business.  Yet, many of the sustainability practices being adopted by public 

and private organisations continue to be applied within the existing capitalist paradigm that measures 

success predominantly based on economic outcomes (Cajete, 2000; Ehrenfeld & Hoffman, 2013; 

Göpel, 2016; C. Laszlo et al., 2014; Schaefer et al., 2015).  Economic endeavours are seen to sit above 

rather than within society, the environment and spirituality.  Furthermore, the compartmentalisation 

of the different spheres of wellbeing, in both the academic arena and in everyday reality, has led to 

the fallacy of being able to achieve wellbeing in one sphere independently of other realms.       

 

 
1 see Publication and Copyright Permissions, p. 8 
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Critical scholars are thus calling for business models with broader social purposes and for a new 

economic paradigm of interdependence and interconnectedness (Cajete, 2000; Ehrenfeld & Hoffman, 

2013; Göpel, 2016; Jaworski, 2011; Kiefer & Senge, 2005; Laszlo et al., 2014, 2017; Nicholson, Spiller, 

& Hēnare, 2015; Schaefer et al., 2015; Scharmer, 2009; Senge et al., 2004, 2010; Spiller, Pio, et al., 

2011; Warren, 1996; Zohar & Marshall, 2004).  It has been argued that a shift in consciousness can 

alter the self-fulfilling prophesy of economic servitude through envisaging and engendering the 

society and change we wish to create.  Business can be a vehicle of change, but first, we must become 

aware that businesses themselves are living human communities (Jaworski, 2011; Kiefer & Senge, 

2005; Scharmer, 2009; Senge et al., 2004).   

 

Many Indigenous scholars assert that this “new” flourishing worldview is more of a revitalisation of an 

old paradigm embedded in Indigenous wisdom (Cajete, 2000; Nicholson et al., 2019; Spiller, Erakovic, 

et al., 2011).  This inter-relational worldview perceives the universe as a system of interconnecting 

and interdependent processes.  Human wellbeing is directly correlated to the wellbeing of the 

landscape in which people dwell.  More than a source of economic development and a supporting 

actor in the physical vitality of life, landscapes provide the  foundations of spiritual, cultural and social 

wellbeing (Cajete, 2000; Durie, 2010; Hēnare et al., 2010; Kawharu, 2009, 2009; Murton, 2012; Panelli 

& Tipa, 2007).  It is this holistic consciousness that has the potential to transform modern day business 

and economic activity, creating a new wellbeing paradigm.  

 

The Māori economy, as an Indigenous economy of Aotearoa-New Zealand (NZ), has a long and thriving 

history with beginnings in the Austronesian cultures and languages of South-East Asia dating back 

5000-7000 years ago—well before the settler populations arrived to colonise the land (Hēnare, 2000).  

The social organisation of Māori society underpinned commercial success whereby whānau, hapū and 

iwi were akin to corporate organisations (Marsden, 2003; Nicholson et al., 2012; Petrie, 2006).  

Research by Hēnare (2003, 2011, 2014a) has concluded that the Māori economy of the early-mid 

nineteenth century was an Economy of Mana.  An Economy of Mana is “an economic system in which 

decisions regarding investment, production, consumption and wealth distribution are influenced by 

the interplay of mana-enhancing interactions between people and the environment” (Dell, Staniland 

& Nicholson, 2018, p. 55).  This Māori philosophy of economics recognises the intangible elements of 

relationships (such as hihiri, hau, mana, tapu, mauri and wairua) and how these energies affect, 

influence and generate economic activity (Dell, 2017).   
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The colonisation of Aotearoa-NZ from the 1800s rapidly oppressed Māori philosophy, values, ways of 

being and knowing, and superimposed Anglo-Western ideology and practices.  The knowledge and 

market systems forced upon Māori are contrary to the ways of being and knowing that Māori 

developed over thousands of years.  Despite this, the market economy has not succeeded in 

overwriting the Economy of Mana and Te Ao Māori knowledge systems that provide timeless wisdom 

to guide the enhancement of Māori wellbeing in modern times (Hēnare, 2014a; Marsden, 2003; 

Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; Ruwhiu & Cone, 2010; Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011; Spiller, 2012).   

 

This thesis adds to the growing body of literature arguing that mātauranga Māori possesses an 

abundance of historical knowledge and experience that can inform modern business practices 

(Amoamo et al., 2018; Dell, 2017; Hēnare, 2003; Ruwhiu & Cone, 2010 ; Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011; 

Wolfgramm, 2007). A relational Māori worldview sees wellbeing as located within relationships 

between spiritual, natural and human communities; one cannot flourish in isolation of others.  

Reciprocal relationships provide a sense of belonging, which engenders collective wealth and 

wellbeing.  In this view, business is an inherent part of society, existing as a means to serve 

communities.   

 

It is imperative that we recognise the importance of business in wellbeing paradigms.  The foundation 

of responsibility, organisation and the common good is believed to reside in whānau and communities 

(Nicholson et al., 2012; Hēnare, 2014a; Warren, 1996).  Indeed, in earlier times, whānau and their 

supporting residential and settlement structures of kāinga used to provide a sense of belonging, of 

purpose and of morality.  Yet, within our modern society, the balance between our community 

obligations, kinship ties and business endeavours has been upset (Hēnare, 2014a).  Employment and 

business engagement, in many cases, may be the most influential experience of community in one’s 

life (Warren, 1996).  Work satisfaction both influences and is influenced by home-life satisfaction, both 

of which are factors in individual and whānau wellbeing (Diener & Seligman, 2004).  Therefore, 

business has a moral obligation to create and contribute to the wellbeing of our communities.   

 

Whenua Tūpuna: Ancestral Landscapes  

A spiritual landscape of Te Ao Māori is offered in the opening page of this thesis—the movement 

through Te Korekore, Te Pō and Te Ao Mārama.  This cosmological whakapapa describes the unfolding 

universe, the emergence of the fundamental life energies and the development of the material world.  

It is in this creation process that the energies of hihiri and hau come forth as part of the cyclical journey 
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of potential striving to become.  The cosmic whakapapa provides a spiritual landscape in which Māori 

use to view the physical world.   

 

It is through the spiritual landscape of creation energies that land, ecosystems and people evolve 

(Salmond, 1991; Shirres, 1997). Where ecosystems refer to functional interactional systems of 

organisms and their environment (Carmel & Naveh, 2002), landscapes are seen as spiritual, cultural 

and social processes between humans and their ecosystems (Hirsch, 1995; Wu, 2013).  People and 

place co-evolve to create landscapes that include tangible spaces, as well as intangible human 

cognitive spaces (Carmel & Naveh, 2002; Farina, 2000; Naveh, 2010; Robbins, 2009; Wu, 2013).   

 

Ancestral landscapes embody the connection between people and their ecosystems.  Places hold 

collective memories and spiritual values that engender belonging and inform identity.  Kawharu (2009, 

2010) illustrates how ancestral landscapes are bound by time, space and whakapapa, and imbued with 

history, mythology and tikanga.  Practices such as naming, waiata and kōrero imprint these ancestral 

legacies into the whenua (Cajete, 2000; Hēnare et al., 2010; Murton, 2012; Tate, 2010).  Each person 

and entity is a product of their landscape.  Unique whānau-hapū-iwi literatures and histories reflect 

distinct ancestral landscapes and as such may hold differing wisdom.  However, this study is premised 

on a common belief in the spirituality and function of ancestral landscapes. 

 

Ancestral landscapes form a source of identity and wellbeing.  Each person and entity is a product of 

whānau, whakapapa and whenua. Pā Tate (2010) describes the dynamic interrelationship between 

atua, tangata and whenua.  To enhance (or diminish) one’s relationship with one sphere (e.g. with 

whenua), will directly enhance (or diminish) the relationship with the other (e.g. with atua).  In caring 

for the wellbeing of our human communities, we must tend to the relationships between and with 

ancestral and spiritual landscapes.   

 

The intimate connection of people and place is what underpins the value of kaitiakitanga—a 

intergenerational obligation to recognise and honour ancestral landscapes.  This includes looking after 

the culture that is shaped by landscapes, such as language, tikanga and people.  In caring for the 

whenua, we must care for its ancestry, its legacy, its ability to provide cultural and spiritual 

sustenance–its hau.   
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Research Questions 
It is the premise of this study that the wellbeing of ancestral landscapes directly influences the 

wellbeing of human communities. Furthermore, businesses, as living human communities, have a 

moral obligation to create and contribute to communal wellbeing.  Therefore, the broad scope of this 

research is focussed on how organisations can contribute to human wellbeing and flourishing 

landscapes.   

 

In order to begin to answer such a question, we must first look into how Māori express wellbeing.  

More than describing wellbeing values, this research looks into what underpins wellbeing: what life-

forces are we attempting to nurture?  Research Question 1 looks at the energies that create, sustain 

and enhance human wellbeing and development.  Cosmological whakapapa describe many phases 

and life forces that are part of the creation process.  This study examines ancestral knowledge of hihiri 

and hau and their connection to wellbeing.  Where hihiri has been seldom written about, hau has been 

over-defined in the international literature.   

 

To build on the discovery and reclamation of ancestral knowledge, Research Question 2 takes this 

further and asks how we apply this wisdom to our modern business world in order to collectively 

create wellbeing.  The Economy of Mana is a philosophy founded upon Māori economic history and 

anthropological research, yet we can see the principles of such an economy operating in modern times 

and guiding business endeavours.  Wakatū Incorporation is used as a case study to show how they are 

giving voice to their ancestral values, whilst operating successfully within a commercial context.     

 

The table below outlines the various research questions and points to the chapters of the thesis in 

which they are addressed.   

 
 RESEARCH QUESTION RELEVANT 

CHAPTER 
RQ1 According to Māori, what are the energies that create, sustain and enhance human wellbeing 

and development?  
1.1 What is the nature of hihiri? 2: Te Hihiri 

6: Arohia 
1.2 What is the nature of hau? 4: Hau 

5: Hauora 
1.3 What are Māori conceptualisations of wellbeing? 5: Hauora 

6: Arohia 
7: Kaitiakitanga 
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RQ2 How can organisations, as communities of purpose, collectively create intergenerational and 
multi-dimensional wellbeing?  
 

2.1 How can the energies of hihiri and hau be engaged with in a modern 
business context? 

4: Hau 
5: Hauora 
6: Arohia 

2.2 How can Māori conceptualisations of wellbeing shape business? 
 

5: Hauora 
6: Arohia 
7: Kaitiakitanga 

2.3 How is an Economy of Mana enacted in modern business? 7: Kaitiakitanga 

 
 
 

Methodology 
The methodology used in this PhD covers two separate but interconnecting studies.  Although it is 

presented below as one study per research question, it must be noted that the knowledge that 

emanated from each study, influenced and enhanced the other. 

 

Research Question 1: Kanohi-ki-te-kanohi kōrero, or multiple, semi-structured, in-depth interviews as 

conversations were held with ngā pou herenga, esteemed Māori experts whose biographies can be 

read on pages 26-29.   11 kōrero or wānanga were held both individually and collectively, with some 

wisdom holders engaged in multiple kōrero.  All wisdom holders have consented to have their kōrero 

recorded and to be named in the research findings.  

 

Research Question 2:  In examining how an Economy of Mana is enacted in a modern business 

context, the case study of a leading Māori organisation is presented.  Under the mantle of Project 

Kaitiaki commissioned by the case organisation, this three-year research project involved 18 

stakeholder interviews.  The participants remain anonymous.   

 

Research Contributions 
Giving an Academic Voice to Ancestral Wisdom 

As part of my research philosophy and methodology, a privileged voice is given to Māori oral literature 

through the insights provided by ngā pou herenga.  Throughout this thesis and in my publications, I 

have woven the citations of ngā pou herenga alongside other cited academic texts.  This method of 

citation puts the kōrero of esteemed Māori experts on par with the written published sources that are 

privileged by the academy.  This is in contrast to side-lining research participants and their quotes to 

discussion sections as supporting commentary.   
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Ngā pou herenga are respected Māori kaumātua, rangatira and tohunga whose mana is recognised 

within Te Ao Māori.  Their ancestral wisdom is derived from lived experiences, whakapapa and 

wānanga teachings and thus in many cases are more relevant and enlightening than many of the 

written texts.  Each individual voice represents the wisdom and voices of their ancestors—past, 

present and future (Hēnare, Lythberg, Woods & Nicholson, 2017; Kelly, 2017).   

 
Promoting Māori Notions of Wellbeing 

The thriving and prosperous Indigenous communities that operated according to the principles of an 

Economy of Mana suffered greatly in the wake of the settler colonisation of Aotearoa.  The colonial 

violence experienced by Māori has resulted in the disproportional representation of Māori in many 

poor socio-economic statistics across Aotearoa-NZ (Hēnare et al., 2011; Hēnare, 2014b; Hēnare, 

Lythberg, Nicholson, et al., 2017; Te Puni Kōkiri & New Zealand Treasury, 2019).  The poor outcomes 

of Māori (echoed in other colonised Indigenous populations around the globe), point to an oppressive 

system that has persistently failed to lift the wellbeing of the peoples of the land.   

 

In order to make meaningful change, we must focus less on the statistical deficiencies of Māori, and 

more on the potential and capabilities of Māori to improve their own wellbeing (Te Puni Kōkiri & New 

Zealand Treasury, 2019).   Enculturation, that is, the process of reclaiming a positive cultural identity 

is widely endorsed as a way to promote Indigenous wellbeing (Cajete, 2000; Durie, 1985; Hēnare, 

Lythberg, Nicholson, et al., 2017; Houkamau & Sibley, 2011; Marsden, 2003; Walters et al., 2002).   

 

Assessments of Māori wellbeing require measures based on Māori notions of being well, founded on 

culture, interdependence and belonging.  The desire to create spiritual, ecological, kinship and 

economic wellbeing for the betterment of Māori is premised on Māori possessing the freedom and 

choice to participate in society as Māori and actualise human potential (Durie, 2003; Hokowhitu, 

2010).  This study adds to the literature offering Māori notions of wellbeing and pathways to achieve 

it.  Furthermore, this PhD study looks below the surface of wellbeing and seeks to examine the life 

forces that underpin these notions.   

 
Reclaiming Māori Concepts 

Reintroducing and providing deeper understandings of Māori concepts, such as hihiri, hau and hauora, 

as described by Māori, reinserts the spiritual elements of Te Ao Māori back into their simplified and 

standardised explanations.  Basic translations of Māori words fail to appreciate the multifaceted 

meaning behind the linguistics, which can impact Māori language, knowledge and philosophy.  When 
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a language is used merely as a tool of translation, the underpinning worldview, culture and knowledge 

is separated from the language (Heaton, 2011).  Re-examining these Māori concepts through a Māori 

lens, reclaims the space for Te Ao Māori.   

 

Hau is well cited in anthropological circles and there has been a multitude of attempts to define this 

ambiguous force.  This has been undertaken mostly by groups of Western anthropologists involved in 

circular critical discussions that reflect a particular description of nineteenth-century Māori society.  

Hauora is frequently used within the Aotearoa-NZ health and education sectors to mean “health and 

wellbeing”, omitting many layers of meaning and cultural relevance.  Many interpretations fail to 

recognise the spiritual whakapapa of a Māori worldview, and in doing so, are unable to convey any 

deeper understandings of such vital forces of Te Ao Māori.  This research offers Māori understandings 

of hau in order to address the lack of Māori ancestral knowledge in the literary arena and remind 

scholars of the cultural foundations of such a concept.  

 

Hihiri, as an explicit term, has seldom been examined in scholarly literature.  The true potency and 

activation of many spiritual powers known to Māori was once limited to the whare wānanga, tribal 

schools of learning where students were carefully selected to inherit such knowledge (Murton, 2012; 

Salmond, 1985).  The scant literature on hihiri draws heavily on the writings of tohunga Rev Māori 

Marsden (2003).  Therefore, one aim of this study is to bring the kōrero of such a force to the fore and 

add to the body of knowledge on hihiri, expanding on Marsden through explicating its relevance to 

the realm of business.   

 

Spirituality in Business 

This research examines how we may bring spirituality explicitly into business and academia.  The 

spiritual dimension is widely recognised by Māori as fundamental to human experience (Durie, 1998; 

Hēnare, 2001; Marsden, 2003; Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011; Tate, 2010), however, as Barnes et al. 

(2017, p. 314) reflect “there is discomfort in giving voice to wairua in practice and within the 

academy”.  Indeed, where many Aotearoa-NZ organisations espouse Māori values and use Māori 

words, there is little thought given to the spiritual essence of these concepts.  When recognising that 

each entity, including humanity, institutions, ecosystems and organisations possess life energies such 

as hau, which are connected to and affected by all other life energies, then we move into a new 

societal paradigm, based on ancestral wisdom, of care, reciprocity and wellbeing.   
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The emphasis on the spiritual dimension of business is not unique to Māori and is no longer something 

isolated to religious sects, but is gaining prominence in modern organisational contexts (Ashar & Lane-

Maher, 2004; Benefiel et al., 2014; Bolman & Deal, 2011; Fry & Kriger, 2009; Jaworski, 2011; Scharmer, 

2009; Senge et al., 2004; Zohar & Marshall, 2004).  Avenues of conversation for this work are in the 

relatively new, but growing, fields of spirituality in the workplace (Benefiel et al., 2014) and 

sustainability-as-flourishing (Ehrenfeld & Hoffman, 2013; C. Laszlo et al., 2014), which examine how 

business can shift and shape collective consciousness to increase the wellbeing of people and planet.  

Therefore, this research has international implications wider than the Aotearoa-NZ context.   

 

Promote Indigenous Paradigms 

Previous research and movements have fought hard for the legitimacy of mātauranga Māori through 

comparisons and resistance to the dominant other, which has been a vital pathway for the validation 

of Indigenous knowledge.  There are spiritual, ecological and socio-cultural limitations of non-

Indigenous paradigms implemented within the contexts of Indigenous research, yet Indigenous 

researchers are often tasked with arguing and defending the right to exercise Indigenous ways of being 

and understanding (Barnes et al., 2017; Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Graham, 2005; Mataira, 2000; Pidgeon, 

2018; Ruwhiu & Wolfgramm, 2006; Smith, 1999; Spiller, 2012; Wilson, 2009).   

 

Te Ao Mārama paradigm utilised in this PhD portrays a contemporary evolution that moves through 

the boundaries of Te Ao Māori—being Māori in a Māori world—and into Te Ao Mārama—the world 

of experience that consciously develops and applies mātauranga Māori to make sense of and engage 

with the modern world.  This paradigm establishes mātauranga Māori from the outset as a legitimate 

and justified means of being, knowing and operating.  In this vein, I have moved away from 

paradigmatic comparisons with the Other (the Anglo-West) unless I have considered it helpful to make 

a certain point.  As Wilson (2009, p. 42) states:  

It would be giving away the power of an Indigenous research paradigm to say that it needs to 

be justified by a dominant paradigm. Similarly, critiquing dominant paradigms as a way to 

promote the need for an Indigenous paradigm is eroding the underlying beliefs upon which 

the paradigm is established. 

This study looks at ways to add, to enhance and to further promote Māori methodologies in an 

attempt to offer Te Ao Māori ways of being in academia.  
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Contributions to Whakapapa 

Whilst the contributions to the research fields are of utmost importance, the contribution this 

research has made to my life and to those around me must also be acknowledged.  Through this 

research journey and reflexivity have not only grown professionally, but I have grown intrinsically and 

personally.   

 

Growing up as an only child to my Pakēhā mother, I learnt a lot of what it was to be Māori through 

lessons at school.  My pursuit of higher education within Māori programmes was an attempt to be 

“more Māori”, to learn more of my whakapapa and to feel legitimate when claiming Māori heritage 

with my kiritea.  Nearing the end of this research journey, I am at peace with the whakapapa of both 

my mother and father.  I am Māori and kiritea.  I walk in a Māori world, I am accepted in Te Ao Māori 

and more importantly, I accept myself.  One passage that resonates with me on this journey is from 

Dr Charles Royal (2007, p. 44), who in explicating the paradigm of Te Ao Mārama talks about the 

movement from tangata Māori to tangata whenua: 

During the early period of my 'Māori' learning, I was very much concerned with coming to an 

experience and understanding of my Māori identity.  What was driving me was a desire to feel 

and be Māori.  Overall, I was concerned with reclaiming pre-existing knowledge and to 

construct in my consciousness an experience of 'being Māori'. 

 

Now that I have acquired an amount of knowledge about my iwi, hapū and whānau 

backgrounds, I find myself less urgent and anxious about my Māori identity.  This is because I 

have completed an amount of learning about my own iwi/Māori history and identity.  While 

there is so much more to learn, I can say that I have a modicum of experience with being 

Māori.  Hence, the idea of being Māori is not so forceful in my thinking and experience now.  

My motivation now—and perhaps I have grown up a little—lies with a desire to see the world 

as it actually is; to engage and embrace the world of my actual experience.  With respect to 

identity, I conceptualise this as a move from tangata Māori to tangata whenua. 

 

Meaningful research, according to Meyer (2008, p. 12), utilises body, mind and spirit through asking 

“to extend through our objective/empirical knowing (body) into wider spaces of reflection offered 

through conscious subjectivity (mind) and, finally, via recognition and engagement with deeper 

realities (spirit).”  In this way, I feel my research has been extremely meaningful to me, my whānau 

and my tūpuna.   
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Structure of the Thesis 
All chapters are sole-authored, with the exception of wāhanga tuaono, Arohia te rangi o te hihiri: 

Heeding the melody of pure and potent energy, which is a co-authored book chapter. 

 
1. Wāhanga tuatahi  

Introduction 

This introductory chapter outlines the aim of the research, the research questions and the 

contribution of this PhD thesis.  This chapter also indicates the structure of the thesis as a whole and 

introduces ngā pou herenga that have contributed to this work.   

 

2. Wāhanga tuarua 

Te Pūtake.  Te Hihiri: A process of coming to know 

Te pūtake refers to a beginning source, a centre that holds the potentiality of all things.  This published 

chapter, which has been accepted for publication, is the pūtake of this thesis.  Introducing a Māori 

process of coming to know, this chapter outlines a Māori epistemology, philosophy and a way of being 

in the world that locates both the research and researcher within a wider realm of relationships.  The 

research design offered here, Te Hihiri Process, is an epistemological framework that explains the 

movement through the process of knowledge creation and of knowing.   

 

3.  Wāhanga tuatoru 

Methodology 

Following on from wāhanga tuarua, this chapter further unpacks the research methodology of this 

study.  Firstly, whakapapa is introduced as the foundation of a Māori worldview and underpinning the 

guiding paradigm of Te Ao Mārama.  Whakapapa is also utilised here as a theoretical framework.  I 

then offer a reflexive account of the intermingling of my personal whakapapa and my research 

whakapapa, and how tikanga influenced this process.  Next, the data collection method of kōrero that 

was utilised in this qualitative study is explained, before clarifying the process of data analysis.   

 

4. Wāhanga tuawhā 

Hau: Giving Voices to the Ancestors 

Gift exchange within Māori society, underpinned by the notion of hau, is a favoured topic for 

anthropological research.  Hau has become an international phenomenon due to its potential 

relevance to understanding gift economies in many non-monetary societies worldwide.  However, the 

desire in anthropological and socioeconomic analyses to constantly redefine the concept of hau within 
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the narrow context of gift exchange has led to a separation of hau as the life force from its Māori 

philosophical base and, moreover, to a separation of Māori from the philosophy of hau.  This chapter 

is a published journal article that provides an expansive, culturally grounded account of hau by 

bringing Māori voices to the forefront of this international discussion.  The voices of Māori ancestors 

are privileged and kept alive through the oral literature of respected Māori leaders.  Highlighted in 

this published chapter is the dynamic interaction of hau with other life forces, and its interwoven 

philosophy that is nuanced according to a cosmological, spiritual and genealogically based worldview. 

 

5. Wāhanga tuarima 

Hauora: Relational Wellbeing 

Following on from the previous chapter describing the notion of hau and its various applications, this 

chapter expands on hau through outlining its relevance to wellbeing.  As a culturally specific notion, 

what constitutes wellbeing depends on cultural and philosophical traditions, as well as worldview and 

knowledge systems.  Alongside a global movement towards more human-centred public policy is a 

growing body of research from Indigenous communities offering Indigenous views on wellbeing.  This 

chapter adds to this discussion, providing an overview of Māori wellbeing that emanates from the 

spiritual essence and ethic of hau.  This chapter looks in depth at the multiple dimensions of 

Indigenous wellbeing, namely spiritual, ecological, social and economic spheres.  The implications of 

each domain of wellbeing to the Aotearoa-NZ Living Standards Framework (New Zealand Treasury, 

2018) are then examined, showing that Māori notions of wellbeing have the potential not only to 

deliver better outcomes for Māori, but also to aid in the transformation of Aotearoa-NZ towards a 

flourishing society.   

 

6. Wāhanga tuaono 

Arohia te rangi o te hihiri: Heeding the melody of pure and potent energy  

This is a co-authored published book chapter encapsulating the whakaaro of all prior sections.  It 

provides a conceptual framework for the application of spiritual energies within the realm of business.  

There is a specific focus on hihiri and its manifestation through intention and collective will in a 

business enterprise.  When an enterprise borrows the will of the community, it is the hau, the 

reciprocal exchange of energy that allows the business to operate successfully.  Paying attention to 

the energy fields that are collective will and intention endows an enterprise with a mandate to create 

multi-dimensional wealth and wellbeing. 
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7. Wāhanga tuawhitu 

Kaitiakitanga: More than sustainability 

This chapter outlines how the business case for sustainability advocates for sustainable business 

practices in order to reduce risks and costs, and increase reputation and revenues.  Often framed as 

an approach that is advancing human and environmental wellbeing, the minor environmental or social 

initiatives adopted in the business case strategy are in line with the dominant economic paradigm of 

profit maximisation, economic growth and consumerism.  Scholars are thus calling for a paradigm 

shift, advocating a move away from sustainability and sustainable development and towards 

flourishing societies.   

 

Indigenous approaches and philosophies can provide much guidance in this movement towards a 

holistic wellbeing paradigm.  This chapter explores the Indigenous Māori principle of kaitiakitanga as 

an ethic of care to create flourishing multi-dimensional landscapes.  Moving past the dichotomous 

tensions of economic wealth or environmental sustainability, kaitiakitanga denotes a harmonious 

balance between all life-giving dimensions.  Utilising the case study of a leading Māori organisation, 

this chapter shows how kaitiakitanga is operationalised in a business context.   

 

8. Wāhanga whakakapinga 

Conclusion 

This final chapter concludes the thesis, summarising and reiterating the various components of this 

study and presenting them as coherent set of theoretical and empirical contributions to mātauranga 

Māori.  Some limitations and potential avenues for future research are also outlined.    
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NGĀ POU HERENGA: WISDOM HOLDERS  
Kaumātua, rangatira and tohunga are referred to as ngā pou herenga, which literally translates to 

authorities or repositories of knowledge.  Ngā pou herenga, profiled here, participated in this PhD 

research through kōrero and wānanga, individually and collectively.  All have consented to be named 

in the research findings.  It is well known that tribal epistemologies produce variations of historical 

and mythical accounts.  In recognising that each whānau-hapū-iwi has its own knowledges, I sought 

to kōrero with wisdom holders from diverse iwi.   

 

I acknowledge the wisdom shared with me by all those who participated in this research: Hareruia 

Aperahama, Te Poihi Campbell, Mānuka Hēnare, Hohepa MacLean, Rereata Makiha, Rangi Matamua, 

Awhitia Mihaere, Robert Newson, Makuini Ruth Tai, Wayne Tai, Hēmi Whaanga and Nikora Wharerau. 

 

The biographies given below are printed in Hau: Giving Voices to the Ancestors.  These biographies are 

of ngā pou herenga who are cited predominantly throughout this thesis.  There are three rangatira 

who are not profiled here, but whose contributions to our kōrero were meaningful and significant.  I 

also acknowledge Wayne Tai (Ngāti Raukawa), Nikora Wharerau (Ngāpuhi, Ngāti Hine, Te 

Māhurehure) and Hohepa Maclean (Patukoraha, Ngāti Te Tarawa) for their contribution towards the 

deepening of insight.   

 

Hareruia Aperahama 

Ngātipikiahu, Ngātiwaewae, Ngātitūtemohuta, Tūrangitukua, Ngāti Tūwharetoa, Ngāti Kurī, Te 

Aupōuri, Ngāti Whātua 

Hareruia (Ruia) Aperahama was bought up at Rātana Pā and raised in the Rātana Church 2 in a rural 

area in the lower west coast of the North Island.  Te reo Māori is his first language and he is respected 

for his knowledge of Māori custom and lore.  He is a superb and passionate vocalist as well as being a 

gifted singer-songwriter who is comfortable in traditional Māori or contemporary musical 

environments.  Ruia is an internationally acclaimed song artist and a recipient of many NZ music 

industry awards.  His career has also included work as a Māori and Japanese teacher, illustrator and writer 

for a te reo Māori children’s magazine, radio host, te reo Māori translator and university researcher.  

He also works with youth at risk and inmates in the hope of inspiring alternative choices in life. 

 

 
2 The Rātana Church was founded in early twentieth century Aotearoa-NZ as part of a trans-tribal 

interdenominational and political movement under the leadership of Tahupōtiki Wiremu Rātana; it remains 
an important religious and political force in Te Ao Māori. 
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Te Poihi Campbell 

Tāngāhoe, Ngāti Ruanui, Ngā Rauru, Ngāruahine 

Te Poihi Campbell is a strong cultural advocate for and supporter of his Taranaki community.  Te Poihi 

is regularly summoned to provide guidance on te reo, tikanga and other cultural matters.  His 

grassroots leadership in the community and in the many marae of Taranaki is significant.  Te Poihi is a 

trustee of Meremere Marae, Pouwhakakori at Te Kotahitanga o Te Atiawa Trust, on the board of Te 

Korimako o Taranaki and chair of Te Reo o Taranaki.  Formally, Te Poihi was a broadcaster at the radio 

station Te Korimako o Taranaki, where he worked to promote and preserve the use and integrity of te 

reo Māori in the organisation’s programming and in the community.  Over the years, he has been 

involved in the facilitation of many cultural activities and te reo Māori revitalisation initiatives 

throughout the Taranaki region.  He is a family man devoted to his wife and three tamariki. 

 

Mānuka Hēnare 

Te Aupōuri, Ngāti Kurī, Te Rarawa, Ngāpuhi 

Associate Professor Mānuka Hēnare is a respected kaumātua and rangatira, husband, father and 

mentor in Te Ao Māori.  He has over 40 years’ research and consultancy experience in the field of 

Māori and Indigenous business enterprise and development economics.  His leadership in 

collaborative research has seen him head a number of multidisciplinary research project teams, advise 

government departments, hold ministerial appointments and serve as an expert witness for the 

Waitangi Tribunal, a national standing commission of inquiry related to Māori Treaty of Waitangi 

claims.  As an associate professor at the University of Auckland Business School, Mānuka is called upon 

for spiritual, cultural, academic and pastoral care of University staff and students.  He teaches Māori 

business and economic history, strategy and management of tribal enterprises. 

 

Rereata Makiha 

Ngāpuhi, Te Māhurehure, Te Arawa, Rangitāne 

Tohunga Rereata Makiha is a renowned Māori astrologer and a leading authority on the maramataka 

(Māori lunar calendar).  Raised and immersed in the traditions of the maramataka, Rereata has been a 

student of his ancestral whare wānanga from a young age.  Rereata is widely sought after and involved 

in bringing mātauranga Māori of science and astrology to Māori communities, frequently speaking at 

marae and school functions.  His research projects look to recover, revive and pass on knowledge 

around star lore and the maramataka.  Rereata is a member of the Society of Māori Astronomy 

Research and Traditions and co-founder of Te Potiki National Trust, which administers the Māori Maps 

website.  Rereata has 30 years’ experience as a reporter, news editor, director and presenter, and has 
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held senior positions in media organisations.  He has worked as a Māori cultural advisor for Auckland 

Council and the University of Auckland Business School. 

 

Rangi Matamua 

Tūhoe 

Professor Rangi Matamua is fifth generation in a long line of Māori astronomers.  He has extensive 

knowledge relating to celestial bodies and space, passed on to him by his tupuna Rāwiri Te Kōkau.  By 

day, Rangi is a professor at the University of Waikato, lecturing, researching and inspiring Māori 

academics.  His research fields are Māori astronomy and star lore, Māori culture and Māori language 

development, research and revitalisation.  By night, he is a star gazer, reading, watching and 

translating the messages left to us and written in the skies.  He is the author of the critically acclaimed 

book Matariki: The Star of the Year (2017), which represents an authentic Māori view and 

understanding of this culturally important star cluster (the Pleiades) and associated traditions.  Rangi 

is passionate about genuine Māori star knowledge and disseminating such knowledge broadly. 

 

Awhitia Mihaere 

Te Aitanga a Māhaki, Rongowhakaata, Ngāi Tahu Matawhaiti, Rangitāne, Maniapoto 

Awhitia Mihaere is an Indigenous traditional practitioner of rongoā Māori and romiromi, koomirimiri 

and mirimiri (collectively referring to bodywork), whose experiences derive from her whakapapa. Her 

grandparents were traditional rongoā Māori healers and midwives to their whānau and hapū.  Awhitia 

re-awoke to her calling under the tutelage of renowned tohunga the late Hōhepa Delamare.  Awhitia 

is a restorative justice facilitator and works tirelessly to deliver positive health outcomes for Māori, 

including advocating for traditional healing methods to be applied alongside mainstream medicine.  

She is responsible for implementing romiromi and hapūtanga practices and cleansing ceremonies in 

correctional facilities.  Her work with marae justice panels for urban Māori authorities has seen these 

elevated to a national level. Awhitia teaches rongoā Māori at Te Wānanga o Aotearoa and has worked 

as a government cultural advisor in education.  She is studying towards a PhD in rongoā Māori healing. 

 

Robert Newson 

Te Rarawa, Te Aupōuri, Ngāpuhi 

Robert (Bobby) Newson has over 40 years of public service, beginning in Māori Affairs and the Māori 

Land Court, followed by service in the NZ Army, 17 years with the NZ Police and 20 years as a cultural 

advisor to various organisations including the Human Rights Commission, the Families Commission and 

the Auckland City Council.  He is currently the Tumu Here Iwi Relationships Manager at the Auckland 
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Museum. Robert holds a Bachelor of Māori Studies from Auckland University of Technology and has 

lectured in Māori theology and spirituality.  As a certified translator and interpreter of te reo Māori he 

has worked in the District and High Courts in Auckland and on Treaty of Waitangi claims.  A Justice of 

the Peace, he currently serves on a diverse range of boards and committees, including Unitec Council, 

Mercy Charities, Waitakere Community Law Centre, Sport Waitakere and Te Rūnanga o Te Haahi 

Katorika.  Bobby is married to Gemma and has three tamariki and four mokopuna. 

 

Makuini Ruth Tai 

Tūhoe, Whakatōhea, Ngāi te Rangi, Ngāti Awa, Tūwharetoa 

Makuini Ruth Tai was raised when papakāinga living was still the norm and old-time spiritual practices 

were still very much alive. Today unconditional aroha provides the guidance for all that she does.  

Makuini is a te reo Māori scholar and an author.  She facilitates REO (Rich Earth Oratory) 

communications workshops and online seminars, and hosts international programmes aimed at well- 

being and peace.  Her REO philosophy recognises that spirituality, performance and voice tone are 

inherent in the words, expressions and communications of the old-time orators.  Formerly, Makuini 

was a teacher trainer for the New Zealand education system and a lecturer at the Hamilton Teacher’s 

Training College.  She left in late 1990 to explore learning and teaching methodologies that were not 

used in the system at the time, travelling widely and participating in various wellbeing and cultural 

activities.  In 2011, Makuini returned with her husband, Wayne, to his papakāinga at Tapapa to support 

the revitalisation of the marae and implementation of eco-sustainable principles. 

 

Hēmi Whaanga 

Dr Hēmi Whaanga is an associate professor in Te Pua Wānanga ki te Ao (The Faculty of Māori and 

Indigenous Studies).  Hēmi has been involved, in various capacities, as a project leader, writer and 

researcher, in a range of linguistic, Indigenous Māori knowledge (Mātauranga Māori) and curriculum 

projects. He has published in the areas of mātauranga Māori, traditional ecological knowledge, 

digitisation of Indigenous knowledge, language revitalisation, linguistics, language teaching and 

curriculum development. 

 

Wakatū case study 

The case study research was undertaken with anonymity.  Participants consisted of owners, staff, 

senior management, associate directors, alumni, rangatahi and respected elders.  Their contributions 

to this PhD study, and the research project of Wakatū are significant.  Ngā pou herenga profiled in this 

section were not involved in the case study research.    
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WĀHANGA TUARUA 

TE PŪTAKE 
The following chapter has been published as Nicholson, A. (2020). Te Hihiri: A process of coming to 

know. Mai Journal, 9(2), 133-142. 

 

Te pūtake refers to a beginning source, a centre from which potential emanates; from where ideas, 

relationships and knowing flow.  In the Māori cosmological whakapapa, it is Te Korekore that is the 

central source of all things.  In the human body, the common centre is said to be the puku, where 

knowing, thought and emotion reside (Salmond, 1985); Awhitia Mihaere refers to this centre as the 

pūmanawa, the seat of emotions.  Therefore, Māori ways of coming to know utilise mind, body and 

spirit (Dell, 2020). 

 

This opening chapter, Te hihiri: A process of coming to know, is the pūtake of this thesis.  This piece 

sets the scene of this body of research outlining a Māori epistemology, philosophy and a way of being 

in the world that locates both the research and researcher within a wider realm of relationships.  The 

following work explains the movement through the process of knowledge creation and of knowing.  

Yet, this is also a discussion of Māori relationships with the world, of Māori being in the world, of the 

Māori self’s experience of the world.  The two tasks of living and of conducting research are not 

separate undertakings.  Physical, ethical, moral and spiritual ways of being, and being in relationships, 

guide the research and facilitate the emergence of knowledge (Bishop & Glynn, 1999).  The chapter 

also explains the worldview that underpins my being, informs my knowing and guides my practices.    

 

The epistemological framework introduced here, Te Hihiri Process, is premised on a cosmological 

whakapapa, a genealogical narrative of the universe.  Based on ancestral knowledge and oral 

literatures, cosmological whakapapa is prominent throughout this thesis, as it explains the emergence 

of spirit and of life energies that this research focusses on.  The framework itself was one of the origin 

points of this research.  Tohunga Rereata Makiha, who came to be one of my main pou herenga, 

offered a two-dimensional outline of this process, which resonated at my centre.  I used this 

framework as a discussion point with all pou herenga around the foundational energies of people and 

process.  As each kōrero added to the picture, Te Hihiri Process and the shared knowledge base 

developed.  It was from this framework that the knowledge disseminated within following chapters 

was derived.  It is also a process that kept me sane on the research journey.  It reminded me that the 
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uncomfortable space in between was a phase; that one must feel the knowing in order to create 

meaningful research (Dell, 2020).   

 

This chapter also introduces the Te Ao Mārama paradigm (Royal, 2009, 2014).  Further explicated in 

wāhanga tuatoru: Methodology, Royal refers to this as the creative potential paradigm.  This paradigm 

uses being Māori within a Māori world, as a way to move through to discovering the creative potential 

of an ever-changing world.  This paradigm shapes the research questions in this PhD inferring that 

whilst it is essential to reclaim and rediscover Māori knowledge (being Māori within a Māori workd) 

in the academy and within society (RQ1); we must also learn to apply this knowledge to make sense 

of and engage with the modern world (RQ2).   

 

Contribution 
Firstly, this chapter presents a Māori research process and methodology as an alternative to the 

dominant paradigm of mainstream academia, which supports the development and validity of other 

knowledge systems (Ruwhiu & Cone, 2010).  Non-Indigenous paradigms implemented within the 

contexts of Indigenous research have spiritual, ecological and socio-cultural limitations.  The PhD 

journey is often framed as a process of knowledge creation conducted by a sole researcher.  Yet, Te 

Hihiri Process acknowledges the interaction between researcher, participants and their associated 

whakapapa, tikanga, knowledge base and relationships.  Based on ancestral wisdom and oral 

literatures, the contribution of this article is to reiterate the timeless wisdom of Indigenous 

knowledge, presenting its relevance in guiding research agendas and ways of being in a perpetually 

changing world.   

 

Another aim of this chapter is to add to the scant body of knowledge on hihiri and explicate its 

relevance in the modern world.  Although quoted in many sources within the cosmological whakapapa 

(Hēnare, 2003; Marsden, 2003; Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; Salmond, 1985; Shirres, 1997; 

Taylor, 2007), hihiri and its associated processes have been seldom examined in scholarly literature.  

The true potency and activation of this energetic force was once limited to the whare wānanga, tribal 

schools of learning where students were carefully selected to inherit such knowledge (Murton, 2012; 

Salmond, 1985).  Tūpuna knew how to engage the pure energy potential of hihiri, which lies within 

each thought, each idea.  Thus, hihiri is an important component within the interconnecting spiral of 

spiritual and cognitive forces that bring potential into being.   
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TE HIHIRI: A PROCESS OF COMING TO KNOW 
i te kore, ki te pō, ki te ao mārama 

out of nothingness, into the darkness, into the world of light 

 

This opening whakataukī is a description of many things.  First and foremost, it is a part of an 

Indigenous Māori cosmological whakapapa—the beginning of the universe.  It is a complex journey 

through darkness and light, representing the perpetual movement between the endless potential of 

Te Korekore and the life, light and enlightenment of Te Ao Mārama.  This single creation story 

represents many things from conception, childbirth and human development, to the life cycle of 

nature, the construction of a house and more pertinently, the emergence of knowledge.  The diverse 

realities that are explainable by such an evolutionary account bring to light whakapapa as a Māori 

“epistemological framework” (Roberts et al., 2004, p. 28).  Whakapapa both reflects and informs a 

Māori worldview.  In opposition to knowledge creation approaches that see knowledge as a product 

disembedded from its spiritual, natural and social roots, a whakapapa-based epistemological 

framework regards knowledge as an active and creative experiential process of coming to know 

(Cajete, 2000; Peat, 1994).   

 

This article utilises cosmological whakapapa to outline an Indigenous research paradigm and 

methodological process whereby knowledge is seen to belong to and derive from the cosmos, and the 

relationships between the surrounding environments (Cajete, 2000; Graham, 2005; Meyer, 2008; 

Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; Peat, 1994; Royal, 2005; Ruwhiu & Cone, 2010; Swimme & Berry, 

1992; Wilson, 2009).  In an Indigenous paradigm it is understood that ontology, epistemology, 

methodology and axiology are inseparable.  Wilson (2009, p. 73) tells us that “Indigenous ontology is 

actually the equivalent of an Indigenous epistemology” and that “an Indigenous methodology must 

be a process that adheres to relational accountability”, that is, axiology.  The methodological 

framework offered here, Te Hihiri Process, is based on ancestral whakapapa and outlines the 

relationality of knowledge to the experience of life.  Researchers guided by whakapapa, as argued by 

Bishop and Glynn (1999, p. 170), “understand themselves to be involved somatically in the research 

process; that is physically, ethically, morally and spiritually and not just as a ‘researcher’ concerned 

with methodology”.  This outlook emphasises that it is the research process—the act of being in 

relationships—that guide the research journey (Wilson, 2009).   

 

The following discussion begins with an outline of an Indigenous Māori research paradigm.  This 

paradigm of Te Ao Mārama is underpinned by a Māori whakapapa of creation, a cyclical process of 
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potential constantly striving to become.  Te Ao Mārama is the physical world in which our lived reality 

occurs.  It is also a way to view the world, and a lens through which to explore creative potential.  Next, 

a Māori methodological process is offered that explicates the pure potent energy of hihiri and its role 

in knowledge creation.  Te Hihiri Process holds spirit at its centre and sees knowledge as an energy, a 

process and a relationship with being.    

 

A Māori Research Paradigm 
Te Ao Mārama 

Indigenous wisdom traditions maintain oral literatures that transmit and preserve sophisticated 

knowledge and understandings of the world, and the place of humans within it (Cruikshank, 1994; 

Mahuika, 2012; Roberts et al., 2004; Struthers & Peden-McAlpine, 2005).  Central to Indigenous 

culture, oral literatures are recognised as legitimate historical accounts that also provide temporal 

links between past, present and future, and between ancestors and descendants (Bishop & Glynn, 

1999; Cajete, 2000; Cruikshank, 1994; Hēnare, 2001; Hēnare, Lythberg, Woods, et al., 2017; Marsden, 

2003; Struthers & Peden-McAlpine, 2005; Wilson, 2009).  The knowledge, values, cultural practices 

and processes passed down via these oral literatures are often based on the cosmological stories that 

emphasise shared principles of interconnectedness and participation with the spiritual, natural and 

social communities (Cajete, 2000; Graham, 2005; Meyer, 2008; Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; 

Peat, 1994; Royal, 2005; Ruwhiu & Cone, 2010; Swimme & Berry, 1992; Wilson, 2009).   

 

The Māori cosmological whakapapa is a relational knowledge system that “exists as a genealogical 

narrative, a story told layer upon layer, ancestor upon ancestor up to the present day” (Te Rito, 2007, 

p. 1).  Like knowledge, whakapapa is sacred, contextual and kinship specific.  Unique whānau-hapū-

iwi literatures reflect distinct ancestral landscapes (Kawharu, 2009).  Whakapapa thus provides a lens 

in which to view and contextualise phenomena, people, organisations, histories and knowledge 

creation (George, 2010; Graham, 2005; Murton, 2012; Roberts et al., 2004; Wolfgramm & Waetford, 

2009). 

 

Despite tribal nuances, a shared theme in Māori cosmologies is the common origin of all things in the 

primal centre of Te Korekore.  This unbounded realm of formless and latent potential is from where 

all creation evolves and to where it all returns (Murton, 2012; Roberts et al., 2004; Salmond, 1985; 

Wolfgramm & Waetford, 2009).  It is from the spiritual energies of Te Korekore that the material world 

of Te Ao Mārama evolves.  Life forces such as mauri, hau, tapu, wairua and hihiri coalesce to give form 

to matter (Hēnare, 2003; Mead, 2003; Salmond, 1985).  The same energies that give life to landscapes, 
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also give life to humans, thus binding all of creation physically, intellectually and spiritually to the 

cosmic centre (Royal, 2005).   

 

The perpetual cyclical movement of creativity through darkness and light is the principle tenet of the 

Māori cosmological whakapapa.  Figure 2 presents the constant movement between the realm of pure 

potentiality (Te Korekore), the realm of becoming (Te Pō) and the world of being (Te Ao Mārama).  It 

depicts the rhythm and cycle of nature wherein the past, present and future are constantly engaging 

(Hēnare, 1998).  As this whakapapa shows us, Te Ao Mārama is formed of and informed by Te Korekore 

and Te Pō.  Royal (1998, p. 52) explains that “the concepts of the potential world, of becoming 

portrayed and of being find their spatial expression in Te Ao Mārama”.      

 

 
Figure 2: The cosmic whakapapa depicting the constant movement between Te Korekore and Te Ao Mārama 

Te Ao Mārama is both the physical reality in which Māori history, present and future occurs, as well 

as a spiritual, philosophical and psychological framework through which to view the world (Royal, 

1998).  Royal (1998, 2007, 2009, 2014) discusses Te Ao Mārama as the Māori worldview and a creative 

potential paradigm.  This creative potential paradigm utilises mātauranga Māori, tangata Māori and 

Te Ao Māori—Māori knowledge and being Māori within a Māori world—to move through into 

wānanga, tangata whenua and Te Ao Mārama—a creative process of experiencing and engaging with 

changing landscapes.  

 

The reclamation of mātauranga Māori has been a vital pathway for the validation and legitimacy of 

Māori knowledge in the academy.  Social justice, cultural revival and decolonisation movements 

provide critical motivation for research in Te Ao Māori.  Te Ao Mārama paradigm portrays a 

contemporary evolution that consciously develops and applies mātauranga Māori to make sense of 
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and engage with the modern world.  The ultimate goal moves from the reclamation of mātauranga 

Māori to exploring its creative potential and application in the modern world.   

 

Ngā Pou Herenga: Wisdom Holders 

Indigenous research paradigms ground research within the realities and experiences of the research 

communities (Mataira, 2000; Wilson, 2009).  In an Indigenous research paradigm, neither researcher 

nor participant, listener nor storyteller, knowledge seeker nor wisdom holder are passive observers 

(Archibald, 2008; Bishop & Glynn, 1999; George, 2010).  Whakapapa weaves each person, place and 

event into the process.  In order to interpret unseen knowledge, researchers must actively listen to 

both the storyteller and the story, and recognise their own ancestral legacies, histories, realities and 

experiences intertwining with the research context and community.  This brings with it obligations and 

responsibilities that influence the research methodology (Bishop, 2008; George, 2010; Spiller, 2012; 

Wilson, 2009).  One of these responsibilities lies with the attribution of imparted knowledge.      

 

The ancestral wisdom outlined in this article emanates from kōrero with ngā pou herenga, respected 

Māori kaumātua, rangatira and tohunga, well renowned for their knowledge base.  Ngā pou herenga 

shared their oral literature in te reo Māori and te reo Pākehā, providing insights into contemporary 

times, by drawing on traditions passed down through generations.  This ancestral wisdom derives 

from lived experiences, whakapapa understandings and teachings from traditional and contemporary 

whare wānanga.  Therefore, each individual voice is not only sharing their story but also carrying the 

voices of their ancestors gone and of their forebears to come. 

 

The kōrero of ngā pou herenga are woven alongside other cited academic texts, using their kōrero in 

the same way that written literature is quoted within academic publications.  This method of citation 

puts the kōrero of esteemed Māori experts on par with the written published sources that are 

privileged by the academy.  These oral sources offer relevant and enlightening information to this 

methodological framework.  Where academic scholars have many years of formal education, 

Indigenous leaders have many years of cultural training and practise intuitive logic (Wilson, 2009).  As 

Wilson (2009, p. 60) (citing personal communication with Evelyn Steinhauer) states: 

We as Indigenous scholars who wish to participate in the creation of knowledge within our 

own ways of being must begin with an active and scholarly recognition of who our 

philosophers and prophets are in our own communities.  These are still the keepers and the 

teachers of our epistemologies. 
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Te Hihiri Process 
The methodological process presented here (Figure 3) is a depiction of the dynamic movement of 

knowledge between Te Korekore and Te Ao Mārama.  Constant engagement with the world beyond 

our sense perception brings the ever-present potential into being.  Mauri, hau and hihiri emanate 

from Te Korekore and flow through all parts of the journey, giving life and purpose to each phase.  This 

spiral of emergence reflects an awakening of new knowledge built upon previous understandings 

(Williams & Hēnare, 2009).   

 

 
Figure 3: Te Hihiri Process 3 

 

This process that traces the cosmological whakapapa through stages of development and growth was 

first passed down to me by Rereata Makiha.  The original two-dimensional chart (Makiha, 2015) 

evolved into its current form with input from ngā pou herenga.  As is the nature of whakapapa, this 

framework has many applications to the process of life.  In this context, we relate it to the process of 

knowledge creation and of active discovery, that is, it symbolises a process of coming to know.  Table 

1 outlines the different phases involved in this methodological process. 

 

 

 
3 This methodological process originated as the two-dimensional chart “Navigating Change” created by Rereata 

Makiha (2015) for the Auckland City Council.  The chart was used as a template to explain behaviours and 
actions, and guide how departments might transform into new teams and cope with change 
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Table 1: Stages of the Methodological Process 

State Explanation 

Te Hihiringa This is the state of ignition where an idea emerges and creates a desire to change, act or undertake 

a journey of discovery.  Without the initial energetic spark (hihiri), nothing would eventuate. 

Te Rapunga This is a state of searching.  It is a blind search without direction or a clear vision.  It can be an 

uncomfortable journey for many but is a necessary phase.  For those who trust in their inner abilities 

and instincts this can be a time of endless opportunity and a chance to create something new. With 

an extensive understanding of ancestral knowledge, tūpuna navigated this phase with trust and faith 

in their abilities.   

Te Kitenga This is the beginning of finding direction and enlightenment.  In your physical and mental 

wanderings, you set your sights on an object, destination and/or action that resonates.  You begin 

to find a shape and form to what was once emptiness. 

Te Whainga This is the state of being in pursuit of what has been seen. The end may still be unclear, or there 

may be uncertainty around whether you will like what you are pursuing, but you forge ahead.  Tohu 

from tūpuna guide the process.   

Te Whiwhinga This is the state of acquisition. This is when you finally attain the desired object.    

Te Rawenga This is the celebration of reaching a state of satisfaction with what you have achieved.  Often this 

stage is marked prematurely with promises of rewards of what an idea could deliver.   

Note: Adapted from kōrero with Rereata Makiha in reference to Navigating Change document (Makiha, 2015) 
 

Wānanga 

In its entirety, the diagram signifies movement and transformation, yet, each phase has its own 

energy—the energy of wānanga.  Wānanga is a creative activity and a conscious energy.  Royal (2005, 

p. 141) describes it as “an active process of exploring and considering” with a purpose to create new 

knowledge and understanding.  Wānanga is the space that allows humans to interact with the energy 

of creative potential.  Te Ao Mārama paradigm advocates that we need to move past the mere 

acquisition of mātauranga into a wānanga space that critically analyses and creatively applies this 

knowledge.  Each phase of this journey, each wānanga, thus invites critical reflection and active 

engagement.   

 

It is the whakapapa of thought that explains how wānanga becomes conscious.  As the energies within 

Te Korekore begin to seek life (rapunga, kitenga, whainga), their growth (kune, pupuke) brings the 

pure and potent energy source of hihiri into being.  Hihiri then seeks out consciousness (hinengaro) 

and thought (whakaaro) to create purpose to being.  It is the coalescence of desire, thought and 

consciousness that produces knowledge and wisdom—wānanga.  The cosmological chant of Te 
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Kohuwai/Kohuora 4 of Rongoroa recorded by the missionary Richard Taylor outlines part of this 

process: 

Nā te kune te pupuke  From the conception the well up of emotion  

Nā te pupuke te hihiri  From the well up of emotion the energised thought 

Nā te hihiri te mahara  From the energised thought to remembrance 

Nā te mahara te hinengaro  From the remembrance the consciousness 

Nā te hinengaro te manako From the consciousness the desire   

Ka hua te wānanga  Knowledge became conscious (fruitful) 

(Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; translation adapted from the Māori text of the 

cosmological chant of Te Kohuwai/Kohuora as cited in Hēnare, 2003; Salmond, 1991; Taylor, 

2007; cf. Marsden, 2003). 

Awhitia Mihaere explains that it is through wānanga that hihiri can be accessed. 

 

Hihiri 

The pure and creative energy of hihiri is an integral part of the interconnecting energies that bring 

about the creation of knowledge (Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015).  It is described as an 

inspirational energy that impels constant development and growth (Te Poihi Campbell; Rereata 

Makiha).  Awhitia Mihaere spoke of the presence of hihiri in each stage:  

Te Hihiringa comes from the ancient thought.  In the blind search of Te Rapunga, the hihiri 

never leaves, but sits like a burning desire within you.  It can be felt, but often unexplained.  

That’s the wānanga taking care of your potentiality until you reach it.  In Te Kitenga, you 

decide if it feels right through instinction—the consciousness of knowing and instinct.  This is 

driven by hihiri.  By the time you get to Te Whiwhinga, the energy field has opened up and 

everything falls into place.  

 

Hihiri seeks to bring potential into being.  Te Poihi Campbell describes hihiri as a form of energy that 

moves and motivates kaupapa as “a battery source to get things moving”.  Without the impetus of 

hihiri, kaupapa will not come to be realised.  Robert Newson likens hihiri to a flint, without which the 

fire will not ignite.  Rereata Makiha uses the analogy of a spark plug: 

If you can’t get the spark out of the spark plug, the engine is not going to go…It’s that spark 

that actually energises…If you take that energy or that spark plug away, nothing is ever going 

to happen, you can’t move into any of those stages, you can’t even start.  

 

 
4 This rangatira is referred to in some texts as Te Kohuora and others as Te Kohuwai 



39 

 

Within the methodological process depicted in Figure 3, Te Hihiringa refers to the state of ignition.  

Yet, the window of opportunity may only be for a short period.  Robert Newson explains, “If you miss 

the first spark, it’s the second or the third one that starts the car.  It’s not the same first spark—you’ve 

missed that opportunity.”  Similarly, Awhitia Mihaere spoke of the one-second rule: “One second: if 

you don’t get it, you don’t get it.  You’ve only got one second to know it otherwise you miss an 

opportunity.”  Rangi Matamua sees hihiri as spurts or sparks of inspiration and passion that can die 

away; it is through the connection of hihiri and hau that meaningful relationships are sustained.  This 

reiterates the whakapapa worldview whereby nothing can work in isolation.  Hihiri, therefore, must 

act in conjunction with other energy forces such as hau and mauri to create direction and long-term 

sustainability (Hareruia Aperahama; Rangi Matamua; Robert Newson).  

 

Cycles of Repetition  

The interaction of hihiri with other energies creates a cycle of repetition, within which are smaller 

repetitive epicycles (Rereata Makiha).  Each cycle connects to, and influences, other cycles.  It is in the 

rhythms of nature that these cycles are recognised and any changes captured. 

We watch the behaviour of animals.  We also watch the behaviour of the flowering of the 

plants, and the fruiting of the trees and the ripening of the birds.  They are all are stuck in a 

rhythm, on a cycle.  And we think that if that’s the case then humans must be on that cycle 

too.  They are driven by energies that we’ve forgotten about but the tūpuna understood. 

(Rereata Makiha) 

 

Tūpuna, through intimate connections with the surrounding ecosystem, knew how to interpret and 

work with the varying cycles.  The following whakataukī denotes the cyclical bond between all living 

things. 

Tuia ki te rangi   These life forces are bound in the heavens 

 Tuia ki te whenua  They are bound on the lands 

 Tuia ki te moana  They are bound in the oceans 

E rongo te pō, e rongo te ao These life forces have female and male elements that ensure  

their survival 

This whakataukī tells us that what is happening in the sky corresponds to activities on the land and 

sea.  Rereata Makiha explains that ancestral knowledge holds the tools to predict the natural cycles, 

that is, the rising of a particular star corresponds with the flowering of a particular tree, or the 

abundance of a particular fish.  The cycles and epicycles of the tides, of the moons, of the stars ebb 

and flow, and produce different energies suited to different activities.   
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To move through each cycle, there needs to be an alignment of energies in the present, a completion 

of epicycles in the past and the clearing of spaces in which to move into in the future.  This is not a 

linear or sequential progression, but an iterative, chaotic and dynamic journey.  Peat (1994) explains 

how the subtle influence and alignment of time signifies the commencement of ritual ceremonies:  

In the paradox of cyclic time this moment did not exist until the ceremony began, but once it 

had been created it made its influence felt within the cycles of time that stretch back to the 

days, weeks, and years that precede the ceremony. (p. 204) 

It is the synchronisation of physical, spiritual and mental energies that brings cycles together and 

creates movement (Rereata Makiha).   

 

The process of knowledge creation is a culmination of what has existed before and part of what is yet 

to come.  Te Poihi Campbell explains that “all the ingredients are there within a cell, or within a 

thought, and it just needs that little spark for it to start interacting with the other agents to make 

something come to fruition.”  Furthermore, Hohepa Maclean says:  

the spark is just that energy that is latent within the rākau, or the flint, te kaunati.  That 

frequency gets built to a certain point where it gets to the next stage and that next stage might 

be the spark itself.   

Deep knowing comes with the wisdom to let knowledge digest and then to allow knowledge to act.  

In this view, epiphanies are not mere products of chance, as moments of inspiration often seem, but 

of constant interaction and engagement with an idea, with experience and with others (Jaworski, 

2011; Meyer, 2008).   

 

Each cycle of Te Hihiri Process is acknowledged as part of the experience of the whole.  There is fluid 

movement between Te Korekore and Te Ao Mārama, between potential and realisation, between 

darkness and light.  The acquisition of Te Whiwhinga is possible through the obscurity of Te Rapunga.  

To celebrate the achievement of being in Te Rawenga we must acknowledge the journey of potential 

through Te Korekore.  Yet, the boundaries between phases are indistinct as the creative process is 

continually producing new realities.  With no complete and final state, coming to know is a continual 

process of becoming. 

 

Ka Hua te Wānanga: Coming to Know 
An Indigenous research paradigm honours the energy of process (Marsden, 2003; Merculieff, 2012; 

Wilson, 2009).  In the modern race for new knowledge, importance is placed upon the end goal and 

the act of being is forgotten.  Robert Newson talks through this process referring to the whakataukī of 
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Himiona Tūpākihi Kāmira [Te Aupōuri, Te Rarawa] ‘Ko te reo te kaihiki o te manawa tapu ō te kupu, 

mō te ora, mō te mate’. 5 

It simply means that te reo is not the sound.  Te reo is the process within one’s body on how 

you formulate the thought.  So, I see something, I smell something, I feel something, and then 

the mind takes over and formulates it—the brain says ‘that is a meat pie’, and then the words 

will come out as ‘meat pie’.  But the energy is not in just one bit, it’s about the whole mind 

taking in, creating, or gathering all the senses together, and the experiences of those senses 

together to give what it is.  I go back to that tupuna’s quote, te reo is not just the sound, te 

reo is the whole process that goes within the body that lifts words for life and death…  

Knowledge creation is therefore a process, not a product; it is a relationship with experience.      

 

A meaningful process of coming to know utilises body, mind and spirit (Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Cajete, 

2000; Meyer, 2008).  Indigenous wisdom teaches that thought and feeling do not exist independently 

of each other; knowledge is sensed physically, mentally and spiritually by the human body (Meyer, 

2008; Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; G. A. Parry, 2006; Pohatu, 2011; Royal, 2005; Salmond, 

1985).  Marsden (2003)  explains: 

When the illumination of spirit arrives in the mind of the person that is when understanding 

occurs - for knowledge belongs to the head and knowing belongs to the heart. When the 

person understands both in the mind and in the spirit, then it is said that that person truly 

‘knows’ (mōhio). (p. 79) 

Simply put, knowing and being are inseparable; research, practice and theory are all holistically and 

spiritually tied to experience (Cajete, 2000; Lee & Doherty, 2015; Meyer, 2008; Mika, 2012).   

 

The role of the researcher is to become aware and recognise the tohu that guide the journey.  These 

tohu signify the alignment of energies and act as navigation points (Rereata Makiha).  Spiller (2012) 

talks about wayfinding as a research method whereby Māori wayfinding navigators see the ocean 

vessel as stationary.  The destination is then called to the wayfinder whose role is to stay present and 

be guided to action by the surrounding tohu.  It is the reciprocal energy between the destination and 

the wayfinder that brings the potential into being in the present.  Ancestral knowledge teaches us to 

pause, focus our thoughts and wait for the energies to align (Hareruia Aperahama; Rereata Makiha; 

Robert Newson).  This, says Mānuka Hēnare, is not mere wishful thinking but “standing still with the 

expectation that something will be revealed”.   

 
5 Pā Hēnare Tate (2010: 74) translates this as: ‘The language uplifts, from within, the life-giving breath of the 

word that relates to the events of life and death’ 
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Te Hihiri Process is more than an experience of research, it is a process that may operate in daily life.  

Cajete (1994, 2000) tells us that seeking life is the all-encompassing task of Native Science: “Indigenous 

education, at its innermost core, is education about the life and nature of the spirit that moves us” 

(Cajete, 1994, p. 42).  Whakapapa, landscapes, personal relationships and experiences are all part of 

a researcher and are being brought into the relationship with participants, and with knowledge.  These 

relationships with knowledge make us who we are (Wilson, 2009).  Therefore, the research process is 

one of seeking life.  To be somatically involved in the research process is to bring your whole self along 

on the journey.  Native science is being in the world (Cajete, 2000). 

 

Concluding Comments 
This article has presented an Indigenous research paradigm and methodological framework that 

describes a process of knowledge creation.  Hihiri, as part of an interconnecting spiral of spiritual and 

cognitive forces fundamental to Māori metaphysics, plays a crucial role in coming to know.  

Remembering and reintroducing Māori concepts such as hihiri and their application to the modern 

world embraces the creative potential of wānanga.  This whakapapa tool demands a constant 

commitment to being present in the world, and the recognition of the interacting cognitive and 

spiritual energies that bring about knowledge creation.   

 

Utilising Te Hihiri Process as a research tool keeps a researcher grounded in Indigenous wisdom, 

guided by ancestral knowledge and entrenched in spirit.  This is of importance, as despite the widely-

held belief that spirit is an integral part of the Indigenous research paradigm (Cajete, 2000; Marsden, 

2003; Meyer, 2008; Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011), Barnes et al. (2017, p. 314)  point out that “the academy 

struggles with questions about inclusion and exclusion, with defining or leaving unspecified (Elkins et 

al., 1988), usually resulting in mentioning but not placing spirit at the centre of research”.  Te Poihi 

Campbell observes that intellectual inquiry necessitates a spiritual component.   

 

Knowledge creation, as a process of wānanga, is exposed through deliberate dialogue with the natural 

and spiritual worlds  (Meyer, 2008; Pohatu, 2011; Royal, 2009).  Knowledge is tied to reality and place: 

ingrained in the history, journeys and daily rituals, and enfolded within language (Cajete, 2000, 2004; 

Graham, 2005; Meyer, 2008; G. A. Parry, 2006; Peat, 1994; Royal, 2005; Ruwhiu & Cone, 2010; Wilson, 

2009).  Whakapapa tells us that the environment is not separate from the study; the researcher is not 

independent from the research; thought is not divorced from feeling; and knowledge is not distinct 

from its spiritual, natural and socio-cultural setting.  Coming to know is a holistic experience.  
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WĀHANGA TUATORU 

METHODOLOGY 
Following on from wāhanga tuarua, which outlines a process of coming to know, this chapter further 

unpacks the research methodology used in this study.  The first section introduces whakapapa as the 

foundation of a Māori worldview and underpinning the guiding paradigm of Te Ao Mārama.  

Whakapapa is also utilised here as a theoretical framework.  I then offer a reflexive account of the 

intermingling of my personal whakapapa and my research whakapapa, and how tikanga influenced 

this process.  Next, the data collection method of kōrero that was utilised in answering Research 

Question 1 is explained, before clarifying the process of data analysis.  The methods used in the case 

study research, pertaining to Research Question 2, are then outlined. 

 

The methodology utilised here is fundamentally underpinned by a Māori worldview.  Worldviews 

inform knowledge of the social world and, more pertinently, the research paradigm (Morgan & 

Smircich, 1980; Ruwhiu & Wolfgramm, 2006).  Indigenous paradigms see ontology, epistemology, 

methodology and axiology as a collective framework.  An Indigenous epistemology recognises the web 

of relationships between all things, while an Indigenous ontology acknowledges reality as sets of 

relationships—the divide is indistinguishable (Wilson, 2009).  Indigenous methodologies must act as a 

process that upholds a set of cardinal ethics, morals, values and appropriate behaviours, in Māori 

these are referred to as kawa, tikanga, ritenga (Hēnare, 2011).  Indigenous research is not a mere 

academic exercise; instead one must experience the knowledge, engage with participants (past, 

present and future) and co-operate with the surrounding energies (Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Meyer, 

2001, 2008).  As explicated by Mataira (2000, p. 4), Māori-centred research is “grounded in the lives 

and experiences of Māori and thus requires an application of certain investigative protocols and rules 

that underpin a ‘uniquely valid Māori way’”.   

 

A Worldview Founded on Whakapapa 
A worldview “lies at the very heart of the culture, touching, interacting with and strongly influencing 

every aspect of the culture” (Marsden, 2003, p. 56). Therefore, cultural worldviews are the ways in 

which the world is perceived and understood, acting as foundations upon which values, ethics and 

behaviours are developed (Royal, 2002; Ruwhiu & Wolfgramm, 2006).  A Māori worldview is a 

relational one, whereby humanity shares a sacred kinship with each other, with the natural world and 

with the spiritual realm.  It is a worldview that sees Māori as descending from spiritual powers and 
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therefore imbued with life forces that give them efficacy in the physical and spiritual worlds (Hēnare, 

2003).   

 

Whakapapa is a valid framework to guide this research on the relationships between spiritual, 

ancestral, social and economic landscapes.  A Māori worldview is founded on whakapapa, regarded 

as the “genealogical descent of all living things” (Barlow, 1991, p. 173).  The cosmological whakapapa 

explains how the material world of Te Ao Mārama is descended from, and dwells within, the spiritual 

realm of Te Ao Wairua.  Where some would describe it as a metaphorical allegory, Māori see this 

cosmic whakapapa as reality, facilitated by the instinctive and creative “metaphoric mind” (Cajete, 

2000).  Whakapapa outlines the boundless potential that exists in Te Korekore, waiting to be manifest 

in Te Ao Mārama.  Hēnare (2001, p. 198) tells us that “At the heart of this view of the creation process 

is an understanding that humanity and all things of the natural world are always emerging, always 

unfolding.”   

 

Te Ao Mārama Paradigm 

Research conducted within a Māori worldview necessitates a Māori paradigm.  Morgan (1980, pp. 

606–607) defines paradigms in a “metatheoretical or philosophical sense to denote an implicit or 

explicit view of reality”.  In a similar vein, Ruwhiu and Cone (2010, p. 109) see paradigms as “sets of 

interrelated assumptions about the social world which provide a philosophical and conceptual 

framework for the organised study of that world.”   

 

Māori paradigms require an understanding of mātauranga Māori (George, 2010).  Mātauranga 

translates as knowledge, and mātauranga Māori refers to the study of the universe from a Māori 

perspective (Royal, 2014).  Mātauranga Māori has been interpreted as: Māori ways of knowing 

(Murton, 2012); a body of knowledge (Royal, 2014); a complex and open system (Salmond, 1985); 

Māori epistemology—that which underpins and gives meaning to Māori knowledge (Tau, 2001); and 

a  “super subject" encompassing “all branches of Māori knowledge, past, present and still developing” 

(Mead, 2003, p. 427).  Rather than an archive, it is a “tool for thinking, organising information, 

considering the ethics of knowledge, the appropriateness of it all and informing us about our world 

and our place in it” (Mead, 2003, p. 428).  Mika (2012) cautions against seeing mātauranga Māori as a 

literal translation of knowledge, which undermines its spiritual relationship with being.  As explained 

by Durie (2005, p. 303), mātauranga Māori “recognizes the interrelatedness of all things, draws on 

observations from the natural environment, and is imbued with a life force (mauri) and a spirituality 
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(tapu)”.  Mātauranga Māori is thus both knowledge and the process of generating that knowledge 

(Rout et al., 2019). 

 

This doctoral study follows Royal’s (2009, 2014) Te Ao Mārama paradigm, a paradigm of creative 

potential as depicted in Figure 4.  Underpinned by the cosmic whakapapa, this paradigm implies Māori 

can utilise Te Ao Māori (the Māori world), Tangata Māori (being Māori) and Mātauranga (knowledge) 

to move into Te Ao Mārama (the world of life and enlightenment), Tangata Whenua (people of the 

land) and Wānanga (creative potential) respectively.  Where Te Ao Māori is a world bound by a Māori 

worldview, Te Ao Mārama is the world of experience—a world that consciously develops and applies 

mātauranga Māori to make sense of and engage with the contemporary world. 

 
Figure 4: Te Ao Mārama paradigm (Royal, 2009, p. 11) 

 

The research questions are fashioned by this paradigm.  Figure 5 shows how the research questions 

first establish the discovery and reclamation of Mātauranga Māori (RQ1), and then ask how to 

consciously apply this knowledge to our modern world (RQ2).  These questions emerged from both 

the intentional design of the study and from the fieldwork itself.  I entered into this study with a broad 

focus and intention, yet, was also guided by those who shared their time and kōrero with me, and 

from the data itself.   

 
Figure 5: Research Questions 

RQ2: How can organisations, 
as communities of purpose, 

collectively create 
intergenerational and multi-

dimensional wellbeing? 

RQ1: According to 
Māori, what are the 
energies that create, 
sustain and enhance 

human wellbeing 
and development? 
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Whakapapa as a Theoretical Framework 

Theoretical frameworks are defined by Anfara Jr and Mertz (2006, p. xxvii) as “any empirical or quasi-

empirical theory of social and/or psychological processes, at a variety of levels (e.g., grand, mid-range, 

and explanatory), that can be applied to the understanding of phenomena”.  Simply put, they see 

theoretical frameworks as lenses that can be applied to study phenomena.  Merriam (2006) uses the 

analogy of constructing a new building and compares theoretical frameworks to the underlying 

skeletal structure that rest upon the building’s foundation.  This foundation (disciplinary base) anchors 

the skeletal structure (framework) on which the outer materials can be hung.  The theoretical 

framework thus makes explicit one’s worldview, and determines the tools used to structure the 

investigation (such as the research questions, data collection and data analysis).   

 

Utilising whakapapa as a research framework relates directly to Merriam’s (2006) building analogy.  

Rendered as a shared genealogy, history and knowledge system, whakapapa brings the life energies 

of ancestors and those of the future generations into being in the present (Berryman et al., 2010; 

Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; Shirres, 1997).  Whakapapa is described as: the “skeletal structure 

to Māori epistemology” (Tau, 2001, p. 68); "epistemological frameworks" (Roberts et al., 2004, p. 28); 

“the key tool employed by Māori to make sense of their experience of the world” (Royal, 1998, p. 54); 

and “providing the foundation for a legitimate research framework that enables Māori to engage in 

research among Māori communities” (Graham, 2005, p. 87).  Knowledge itself comes with whakapapa, 

and therefore, as a research framework whakapapa is:  

• a way of thinking;  

• a way of accumulating, examining and debating knowledge;  

• and a way of acquiring new knowledge  (cf. Graham, 2005; Roberts et al., 2004).  

 

In his development of the research paradigm of Te Ao Mārama, Royal (1998) identified whakapapa as 

an analytical tool utilised by Māori to understand phenomena.  Providing temporal links between past, 

present and future, whakapapa can be utilised to contextualise a certain phenomenon, experience or 

organisation at a particular point in time.  The research context can then be understood further by 

looking at the antecedent connections, tangential relationships and future scenarios that fill the space 

in between (George, 2010; Roberts et al., 2004).  Graham explains this in more depth: 

In order to explain the presence of a phenomenon, a process of understanding how that 

particular phenomenon came to exist is explored. How did it come about and what was 

responsible for its presence? Once these questions have been answered, then this same 

process can be repeated at this new level and at preceding levels until as such time the 
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researcher has attained the objectives applicable to this analytical process. An important 

aspect of this research paradigm is the prediction of future phenomena and so, of particular 

interest is the observation that whakapapa as a research methodology is seen to be organic 

rather than deconstructive. (2009, p. 3) 

Whakapapa permits movement backwards and growth into the future, therefore, is continually in a 

state of cultivation (Graham, 2009).   

 

Graham (2009) develops the theorising of the Te Ao Mārama paradigm by incorporating whakapapa 

ties between the researcher and the research community into its design.  Researchers enter into each 

research context—consisting of human, natural and spiritual landscapes—with their own whakapapa, 

carrying their own legacies, histories, stories, identities and connections.  Personal relationships and 

interactions occur between people and places; the reality and experience of the researcher affect the 

formation and maintenance of these relationships, which in turn influences the research methodology 

(Bishop, 2008; George, 2010; Hokowhitu, 2002; Spiller, 2012).  As George (2010) writes: 

We are born into particular environments that are multi-layered and multi-faceted, peppered 

with social, cultural, spiritual and ideological constructs that (often unconsciously) influence 

notions of who we are and how we conduct ourselves. Moreover, each environment is born 

out of those that went before, and contributes to environments yet to come. Whakapapa 

provides a structure within which to understand these environments more clearly by 

illuminating the interconnections between them. (p. 254) 

 

Whakapapa Connections 
The following section is a reflexive account of how whakapapa has influenced this study.  I share some 

of my personal story and how my journey has shaped the research kaupapa and influenced access to 

research participants.  Although there are many more connections that have shaped this study, I 

outline my whakapapa, recent work history, academic experiences and social connections that 

allowed me to gain access to ngā pou herenga that have participated in this doctoral study.  My 

whakapapa provided motivation, validation and access to the research community. 

 

First and foremost, as an uri of Ngāruahine, my Māori whakapapa shapes my being and is the 

motivation for this study.  Whakapapa links me back to Taranaki on the west coast of Aotearoa-NZ to 

a place called Hawera, to a Pā known as Aotearoa.  As much as I have chosen this study of mātauranga 

Māori, this study has also been chosen for me by my tūpuna as a way of reconnecting to my 

whakapapa.  I often attribute my pursuit of mātauranga Māori to my Pākehā mother.  My father, who 
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passed away when I was young, grew up on the whānau homestead, yet his children only learnt te reo 

through educational classes.  It was my mum, as sole parent, who forced me to take te reo when all 

my friends were doing French.  It was my Mum who made the long drive to Taranaki so I could attend 

whānau gatherings.  It was my Mum who made sure that I will always know my Māori roots.  My Māori 

whakapapa is enhanced by my Pākehā ancestry.   

 

In 2004 I completed a Bachelor of Maori Business Development through Auckland University of 

Technology, under the guidance of Professor Pare Keiha.  In 2009 I took a job at the Mira Szászy 

Research Centre for Māori and Pacific Economic Development (MSRC) at the University of Auckland 

Business School that Pare helped establish in 1998 alongside Associate Professors Mānuka Hēnare and 

Ella Henry.  Mānuka asked me on my first day about my future research plans.  Despite having no plans 

and certainly no interest in a PhD, like many other of Mānuka’s students, he seems to have facilitated 

much of my research journey.  I certainly feel his presence throughout my research narrative. 

 

I gained my Bachelor of Commerce (First Class Honours) in 2012 and published my first article with my 

PhD co-supervisor Associate Professor Christine Woods and Mānuka, Umanga Whanaungatanga: 

Family Business which looks at the pursuit of communal and collective business ventures.  My 

dissertation A Takarangi of Well-being: An Ambicultural Approach to Business and Economics 

examined what it means to be well, comparing wellbeing from both Māori and Anglo-Western 

perspectives.  This dissertation, supervised by Professor Chellie Spiller (who was also mentored by 

both Pare and Mānuka), led to my involvement in Project Kaitiaki, the research project commissioned 

by Wakatū Inc (whose activities I first learnt about in one of Pare’s classes).  This project, also involving 

Chris Woods, was significant in framing my PhD.   

 

Integrating my BCom(Hons) dissertation and Project Kaitiaki, in 2019 I co-published article in the A-

ranked Journal of Management Inquiry with Chellie and Professor Edwina Pio entitled Ambicultural 

Governance: Harmonizing Indigenous and Western Approaches.  An Ambicultural approach indicates 

an interaction and intermingling of cultural ways of doing business for the purposes of creating wealth 

and wellbeing.  An ambicultural approach for Te Ao Māori requires a solid cultural foundation where 

Māori can take on the learnings of other cultures but stay fully grounded within Māori philosophy.   

 

As my journey through the PhD progressed, I realised that instead of comparing and melding Western 

paradigms with Indigenous ones, my first focus must be to ground my research in Te Ao Māori.  
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Therefore, my quest became to learn and consequently make known more aspects of mātauranga 

Māori.   

 

Ngā Pou Herenga Connections 

Te Poihi Campbell is a whakapapa connection from Taranaki.  I came across his radio show Pupuke te 

Hihiri and wanted to kōrero with him.  I asked a whanaunga of mine (that I met through the Business 

School) to facilitate an introduction to Te Poihi.  It was only through this pre-established connection 

and our whakapapa ties that I was able move this kaupapa forward.  I drove down to Taranaki to meet 

with Te Poihi, and in the process I was able to establish whānau connections.  Te Poihi, knowing my 

whakapapa and whānau, was able to connect me to other whanaunga and I walked away from this 

experience much richer.   

 

My initial participants in this study, Rereata Makiha, Robert Newson and Hareruia Aperahama, came 

from my university connections.  Being affiliated with the Mira Szászy Research Centre for ten years 

under the mantle of Mānuka allowed me to meet with these esteemed tohunga, rangatira and 

kaumātua on previous occasions.  The umbrella and endorsement of the MSRC provided both 

intangible benefits through the assumed validity of such a study, as well as tangible administrative 

support of workspace, meeting rooms and hākari.  My close connection with Mānuka, whose mana is 

recognised by many of those who participated, was a pivotal influence in establishing these 

connections.   

 

It was synchronicity that led me to Awhitia Mihaere.  Awhitia is a kaiako at Te Wānanga o Aotearoa.  

She is a healer and takes the course on Rongoā Māori, in which I undertook in 2016.  I wrote the 

following passage about our synchronistic meeting for the K.I.N. Knowledge in Indigenous Networks 

blog: 

Before it even began there were issues that almost led to me pull out, but ‘something’ pushed 

me along.  And then at that first class I knew it was where I was meant to be.  We began in kū, 

in silence, with ngā tūpuna, with mauri, with each other; that ‘something’ clicked.  I had to 

move plans in order to meet all the dates of this course, but ‘something’ told me this was 

important.  Furthermore, I had been putting out my intentions to meet with an esteemed 

tohunga for my PhD, and then in walked the kaiako (teacher) of this course, the mokopuna of 

this tohunga.  ‘Something’ told me it was her that I was needing to speak with instead.  With 

a PhD topic investigating synchronicity, who am I to ignore these tohu (signs)? (Nicholson, 

2017) 
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The remaining participants in this study were invited in various ways.  Makuini Ruth Tai was introduced 

to me by Chellie.  Professor Rangi Matamua is a Māori academic, based in Waikato, who I followed 

around to various presentations until he agreed to meet with me.  This showed that without prior 

connection, access was a lot harder.  Nikora Wharerau, Hohepa Maclean, Wayne Tai and Associate 

Professor Heemi Whaanga were all spontaneously recruited by ngā pou herenga that I had planned to 

meet with, and each of these new participants immediately warmed to the kaupapa and conversation. 

 

The case study of Wakatū emanated from a trustee development workshop for Māori leaders 

facilitated by my PhD co-supervisors Chellie and Chris.  The CEO of Wakatū, Rōpata Taylor, who 

attended the workshop, approached Chellie and Chris with an invitation to be a part of Project Kaitiaki.  

I was invited onto this research project and I flew down to Te Tau Ihu to meet with Rōpata and 

establish a connection with the organisation and its people.  It was my relationship with Chellie and 

Chris, who have both mentored me through my academic and professional career, that led to my 

involvement in this project.   

 

The whakapapa of this research highlight the circular notion of the PhD journey.  There are many 

interconnections that cycle back at various points, each epicycle related to the next.  All these 

experiences and relationships, and many more, influence who I am, reiterating that the research and 

the researcher are not separate.     

 

Tikanga and the Research Whānau   

Whakapapa carries kawa, tikanga me ngā ritenga that underpin the research process (Hēnare, 2011).  

More than conforming to acceptable ethical standards, Māori-centred research is “based on the heart 

and mind being in the right place” (Mataira, 2000, p. 8).  Research ethics within Māori contexts extend 

beyond prescribed codes of institutional conducts and are instead laid down in the ancestral 

landscapes of the research community (Bishop, 2008; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Mead, 2003; Spiller, 

2012).  Māori-centred research comes with obligations and responsibilities; the research community 

must be at the forefront of the research at all times (Graham, 2005; Mataira, 2000; Spiller, 2012).  

Access into research communities rests on whether the researcher has the cultural knowledge to 

interact, interpret and validate the experiences of participants in the research context (Bishop, 2008).     

 

Research groups are referred to by Bishop and Glynn (1999, p. 172) as “whānau of interest”, which 

they define as “embodied groups of individuals sharing a research initiative and taking on differing 
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positions within the group according to Māori cultural preferences and practices.”  This means that 

the leader of the hui is not always the researcher, but instead the whānau of interest will defer to the 

kaumatua.  Researchers do not necessarily have the freedom to choose the hierarchically determined 

position they feel is required, rather it is often determined by the structure and tikanga of the whānau 

of interest (Bishop & Glynn, 1999).  This was a consideration and a practice within this research.  As I 

was interviewing well-respected tohunga, rangatira and kaumātua, my position was always a humble 

one in which I took my lead from these wisdom holders.  For example, it was often the older males 

who would take responsibility for performing karakia. 

 

One specific example of how this tikanga influenced the research process can be identified in the final 

research group wānanga that was held at the workplace (Te Wānanga o Aotearoa—TWOA) of one of 

the female wisdom holders, Awhitia Mihaere, due to its preferred location.  TWOA is a Māori tertiary 

institution and therefore steeped in tikanga.  Although as the researcher I was facilitating this kōrero, 

Awhitia was seen as tangata whenua and therefore invited a male counterpart, Hohepa Maclean, 

affiliated with TWOA, to open our wānanga with the appropriate tikanga, acknowledging the calibre 

of the wisdom holders present.  Hohepa, an example of spontaneous recruitment, then became an 

integral part of this wānanga.  However, it was tohunga Rereata Makiha, who was a manuhiri to 

TWOA, who was regarded as the respected elder in this kōrero.  As the facilitator, I had to be mindful 

of the relationships that encircled this wānanga.   

 

Data Collection from Ngā Pou Herenga 

 
 
Qualitative Inquiry 

In this study of human interpretations of intangible spiritual forces that have no quantifiable 

measures, it was necessary to employ a holistic qualitative approach as a means to “connect abstract 

ideas to human experience” (Huff, 2008, p. 184).  The focus of qualitative research is to investigate 

the social and cultural contexts and their attributed meanings to lived realities (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 

2011; Mataira, 2000; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Myers, 2013), that is, to explore the “interpretation of 

experience as a gauge to how people think and relate to their world” (Mataira, 2000, p. 5).  Bishop 

RQ1: According to 
Māori, what are the 
energies that create, 
sustain and enhance 

human wellbeing 
and development? 
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(1997) contends that qualitative inquiries paint a picture, allowing the voices of research participants 

to be heard and reflected on.  A qualitative approach is a “value-bound enterprise” ( Harris, 2006, p. 

141) and therefore a valid line of inquiry for this research that is reflecting on ancestral wisdom that 

governs human behaviour.   

 

A holistic approach to research is described as a process that explicitly integrates ontological and 

epistemological perspectives into the research nexus (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011).  This nexus is “the 

bridge that brings our philosophical standpoint (on ontology and epistemology) and method 

(perspective and tool) together” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011, p. 6).  Morgan and Smircich (1980) 

surmise that methodology must be consistent with the worldview of the researcher, and when the 

social world is viewed as a dynamic process then positive quantitative approaches are limiting.  In line 

with a Māori worldview, this research follows Marsden (2003, p. 2) who asserts that the “route to 

Māoritanga through abstract interpretation is a dead end. The way can only be through a passionate 

subjective approach”. 

 

Kōrero — Collaborative Storying  

Kanohi-ki-te-kanohi (face-to-face) methods were the primary mode of data collection in this study.  

This comprised mostly of kōrero (discussions, conversations) (see Hokowhitu, 2002), also referred to 

as collaborative storying (Bishop, 1997, 2008), as a method of in-depth individual and group 

interviewing.  The intention of such a method is to mutually construct meaning.  Sharing stories, both 

personal and collective, historical and visionary can be a potent lever to facilitate learning and 

understanding, and creates a reciprocal connection to the story and experience (Archibald, 2008; 

Bishop, 2008; Jaworski, 2011; Spiller, 2010, 2012).  The use of multiple, semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews as conversations requires the researcher to look past the interview method as a mere data 

gathering exercise.  Instead, it seen as a reciprocal participatory approach wherein the stories of the 

participants merge with those of the researcher, co-constructing new stories and culturally 

appropriate meanings.   

 

Semi-structured interviews were essential to this proposal as the topic of Māori life forces and 

ancestral landscapes necessitates flexibility and dialogic flow within interview settings, whilst still 

directing the conversation towards the research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  Multiple 

interviews with some participants were necessary to clarify the nature of the spiritual energies 

discussed in these conversations, ensuring their ancestral stories and whakapapa are told in their own 

collective voices.   
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As collective processes, the method of kōrero can extend to a wider whānau of interest, which in this 

study incorporated group kōrero (consisting of two wisdom holders) and a final wānanga or focus 

group (consisting of four wisdom holders).  Most participants were directly contacted and invited as 

part of this study.  In addition, there were at least three participants whom Peek and Fothergill (2009, 

p. 36) would refer to as “spontaneous recruitment” resulting from kōrero that were held in public 

spaces or work premises where other colleagues were present and thus invited to join the 

conversation.  In other cases, group kōrero were planned, yet due to other commitments of a 

participant, those kōrero became one on one. 

 

The final wānanga acted as a focus group, defined by Morgan (1996) as a technique that fits the 

following criteria: it is a data collection method; the source of data is the interaction of the group; the 

researcher holds an active role in creating the group discussion.  After many individual and group 

kōrero, this wānanga was held in order to test the conclusions of the data analysis and generate 

interactive group discussions.  The strength of this method was seen in the way that participants both 

queried and explained the ideas and conclusions in the discussion.  Such a focus group follows the 

findings as outlined in other studies ( Morgan, 1996; Peek & Fothergill, 2009).   

 

Kōrero Process 

Tikanga guided this research process.  All kōrero were held kanohi-ki-te-kanohi, and the depth of the 

knowledge being imparted required engaged participants and intense listening on my behalf.  Each 

kōrero began with a karakia and mihi as a way to greet and acknowledge those present, their ancestors 

and the wisdom that was being shared.  Kai was shared with all participants, and koha was given at 

the end of each wānanga.  Wisdom holders were briefed on the kaupapa prior to agreeing to 

participate.  All were asked permission to have the kōrero recorded and to be named in the research 

findings.  All participants agreed.     

 

The kōrero conducted with ngā pou herenga consisted of eleven kōrero or wānanga with eleven 

participants, with some being involved in up to four sessions.  The small interview pool consisted of 

respected wisdom holders with immense mana and mātauranga, therefore producing rich, thick, 

qualitative descriptions and valuable knowledge.  The type of knowledge shared in this study, and the 

ability to eloquently converse about such phenomena, are qualities that are held by a those deeply 

steeped in Te Ao Māori.  Gaining access to such mana required whakapapa connections, as explained 

earlier.   
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Ngā pou herenga are regarded as collaborators who have much input into the research process prior 

to and after the interviews.  Wisdom holders were given the opportunity to review their transcripts 

and make amendments and clarifications.  Furthermore, with articles prepared for publication, each 

participant was sent a copy of their quotes used within context and asked permission for their use.  

For each article accepted for publication, the entire final article is sent to each wisdom holder to 

review.   

 

Knowledge comes with responsibility.  The privilege of receiving mātauranga Māori handed down 

from tūpuna obligates a useful outlet and outcome of the research.  In the articles that make up this 

PhD study I have woven the kōrero of these esteemed wisdom holders alongside the written 

literature.  All wisdom holders have been acknowledged and their quotes and tribal affiliations 

accordingly attributed.  As a researcher I have facilitated and collated the gathering of this knowledge, 

but its various sources must be realised.  This citation method elevates the mana of the text to that of 

the ancestors from whom it came.   

 

Literature 

Alongside kōrero, literature reviews, both oral and written, were ongoing.  Oral literature included the 

recital of whakapapa and its associated narratives, karakia, artistic expressions and ecological 

knowledge (Hēnare, Lythberg, Woods, et al., 2017).  More than static accounts of past events, these 

“documents” are living oral histories that honour and preserve what Kelly, Jackson and Hēnare (2014) 

term ancestral leadership.  Wisdom holders would often point me to specific texts, including books, 

poetry and whakataukī.  I would add this knowledge to my kete and often query it at my next kōrero, 

sometimes directly with the person who had recommended the literature or to a new wisdom holder.  

With the permission to name my research participants, and the calibre of those that shared their 

wisdom with me, I was able to share their knowledge with others and garner an opinion of that 

particular piece of wisdom. 
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Data Analysis of Kōrero 
An Indigenous paradigm recognises the interconnections between all things; therefore, the analysis 

of the data needs to look at the relationships between the whole.  It requires intuitive logic and a 

metaphorical mind.  The goal is not to accurately define the phenomena but to describe the web of 

relationships that surround it (Wilson, 2009).   

 

The rich data conveyed in kōrero were recorded and transcribed solely by me.  This was necessary in 

order to process what I had seen, experienced and heard at the time of the interview and relate it to 

what was actually said on the recording.  The intense engagement in the kaupapa at the time of the 

interview was contrasted with the slow, thoughtful and reflective pace of transcriptions.  Further 

questions were illuminated at the end of each transcription and discussed in subsequent kōrero.  

These transcriptions were then sent to ngā pou herenga for review and comment.   

 

I began to analyse each transcript as it was available.  Relevant themes within the transcript were 

identified, and as the data accumulated, these individual themes were manually coded into collective 

themes that included other kōrero and literature.  The collective themes are presented in Table 2 

below. 

 

In subsequent interviews I would query certain themes or references, either with the wisdom holder 

who brought such a theme to light, or I would ask the opinion of another wisdom holder.  This not 

only prompted further discussion of the theme itself, but with the ability to name my participants, the 

wisdom holder that was currently being interviewed would respond to the theme as if the named 

person had posed the question themselves.  This incited more thoughtful responses than had I asked 

the question myself, due to the associated mana of the named person.    

 

Research in a collaborative storying process does not follow a linear process.  Instead, Bishop (1997) 

offers the metaphor of a koru that describes a process of continual revisiting and reviewing of the 

research kaupapa.  Meanings can develop and adapt as each participant informs another (Hokowhitu, 

2002).  Te Hihiri Process is one example of the development of kōrero.  Additionally, one-on-one 

kōrero produced certain themes, however, when group wānanga were held, some meanings were 

adapted in light of conversations and questions that took place between participants.   
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Table 2:  Themes emerging from kōrero 

HAU HIHIRI METHODOLOGY HAUORA KAITIAKITANGA 
Ancestral 
landscapes 

Ancestral 
landscapes 
 

Ancestral 
landscapes 
 

Ancestral 
landscapes 
 

Ancestral 
landscapes 
 

Whakapapa of 
hau 

Whakapapa of 
hihiri 

Whakapapa Whakapapa Whakapapa 

Ora Centre 
 

Coming to know 
 

Relational 
Wellbeing 

Flourishing 

Sustainability Hau 
Intention 
sustainability 

Tikanga Kaitiakitanga Sustainability 

Descriptions of 
hau 

Cycles of 
repetition 

Hihiri Process  Hauora 

Te reo 
translations 

Whakawātea 
 

Mātauranga 
 

Te reo 
translations 

Te reo 
translations 

Economics  
Gift exchange 

Collective will 
 

Te Ao Mārama 
Paradigm 

Living Standards 
Framework 

Economy of 
Mana 

Assembly of 
forces 
 

Synchronicity 
Tohu 

Wānanga Spiritual 
Environmental 
Social/ Cultural 
Economic 

 

Voices of 
ancestors 

   Wakatū Case 
study 

Whangai hau  Te Wā   
 

These themes can be seen in many of the subheadings of the wāhanga presented in this thesis. 
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Case Study Methodology 

 
This thesis presents data offered by ngā pou herenga on the nature of hihiri and hau, and uses a case 

study of a single organisation, Wakatū Incorporation, to show how these energies can be used within 

a business setting.  Case studies are “rich, empirical descriptions of particular instances of a 

phenomenon” (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 25).  When considering complex social phenomena, 

cases preserve the holistic and meaningful realities of events (Yin, 1994).  Case studies are heralded 

as the favoured research strategy when: how and why questions are being asked; the researcher does 

not attempt to control events or context; and there is an investigation of a contemporary 

phenomenon within its natural context (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Farquhar, 2012; Yin, 1994).  The strength 

lies in being able to examine a phenomenon in depth, in its own natural context, through actual 

practices (Farquhar, 2012). 

 

As an “in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 37), a case 

study focuses on the understanding the phenomenon within a single bound context or unit.  Based on 

Yin’s (1994) matrix of case study designs, this study employed a single-case embedded design.  The 

single-case study can be a powerful illustration of a phenomenon when the case is unique or 

revelatory (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Sigglekow, 2007; Yin, 1994).  This is often due to the carefully 

considered case sample selected for the potential research insights (Eisenhardt, 1989; Sigglekow, 

2007) 

 

In asking Research Question 2: How can organisations, as communities of purpose, collectively create 

intergenerational and multi-dimensional wellbeing? The main focus is on the process (how) of 

collective wellbeing and its manifestation in and through an organisational setting (bounded context).  

An embedded design allows for multiple units of analysis (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 

1994), which is necessary in this study of intangible phenomena utilised at a collective level.  This study 

looks at the collective interaction of spiritual and natural ancestors with the human community of the 

organisation.  This embedded single-case study concomitantly tells the rich stories of a collective will, 

the organisation and its ecosystem, encompassing meso and micro levels of analysis. 

RQ2: How can 
organisations, as 

communities of purpose, 
collectively create 

intergenerational and 
multi-dimensional 

wellbeing? 
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Data collection 

Data for the case study was collected qualitatively through kanohi-ki-te-kanohi kōrero, examining 

organisational documents and observations.  The overall research was undertaken over a period of 

three years.  This included an extensive lead up time in order to establish whanaungatanga 

connections between the researchers and the participants.  The resulting governance tool, He Whenua 

Rangatira: A Balanced Landscape, was created and sent to Wakatū.  We received feedback from their 

senior leadership team before sending the final report.   

 

Eighteen stakeholders were formally interviewed using a semi-structured format.  Participants 

consisted of owners, staff, senior management, associate directors, alumni and respected elders.  

Most of these were recruited and contacted by the Wakatū General Manager.  The interview data was 

collected over two different periods during which I stayed in Nelson for a week at a time.  The first 

session I was accompanied by another researcher, Dara Kelly, and the second time I conducted the 

work alone.  All the interviews were conducted at a place that was most convenient for each person.  

For some, this was the Wakatū offices, for others, it was at their homes.  All but one of the interviews 

were conducted in Te Tau Ihu, and one in Auckland where the participant was based.  The participants 

have not been named in this study.  

 

Organisational documents included Te Pae Tawhiti, the 500-year intergenerational vision of Wakatū, 

owner and staff pānui, a story of Wakatū written for tamariki Koro, Am I a Kaitiaki, and other research 

work that Wakatū had been involved in.  These documents provided further insight into the 

organisation and its intentions.     

 
Observations 

In conducting this project, there were many wānanga and hui that provided opportunities to observe 

the interactions of Watakū stakeholders such as staff, owners, rangatahi, communities as well as the 

landscape and settings of such encounters.  Observations are a useful method to take notes of an 

ethnographic nature to further understand community engagement, protocol and intracommunity 

relationships.  In many cases, a participant-observation approach was employed in which we, as 

researchers, were more than passive observers but active participants in organisational events (Yin, 

1994).  Although the participant-observation approach is criticised due to a lack of distance created 

between the researcher and the research community (Yin, 1994), as Bishop (2008, p. 158) explains: 

“to invoke “distance” in a Māori research project would be to deny that it is a Māori project”.  In 
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adopting a mātauranga Māori approach, a high level of interaction is expected in order to gain access 

and attain credibility (Bishop, 2008).  Finally, observations are a useful method to triangulate emerging 

findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). 

   

Prior to the official kōrero, Chellie and I were both invited to Raglan to attend a weekend wānanga 

with a group of young leaders and elders that whakapapa to Wakatū.  At this wānanga we participated 

in all the activities as part of the whānau.  To mark the beginning of the project, we held a 

brainstorming forum with approximately 20 participants to reflect and share their thoughts on 

kaitiakitanga, business and Wakatū.  This data provided a basis on what kaitiakitanga means to the 

alumni of Wakatū—the next generation of owners, staff and board members of the organisation. 

 

I was also invited to attend a Wakatū Annual General Meeting, followed by an alumni wānanga at 

Marahau and Kaiteriteri in Te Tau Ihu.  The aim of the wānanga was to introduce and reconnect 

Wakatū whānau to their ancestral lands.  I had many informal conversations with the alumni on this 

trip and experienced the manaakitanga of Wakatū.  It was such a privilege to be a part of these 

wānanga and work with Wakatū whānau.   

 

As the landscape is such an integral part of Wakatū that it was necessary to sense its presence and 

connection to its people and the organisation.  Furthermore, the organisational setting and symbolism 

are part of the story of Wakatū; the ancestors of Wakatū are literally written on their walls.  Sensing 

and observing such surroundings and the impact they have are all part of ‘feeling the knowing’ in 

research (Dell, 2020).  

   

Ethics 

This project required University of Auckland ethics protocols, which met the established Kaupapa 

Māori research processes.  In addition to the University ethics was the involvement of the Wakatū 

lawyer.  All ethics documentation was reviewed by their lawyer to ensure the organisation’s interests 

and intellectual property rights were represented.  “This tino rangatiratanga [sovereignty] approach 

places the power of defining the process in the hands of Māori research participants” (Nicholson et 

al., 2019, p. 37). 
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Data Analysis of Case Study 

Transcriptions were carried out by me, Dara Kelly and a professional transcriber.  These transcripts 

were sent back to the individual participants for review and comment.  The raw data transcripts were 

analysed and coded inductively into preliminary themes following the thematic analysis method of 

Braun and Clarke (2008).  Emerging from the interviews and background of the researchers, it was 

determined that Kaplan and Norton’s (1996) management tool, the Balanced Scorecard, would be a 

suitable governance framework.  The identified themes were then condensed into the five strategic 

perspectives of the scorecard and their corresponding objectives.  The resultant model was He 

Whenua Rangatira: A Balanced Landscape (Figure 6).    

 

 
Figure 6: He Whenua Rangatira strategy tool (Nicholson et al., 2019; Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015) 

 

The strategic perspectives are explained further in wāhanga tuawhitu, however, Table 3 below 

outlines the first and second order codes alongside illustrative quotes.  Participant quotes were used 

in the official board report to illustrate the various relationships between each perspective.   
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Table 3: Themes and Illustrative Quotes to Emerge from Fieldwork 

 
Source: Nicholson et al., 2019, p. 40. 

 

Concluding Comments 
This chapter has explored the worldview and methodology followed in this doctoral research.  This 

qualitative study uses whakapapa as a theoretical framework, kōrero and collaborate storying as a 

data gathering strategy, and thematic analysis as a way to code data.  The processes of the 

independent kōrero and the case study kōrero were very similar.     
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WĀHANGA TUAWHĀ 

HAU 
The following chapter has been published as Nicholson, A. (2019). Hau: Giving voices to the ancestors. 

The Journal of the Polynesian Society, 128(2), 137-162.  

 

The concept of hau has become a global scholarly phenomenon due to its relevance to understanding 

gift economies.  It has been debated and redefined many times by various international scholars; 

French scholar Marcel Mauss ([1925] 2016) is often credited for popularising hau, referring to it as the 

“spirit of the gift”.  However, much of the written literature regarding hau and gift exchange has been 

by a group of Western anthropologists involved in circular critical discussions that do not reference 

any new sources of material, and largely based on the written works of colonial New Zealand settler 

Elsdon Best (1900).  The desire to constantly redefine the concept of hau within the narrow context 

of gift exchange has led to a separation of hau as the life force from its Māori philosophical base and, 

moreover, to a separation of Māori from the philosophy of hau.  Māori voices on such a topic have 

been silenced.   

 

The following chapter, Hau: Giving voices to the ancestors provides an expansive, culturally grounded 

account of hau by bringing Māori voices to the forefront of this international discussion.  It is the 

ancestral knowledge retold by ngā pou herenga that are privileged in this discussion.  To honour the 

customary value of hau is to acknowledge its whakapapa—to reframe this fundamental Māori concept 

within a Māori worldview.  Therefore, the main contribution of this article is to reassert the Māori 

voice, to reclaim and keep alive the ancestral knowledge that is lacking in the international arena.   

 

Moving past a narrow economic framework that dominates many discussions of hau, this article 

highlights the dynamic interaction of hau with other life forces.  It traces the cosmic whakapapa of 

hau and offers a multitude of interpretations as held by Māori.  By concentrating on the values 

conveyed by hau, it can be seen that hau encompasses a complex ethical value system of reciprocity 

that guides behaviour and underpins a Māori economy—an Economy of Mana.  The reintroduction of 

hau as a supreme virtue and economic practice reinserts the human-spiritual connection into 

economic transactions and can aid in the achievement of a more sustainable holistic society.   
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Sustainability  

Whatungarongaro te tangata, toitū te whenua 

As humans disappear from sight, the land remains. 

 

Delving into the notion of hau, came from discussions of the hihiri framework.  Energy forces do not 

work in isolation, so in order to discuss hihiri, all of ngā pou herenga discussed other life energies.  It 

was very early on that I realised how important hau was to this discussion.  Where hihiri is seen as the 

spark that transforms or transfers energy, on its own it is seen as a short-lived moment.  Sustainability, 

and sustainable movement is seen as hau; it is hau that directs the hihiri and keeps it moving (Hareruia 

Aperahama; Rangi Matamua; Robert Newson).  The importance became more apparent when talking 

about the notion of sustainability:      

And hihiri can be like that, it’s when you get this spark of inspiration and energy and into it, 

and then it dies away.  But the hau is a long-term commitment that you have to a relationship 

or a connection to something.  Hau doesn’t just happen like that and then turn off like that.  

And I think you’re looking for that real deeper meaningful type of sustainability.  Sustainability 

is something that is not going to happen overnight.  Plating one tree will not reverse the 

effects of global warming.  It’s going to be a long sustained, united approach to make sure 

something happens.  That’s hau, for me (Rangi Matamua) 

 

The role, then, of kaitiaki is not to care for the whenua, but to care for its hau, its sustainability and 

vitality (Rangi Matamua).  This not only refers to the wellbeing of the whenua, but the wellbeing of 

hau as a life force, as a philosophy, as a way of being.  Furthermore, hau is the movement of mauri, 

tapu and therefore mana (Valance Smith, personal communication, 1st November 2019).  When hau 

flows freely, it creates a state of ora—hauora, mauri ora; a healthy state of balance of networks and 

relationships, discussed further in wāhanga tuarima.   
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HAU: GIVING VOICES TO THE ANCESTORS 
Gift exchange within Māori society is underpinned by the life force of hau, an energy that is part of an 

interconnected assembly of forces central to Māori metaphysics.  Hau has become an international 

phenomenon due to its potential relevance to understanding gift economies in many non-monetary 

societies worldwide.  Hau, in relation to the notion of gift exchange, is well cited in anthropological 

circles and even has a journal named in its honour. 6  Furthermore, there have been a multitude of 

attempts to define this ambiguous energy.  However, as Metge (2002, p. 320) has noted: 

For a concept that has attracted so much international interest, remarkably little research has 

been undertaken into the meanings and use of the hau, through either the study of early 

Māori language texts or interviews with living experts in Māori language and culture. 

From an ethical, cultural and mana motuhake (cultural integrity, self- determination) standpoint, it is 

a cause for concern that Māori voices have not been at the forefront of anthropological and 

socioeconomic analyses of hau.  Both the life force of hau and its associated knowledge are taonga.  

Despite some anthropological interpretations of hau coming very close to Māori understandings 

(Hēnare, 2018; i.e., Mauss, [1925] 2016), when taonga become separated from their people or lands, 

they become decontextualised and alienated from their rich kōrero (Tapsell, 1997).  To honour the 

customary value of taonga is to acknowledge whakapapa.  It is time to reframe this fundamental Māori 

concept within a Māori worldview. 

 

To begin this discussion on the Māori life force of hau, a review of the issues within the current literary 

conversation is provided, encompassing the narrow pool of overused sources and the search for an 

absolute definition.  In order to move into a comprehensive description of hau, we must look back to the 

beginning to where it all began in the cosmic whakapapa, or birth story of the universe, before 

discussing the various meanings of hau.  As hau is not an isolated force, its correlation to other life 

forces within the “family of energy” is then considered.  Finally, the ritual of whāngai hau (feeding the 

hau) is re-examined as an ethic of reciprocity.  Through the provision of descriptions of hau, based on 

ancient Māori wisdom, Metge’s (2002) call to draw on the knowledge of living experts in Māori 

language and culture is addressed. 

 

 
6 HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory “takes its name from Mauss’ Spirit of the Gift” 

(https://www.haujournal.org/index.php/hau/index) but fails to acknowledge the Māori origins of Mauss’ 
hau. 



65 

 

The Spirit of Whose Gift? 
Hau is widely recognised as the “spirit of the gift”, made popular by   the work of French scholar Marcel 

Mauss ([1925] 2016).  Mauss brought international attention to Māori (and other) gift economies and 

the concept of hau in a discussion that takes up only a few pages of his seminal work, Essai sur le don 

(The Gift) but that has “generated more debate, discussion, and ideas than any other work of 

anthropology” (Graeber, 2001, p. 152).  However, much of the written literature regarding hau and 

gift exchange has been by a group of Western anthropologists involved in circular critical discussions 

that do not reference any new sources of material.  Mānuka Hēnare (2018, p. 452) critiques the 

reflections of Firth (1959), Lévi-Strauss (1997) and Sahlins (1974) as being “utilitarian, materialist, 

secularist, psychological and rationalist critiques of Māori metaphysics as understood by a French 

scholar [Mauss]”.  Thompson (1987, p. 63) charges Firth (1959), MacCormack (1976) and Sahlins (1974) 

of mere “reworkings of the same limited data” that “stems from Westerners’ ethnocentric separation 

of spiritual and secular realms”.  Recent literature (Falcone, 2013; Frank, 2016; Godelier, 1999; 

Graeber, 2001; Rogers et al., 2004) still tends to (re)cite the same Western anthropological sources, 

which reflect a particular description of nineteenth-century Māori society. 

 

Literary debates regarding hau are largely based on the written works of colonial New Zealand 

settlers such as Best (1900), Gudgeon (1905) and Firth (1959); however, many popular writers rely on 

such authors solely as secondary sources (Graeber, 2001; Lévi-Strauss, 1997; Mauss, 2016; Prytz-

Johansen, 1954; Weiner, 1985).  In most cases, these discussions stem from the writings of New 

Zealand settler ethnographer Elsdon Best (1900, 1942, 1982), who corresponded in written form in 

te reo Māori with Tamati Ranapiri of Ngāti Raukawa.  Subsequent scholarly writings have been 

dependent upon, and influenced by, the transcription and translation of the letters from Tamati 

Ranapiri into English by Best himself.  Yet, Best’s ethics, translations and edited written recordings of 

Māori ways of life are often questioned (Gathercole, 1978; P. Harris et al., 2013; Hēnare, 2003; 

Stewart, 2017).  Hēnare (2018, p. 452), working with the primary sources of the letters of Ranapiri, 

found that Best had significantly altered important phrases and consequently turned “Ranapiri’s 

hermeneutics about Māori metaphysics into a secular materialist version, thus reflecting Best’s view 

rather than Ranapiri’s own understandings”.  As Georgina Stewart [Ngāti Kura, Ngāpuhi-nui-tonu]  

(2017, p. 5) has pointed out, “Ranapiri’s written words became verbatim scientific data in the archives of 

anthropology, which have been debated and theorized about ever since by many non-Māori scholars.”  

With a lack of firsthand accounts of Māori interpretations of hau, the Māori voice has been lost in this 

worldwide discussion (Stewart, 2017).  There are very few, if any, citations of Māori scholars in articles 

regarding hau, with the exception of Tamati Ranapiri and the occasional credit to Bruce Biggs [Ngāti 
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Maniapoto].  On its home page, even the journal that owes its name to this Māori concept HAU: 

Journal of Ethnographic Theory credits another for its title: “HAU takes its name from Mauss’ Spirit of 

the Gift” (HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory, n.d., para. 4), further isolating Māori participation. 

 

Furthermore, the use of hau is often confined within a narrow framework that omits many layers of 

meaning and cultural relevance.  Falcone’s (2013, p. 126) article on the hau of theory offers the 

following caveat: “I am not suggesting that the Māori hau and the academic hau are exactly the same.”  

This implies that hau can be separated from its Māori philosophical base and appropriated into another 

context that distorts its meaning.  In other examples, hau is used as a catchword, such as in the article 

“The Why of the ‘Hau’: Scarcity, Gifts, and Environmentalism” (Rogers et al., 2004), 7 which dedicates 

only a few paragraphs to hau and refers only to Mauss and Sahlins in relation to hau.  The disconnection 

between mātauranga Māori  and scientific anthropology has led Stewart (2017, p. 1) to assert that 

“[t]he ‘hau of the gift’ is a clear example of Eurocentric appropriation of Indigenous knowledge: a 

concept extracted by social science from its authentic cultural context and re-inscribed within the 

Western discourses of the modern academy”. 

 

It is this philosophy of working with Māori that is missing in much of the debate regarding the Māori 

concept of hau.  There is a resounding demand for research about Indigenous communities to be 

conducted with or by Indigenous people, in contrast to research conducted on these communities 

(Bishop, 2008; Smith, 1999; Wilson, 2009).  This includes a research agenda set by the community.  It 

is this research philosophy in which Māori are recognised caretakers of mātauranga Māori, and 

therefore active participants in the research, that can enhance and validate the arguments of those 

who are delving into Te Ao Māori (The Māori World).  This does not imply that only Māori can 

undertake research involving mātauranga Māori.  Indeed, esteemed Pākehā authors including scholars 

Dame Anne Salmond, Dame Joan Metge and Dame Judith Binney have worked very closely with Māori 

over extended periods and produced exemplary texts for both the academic and popular presses.  It is 

the research philosophy of these respected scholars, which recognises the wisdom held within Māori 

communities and seeks out living experts to discuss mātauranga Māori, that validates their work. 

 

 
7 There is a tendency for those unfamiliar with te reo Māori ‘Māori language’ to pronounce hau as the English 

word “how”. The correct pronunciation can be heard here: 
 https://maoridictionary.co.nz/search?idiom=&phrase=&proverb=& loan=&histLoanWords=&keywords=hau  
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Voices of The Ancestors 
Offered in this article are descriptions of hau, as conveyed by contemporary Māori tohunga, rangatira 

and kaumātua, that draw on traditions handed down through generations.  Each individual voice 

presented here represents the wisdom and voices of their ancestors—past, present and future 

(Hēnare, Lythberg, Woods, et al., 2017; Kelly, 2017).  Māori oral history is privileged, in te reo Māori 

and te reo Pākehā , through the insights provided by these ngā pou herenga who are fluent in both 

languages.  Ngā pou herenga share interpretations based on their own lived experiences, whakapapa-

based understandings and revered teachings of both traditional and contemporary whare wānanga.  

Kōrero were conducted both one-on-one with me, a Māori researcher of Ngāruahine descent with an 

understanding of te reo Māori, and within group kōrero settings in which English semantics were orally 

clarified and debated. 

 

Kōrero as a method (following Hokowhitu, 2002) involves face-to- face, in-depth individual and group 

interviews.  Semi-structured in-depth interviews as conversations enact the principles of hau through 

a reciprocal participatory approach that intends to create a mutual connection to the story and 

experience.  Multiple interviews with some participants were necessary to clarify the nature of the 

spiritual energies discussed in these conversations, ensuring that their ancestral stories and whakapapa 

are told in their own collective voices.  Eleven kōrero were conducted with eleven participants, with 

some being involved in up to four sessions over a period between 2016 and 2017. Māori tikanga guided 

the research process. 

 

I was solely responsible for recording and transcribing the rich data conveyed in these korero. 

Relevant themes within transcripts were identified and manually coded into collective themes that 

included other kōrero and literature.  Certain themes would be queried in subsequent kōrero.  Not only 

did this prompt further discussion of the theme itself but when I had permission to name earlier 

participants the pou herenga that was being interviewed often responded as if the named person had 

posed the question themself.  This incited more thoughtful responses than had I asked the question 

myself, due to the associated mana of the named person. 

 

Māori literature, as Māori orator Sir James Hēnare [Ngāpuhi] described it, is the “oral form of 

transmitting knowledge” (cited in Hēnare, 2001, p. 199).  Thus, excerpts and citations of tohunga, 

rangatira and kaumātua are woven throughout this article alongside other published secondary sources, 

as a form of oral literature (Hēnare, 2001; Hēnare, Lythberg, Woods, et al., 2017).  This chosen method 

of dissemination gives the oral literature of esteemed Māori experts the same level of recognition as 
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published authors.  The voices of participants in this research are in many ways more relevant, 

enlightening and encompassing than many of the written texts; that is, they are recognised authorities 

on Māori tikanga.  This is due to their lived experiences in Te Ao Māori, their mātauranga and 

mōhiotanga, and their mana within the Māori community. 

 

Māori whānau-hapū-iwi have their own histories, dialects, tikanga, kōrero, whakapapa and place-based 

ecological knowledge (Harris et al., 2013; Ruwhiu & Wolfgramm, 2006), what Salmond (1985) refers 

to as “tribal epistemologies”.  These differences are a reflection of particular ancestral landscapes and 

sets of intertribal relationships.  Competing accounts may all be accepted as tika if they are validated 

by reason and experience (Salmond, 1985). 

 

Hau: A Descriptive Term 
Hau is a vital force in Te Ao Māori, interconnected with all other spiritual essences.  According to 

Hēnare (2003, p. 51), hau is “essential to the totality of life as understood by Māori” but, he says, is 

one of the least understood essences in traditional Māori religion.  Whilst many have attempted to 

define and describe this force, there exists little clear explanation (e.g. Best, 1900, 1982; Firth, 1959; 

Gathercole, 1978; Godelier, 1999; Graeber, 2001; Gudgeon, 1905; Hēnare, 1988, 2003; McCall, 1982; 

Mead, 2003; Parry, 1986; Prytz-Johansen, 1954; Salmond, 2000, 2017; Stewart, 2017; Weiner, 1985; 

Winks, 1953).  Prytz-Johansen (1954, p. 117) remarks that “hau is a word which offers considerable 

difficulties as there are no doubt several homonyms”; Gudgeon (1905, p. 127) finds hau “the most 

difficult to comprehend” due to the many abstract ways in which the word is used; and Winks (1953) 

lists 11 meanings of the word hau.  Furthermore, as Metge (2002, p. 320) points out, “[k]ey texts in 

Māori cosmology and epistemology…mention it indirectly or not at all”.  The enigma of hau stems 

from its nature as an all-encompassing life essence.  Māori embrace ambiguity, which invokes deep 

thinking and wonder: Mika (2012, p. 1084) suggests there is a “sense of mystery to the world”, where 

cognition alone is not enough to unravel enigma.  Rereata Makiha refers to hau as a matangaro (hidden 

face) that cannot be seen from the material world.  In order to describe it, he says, “you need to go 

cross over to Te Ao Wairua, to the spiritual realm.  It can’t be explained from this side, can’t be seen 

from this side.  That’s the difficulty.” 

 

Thus forces such as hau have multiple meanings that are applied differently, yet with an overarching 

connection.  The confusion surrounding hau results from a desire to define absolutely and individually 

this spiritual essence.  In attempting to do so, the spiritual becomes separated from the secular, and 

the many interrelated facets of hau are compartmentalised.  The principle of interconnectivity and 
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inseparability of all things is paramount to a Māori worldview; therefore, to describe the nature of 

hau is not to identify a tidy secular definition but an attempt to capture the cosmic essence of this 

vital force.  Towards such a descriptive approach, Patterson (1992, p. 98) concentrates on the values that 

are conveyed by Māori spiritual concepts.  It is through the process of how these concepts have come 

to be regarded similarly that we can penetrate meaning. 

 

The Cosmic Whakapapa: The Origin of Hau 
In Māori thought, to know the nature of something is to understand its whakapapa, that is, its place, 

origin and function in the universe.  Whakapapa is a key tenet of the Māori knowledge system, the 

primary tool used by Māori to make sense of worldly experience.  As a form of oral literature, whakapapa 

conveys how and why things came to be (George, 2010; Graham, 2005; Roberts et al., 2004; Wolfgramm 

& Waetford, 2009).  The cosmological whakapapa shows that everything in creation can be traced back 

to the elemental energies of the universe (Te Poihi Campbell; Rereata Makiha; Robert Newson; Salmond 

2017).  The reflections of ngā pou herenga all refer to whakapapa, and thus to explain hau, we must 

start at the beginning.  As told by Ngāpuhi tohunga Māori Marsden (2003, p. 33): 

The Breath of Life (Hau-ora) was infused into the Void and the veil was lifted to allow the Dawn 

light to enter. It shattered the darkness and freed the bounds of Night to release the richness of 

life conceived in the womb of Te Kore and Te Kowhao to being, to emerge. Shape and Form 

came into being in Time (Wā) and Space (Atea). Thus, Heaven and Earth were formed. 

 

Salmond (2000, p. 39) refers to the cosmological whakapapa of Te Kohuwai/Kohuora of Rongoroa (cited 

in Taylor 1855) where from hau tupu (the hau of growth), hau ora (the hau of life) the material world 

was formed. 

Naa te kore i ai    From nothingness came the first cause 

Te kore tee whiwhia   Possessed nothingness 

Te kore tee rawea   Unbound nothingness 

Ko hau tupu, ko hau ora   The hau of growth, the hau of life 

Ka noho i te atea   Stayed in clear space 

Ka puta ki waho ko te rangi e tuu nei And the atmosphere emerged 

 

Ngāti Ruanui tradition, as recorded by Tony Sole [Ngāti Ruanui, Ngāruahine] (2005, pp. 6–7), presents 

how hau (hou in Ngāti Ruanui dialect) 8 begat Heaven and Earth: 

 
8 Ngāti Ruanui are an iwi ‘tribe’ affiliated with the Taranaki region of Aotearoa-NZ. In many Taranaki narratives 

words are spelled or spoken using the vowel “o” as an alternative to “a”. 
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Ko Hou-tupua   New growth 

Ko Hou-ora   New life 

Ora ki te whakatupua  Sustaining of life anew 

Ora ki te whakatawhito  Sustaining of life at its beginning 

Tupua nuku   Earth evolves 

Tupua rangi   Heaven evolves 

 

Te Poihi Campbell offers another translation of hou from this whakapapa: 

Hou-tupua   The impetus of growth and development 

Hou-ora   The vitality of new life 

 

Other oral traditions refer to Hauora as a child of the primordial parents, Ranginui and Papatūānuku.  

Hauora presides over the life forces of hau and mauri, which permeate all of creation.  After the 

separation of Rangi and Papa, their children quarrelled with each other, attempting to destroy the hau 

of others in order to invalidate their power and authority (Hēnare, 2003, p. 53). 

 

Tribal variances in creation stories add to the depth of hau, which is universally presented as a spiritual 

essence that emerges at the beginning of creation.  It is the interaction and exchange of hau with other 

vital forces that produces and animates all phenomena, from landscapes to human thoughts.  To 

dispute a metaphysical explanation of hau is, therefore, contrary to whakapapa.  It is through 

whakapapa that hau is instilled throughout the natural and spiritual realms, and it is hau that gives 

vitality to whakapapa (Mika, 2007).  Only in knowing the whakapapa of hau can we begin to describe 

it. 

 

Descriptions of Hau 
Locating hau within a Māori framework gives rise to a variety of interpretations.  Whereas Māori are 

comfortable with such ambiguity, there exists no shortage of attempts in the academic literature to 

narrowly define hau.  Table 4 offers descriptions of hau from Te Ao Māori contrasted against some of 

the anthropological discourse.  Where some commentators reduce hau to a social transactional power 

(e.g. Firth, 1959; Sahlins, 1974), it can be seen that in Māori thought, the socio-cultural-economic 

system is not disembedded from the spiritual.  These descriptions depict the nature, the breadth and 

depth of hau. 
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Table 4: Māori and Anthropological Descriptions of Hau 

Māori descriptions of hau Anthropological descriptions of hau 

Wind of 

life 

• Wind—the manifestation of hau  
(Hēnare 2003; Rangi Matamua) 

• Conduit between spiritual and material realms  
(Te Poihi Campbell) 

• “[C]arrier or mediator between the cosmic poles 
(including that of ora-mate [‘life-death’]) from 
which the Māori cosmos is constructed” (Stewart, 
2017, p. 7)  

• Moving force (towards ora) (Hareruia Aperahama; 
Te Poihi Campbell; Hēnare 2003)  

• “essential to the totality of life as understood by 
Māori” (Hēnare, 2003, p. 51) 

• Matangaro—hidden face (Rereata Makiha) 

• Economic principle of exchange 
of goods 

• “[T]he ‘yield’ on a gift” (Sahlins, 
1974, p. 161) 

• General principle of 
productiveness (Sahlins, 1974) 

• A passive force (Firth, 1959) 

• Personal hau differentiated 
from the hau of things (Best, 
1942; Firth, 1959; Gathercole, 
1978; Graeber, 2001) 

• A negative phenomenon 
(Gathercole, 1978) 

• Counter-gift (utu) (Prytz-
Johansen, 1954) 

• Intellectual spark; force of 
character; actual essence of a 
man’s life that can be bewitched 
(Gudgeon, 1905) 

 
 

Breath 

of life 
• Reciprocal flow of breath (Nicholson, Spiller, & 

Hēnare, 2015; Spiller & Stockdale, 2012) 

• Reciprocal connection to the environment  

• Kaitiakitanga 9: looking after the hau of the 
environment (Hareruia Aperahama; Rangi 
Matamua) 

• “[H]eart of life itself” (Salmond, 2017, p. 10) 

• Sustenance of life (Awhitia Mihaere) 
Vital 

essence 
• Vitality, vital essence (Best, 1900; Rangi Matamua) 

• Aura (Best, 1982; Te Poihi Campbell; Mead, 2003)  

• Ia (flow) (Milroy, 2004) 

• Ira (life principle) (Milroy, 2004) 

• Intention (Hareruia Aperahama) 

• Personality (Te Poihi Campbell) 

• “[A]ssociated with well-being and being in a healthy 
state” (Mead, 2003, p. 58) 

 
 
  

 
9 Kaitiakitanga is the “a long-term obligation to preserve the spiritual wellbeing of the ecosystem and its 

resources, including people” (Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015). 
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The Wind of Life 

One direct meaning of hau is wind, referred to as the manifestation of hau itself (Hēnare, 2003).  As 

explained by Rangi Matamua, “When you feel the wind blowing on you, that’s actually feeling the 

power, or the essence, or the vitality of the environment.”  Salmond (2000, 2017) refers to hau as the 

wind of life activating all human and non-human networks.  The wind signifies movement, a 

sustainable motion that carries things across the intersection of Te Ao Wairua and Te Ao Mārama.  As 

explained by Te Poihi Campbell: “I see the hau more of engaging with the other side and this side; I see 

that as the conduit between both worlds … that’s the umbilical cord between that realm and this realm 

[Te Ao Wairua and Te Ao Mārama].”  This interpretation is illustrated in the cosmic whakapapa, where 

hau begat material shape and form.   

 

As a force that interacts and engages at the liminal and potent intersections between realms, hau must 

be in constant movement (Hareruia Aperahama).  Hēnare (2003) purports that hau is always moving 

towards goodness.  This is supported by Te Poihi Campbell who explains that the ever-moving hau 

aspires to the ora, a healthy state of being. 

I see the hau as the moving component. It’s got to move...The hau can’t sit still, it can’t become 

stagnant, it needs to be ignited, and it needs some kind of energy to propel it, to keep it 

moving.  So, within words like hauora … it has to be a moving and progressive hau that pushes 

the ora around so that it can aspire to the ora. 

In this explanation, hau can be seen as intrinsic to the growth and development of being—it is the 

energy that strives towards meeting ora.  Stewart (2017, p. 7) likewise explains that in the case of 

hauora, hau is the “carrier or mediator between the cosmic poles (including that of ora-mate [life-

death]) from which the Māori cosmos is constructed”.  Figure 7 depicts hau as the conduit between Te 

Ao Wairua and Te Ao Mārama.  It also shows the constant aspiration of hau towards ora. 

 

 

 
Figure 7: Hau aspires to ora 
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The Breath of Life 

Hau also means breath.  Breath, according to a Native American Tewa view, “represents the most 

tangible expression of the spirit in all living things” (Cajete, 2000, p. 261).  Breath signals the beginning 

and end of life, and physical, mental, emotional and spiritual wellbeing is inspired and dependent on 

the rhythm of breathing (Aldridge, 2001; Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015).  In creation there is a 

continual give-and-take flow of energy and of breath, a gift exchange between elements where 

exhalation of one life force is inhaled by another (Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; Spiller & 

Stockdale, 2012; Makuini Ruth Tai).  This is seen in the Māori greeting custom of hōngi, whereby noses 

are pressed together.  Due to the close proximity, the breath of each party is shared with the other, 

signifying the interconnected web of life (Salmond, 2014).  Hareruia Aperahama spoke of the human 

creation story in which Tane-nui-a-rangi breathed force into the first human, Hine-hau-one 10 (Woman 

Created from Earth): “He not only breathed force inside the earth and transformed the earth…through 

the hau, humanity becomes the imprint, or the evidence of that hau.” 

 

Awhitia Mihaere sees hau as a compound word of hā (breath) and ū (breast) as “the sustenance of all 

things given from the Atua [Spiritual Being]”. Hā-ū-ora is a respectful connection with the spiritual 

ecosystem, which creates reciprocal relationships that can be easily seen in the natural world: “The 

flowers [of the kōwhai tree] give sustenance to the tui [bird], and the leaves give sustenance to the 

kererū [bird].” She then expresses how Papatūānuku, the Earth Mother, gives life to humans: 

Hā, ū and ora, the breath, the sustenance of the living breath and sustenance of Papatūānuku. 

And that’s where hau is: if it wasn’t for Papatūānuku we would not be returning and we would 

not come from her. It’s impossible. So hau for me is that we’ve always maintained, always look 

after Papatūānuku, otherwise we don’t have the breath, the sustenance, the rays of her, the 

continued oneness with Papatūānuku. She’s amazing. She is everything for us. 

 

Hauora denotes a spiritual and physical connection with the environment. Through reciprocal 

energetic exchanges, hau is linked to the notion of environmental sustainability (Hareruia Aperahama; 

Rangi Matamua). 

If we were to talk about sustainability in the environment and the ecology, for me that’s hau, 

because hau continues…[A]s kaitiaki and caretakers of the hau, the hau is fundamental and 

crucial to long-term sustainability for Māori thinking and Māori spirituality. Without hau we 

are stuffed: having lost that connection with the hau, we’re stuffed. (Hareruia Aperahama) 

 

 
10 Also referred to as Hine-ahu-one 



74 

 

Māori understandings of sustainability are enclosed within the broader notion of kaitiakitanga, which 

is to preserve the essential life forces of hau, mauri, tapu, mana and wairua of the ecosystem and its 

resources, including people.  The role of the kaitiaki is not to care for the whenua, as that will always 

survive, but to care for its hau—its sustainability and vitality (Rangi Matamua). 

 

Māori see the environment as ancestors and kin.  Māori identity is deeply intertwined with the 

surrounding ecosystem (Kawharu, 2010).  Pā Hēnare Tate [Te Rarawa] (2010) speaks of the 

interrelation between Atua, tangata and whenua.  If one relationship is positively or negatively 

affected, so too are the other relationships.  Therefore, there is no differentiation between the hau of 

a person and that of the environment.  Where some commentators reduce the hau of the forest to its 

material productivity and fertility (Graeber, 2001; Sahlins, 1974), Māori see these characteristics as 

the outward expression of its hau.  The hau itself is the forest’s vital essence, just as it is in humans. 

 

Vital Essence 

Like the breath and wind that animates life, hau is perceived as the vital essence of a person.  As it 

instilled life into the cosmos, hau is said to be imbued into the embryo and bound in humans when called 

up at birth (Gudgeon, 1905; Hēnare, 2003; Salmond, 1997).  Wharehuia Milroy [Ngāi Tūhoe, Ngāti 

Koura] (2004) describes hau as the ia (flow), the ira (life principle) of a person.  Rangi Matamua sees 

it as “your vital wellbeing—it’s a vitality, it’s your sustainability”.  To be haumate is to be “spiritless, 

lacklustre, unhealthy, weak, ailing (in body, mind or spirit), depressed” (Moorfield, 2018).  Te Poihi 

Campbell likens hau to aura and personality, explaining that people bring their own individual hau into 

each situation and leave an essence of themselves behind. 

My understanding of hau is like the aura. I’m on the seat here, right? And so I’ve got my own 

aura around me. So, if I leave this seat, my hau is still there; it’s like an imprint of my aura is still 

there. And so the longer I leave that hau, the less that hau will be recognisable or identified. 

 

Hirini Moko Mead [Ngāti Awa, Ngāti Tūwharetoa, Ngāi Tūhoe, Tūhourangi] (2003) also describes hau as 

an invisible aura, as does Best (1982).  Furthermore, Te Poihi Campbell explains that rituals performed 

to clear space, such as takahi whare, which cleanses a house of the spirit of a deceased person after their 

burial, are used to settle the hau and bring it to a place where people feel comfortable again within that 

space. 

 

An extension or imprint of one’s hau is left behind, purposely or unconsciously, when beings move 

from one place to another; as such, Mead (2003, p. 59) describes hau as “the most vulnerable part of 
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a person”.  These extensions are referred to as āhua (representations), ohonga (material tokens) (Best, 

1900) or manea (the aura of footprints) (Best, 1900; Mead, 2003).  It is said that tohunga mākutu 

(those trained in the arts of attacking life forces) are able to scoop up the āhua and perform witchcraft 

in order to negatively affect the hau of that being.  Rangi Matamua tells of how his uncles used to attack 

the hau of ever-evading prey: 

We would be chasing a pig all day, chasing its footprints, the dogs can’t get onto it, we’ll be 

tired and I remember sitting next to my uncles and the pig has walked past, and his foot marks 

are in the thing and one of my uncles will get up and take his knife out of his pouch and he will 

stick the footprint of the pig and he’ll go “Anā! That pig will be limping for a week”. What he 

is doing is he is impacting the hau of that pig, so that’s a living object, and he is cursing the 

thing. 

Robert Newson describes manea as “remembrancing of people, the hau” and connected to tapu, which 

can be purposefully used to mark an area. 

 

Each person, object or thing has its own intrinsic hau, which is shaped, influenced and enhanced (or 

diminished) by the hau of others and the hau of the collective—of spiritual, natural and social 

ecosystems.  Rangatira carry the hau of their ancestors; thus, when the hau of rangatira is affected, 

so too is that of the whenua and its people (Salmond, 2000).  Like the wind, hau is only sensed when 

it moves: “[H]au is the detectable movement of spiritual force, carried by the acts, intentions and 

associated objects, of those with whom we interact” (Stewart, 2017, p. 7). 

 

It is the hau of a taonga that determines its identity, not its material form.  This is demonstrated in 

heirlooms that are considered ancestors where it is the hau (as well as mana, tapu and kōrero) of the 

heirloom, not the materiality of the heirloom, that is the taonga (Salmond, 2017; Tapsell, 1997; 

Tcherkézoff, 2012).  Hareruia Aperahama explains that oral literacy—itself a taonga—is a way of 

focusing intention.  It is the hau—carried by words and committed to memory—that is passed down 

through generations. 

When the tohungas made something tapu, the object itself, while that might have power, the 

real power was the word that they spoke over it, the intention that was impregnated in it…an 

heirloom or a taonga tūpuna that’s been passed down. It’s not just the matter or the physical 

substance of the object. 

 

As the wind, the breath and the spirit of life, hau is a vital essence imbued in and shared with all of 

creation.  Hau, according to Spiller and Stockdale (2012, p. 164), “is a process of continuous receiving 
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and giving, in which all of creation exists in a state of reciprocity through the exchange of life-energy”.  

Hau, then, is a reciprocal force, an essence that is vitalised by its interaction with other hau.  The energy 

of hau does not work in isolation; thus, to examine hau as a singular notion, in a singular context, is to 

provide an incomplete description of such a phenomenon (Rereata Makiha; Rangi Matamua).  In this 

context the next section looks at some of the other interacting life forces. 

 

Assembly of Forces 
Kahore he mea i hangātia i ahu noa mai rānei kia noho wehe i tēnei ao. Ahakoa matangaro ka 

mōhiotia te mauri. 

Nothing was ever created or emerged in this world to live in isolation. Even the hidden face 

can be detected by its impact on something. 

Tukaki Waititi [Ngāti Hine, Te Whānau-ā-Apanui] as recited by Rereata Makiha 

 

Hau, as a cosmic power and vital essence, is part of an “assembly of life forces” (Hēnare, 2003, p. 211), 

a “family of energy” (Hareruia Aperahama).  Various elements have been said to make up this 

assemblage.  Salmond (1985) attests that all things in the phenomenal world possess a tinana (physical 

body), wairua, mauri and hau, whereby the mauri protects the hau in the same way that the wairua 

protects the tinana.  Hēnare (2003) and Mead (2003) extend these powers of spiritual, psychological 

and social wellbeing to include tapu. “When considered as a unity mauri, hau and wairua appear to 

protect tapu and so maintain the mana of the person or group, the tree or forest, the dandelion or 

plants, the stream or ocean” (Hēnare, 2003, p. 53).  Ngamaru Raerino [Mataatua, Te Arawa] (1999) 

states that the balance of mauri, mana and hau are the most important aspects of individual well- 

being and wholeness. 

 

There is much overlap between the life energies, and it is hard to tell where the function of one ends 

and another begins.  It is thus very difficult to separate and define each essence.  Whilst it is not 

necessary—or even possible due to tribal differences—to define a universal set of energies that 

interact with hau, it is agreed that hau itself can only be understood in relation to its counterparts (Te 

Poihi Campbell; Rereata Makiha; Rangi Matamua).  The following sections will look into the interactions 

between hau and the other cosmic elements of mauri, wairua and mana.  These descriptions are not 

exhaustive or definitive, but rather paint a picture of the interconnected world of Māori in an attempt 

to describe hau. 
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Mauri 

Mauri is a well-described term that permeates much of Māori literature (Hēnare, 1988, 2001, 2003; 

Hēnare & Kernot, 1996; Marsden, 2003; Morgan, 2006; Pohatu, 2011; Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011; 

Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011; Wolfgramm & Waetford, 2009).  It is seen as the spiritual essence or life force 

inherent within all that descends from Te Korekore.  Mauri is “the bonding element that holds the fabric 

of the universe together” (Marsden, 2003, p. 44).  As expressed by Mānuka Hēnare, mauri is the 

“nature of something”: 

So the mauri of a tōtara tree is the nature of being a tōtara tree. It can’t be a mānuka tree or 

a kauri. So while mauri is common to all trees…it expresses itself biologically in different 

species, but they all have mauri. 

 

In the kōrero provided for this research, rangatira were very clear about a distinction between mauri 

and hau.  Few comparative differences between these forces (and others) were offered; rather, all 

rangatira immediately pointed out the similarities and interconnections. To Rangi Matamua, mauri is 

the life force, and hau is the wellbeing or vitality of that mauri.  When the hau is affected, so too is the 

mauri.  Milroy (2004) suggests that damage of the hau is the pathway to harming the mauri.  When 

referring to resources (such as rivers or land), to affect the hau and mauri of that resource is to affect the 

hau and mauri (and subsequently the mana) of the people connected to that resource (Rangi Matamua).  

Marsden (2003, p. 44) considers hauora the “agent or source by and from which mauri is mediated to 

objects both animate and inanimate”.  However, he says, when applied to animate objects, mauri ora 

and hauora are one and the same.  It is the indivisibility of mauri and hau that leads Hēnare (2003, p. 

101) to state that they are “two life forces recognised as separate realities yet are so closely linked in 

effect and power that they can be considered in a symbiotic type of relationship”. 

 

Wairua 

Wairua is said to denote spirit, akin to a soul, and protector of the body (Hēnare, 2003; Mead, 2003; 

Salmond, 1985).  Mead (2003) relays how the wairua is bound to one human being for the duration of 

their life, and then allows that person to transcend death by living on in another plane.  Marsden (2003, 

p. 47) refers to wairua and hau synonymously: “Wairua (spirit) or hau (the breath of the divine spirit) 

is the source of existent being and life.”  However, other sources distinguish wairua from hau (Te Poihi 

Campbell; Mānuka Hēnare; Rereata Makiha; Rangi Matamua).  

 

Hareruia Aperahama and Rereata Makiha, both well versed in traditional karakia, agree that hau is used 

in the traditional pre-Christian karakia to convey the term spirit: 
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Once you see the word wairua appear in the karakias, you know that it’s been a Christian 

influence. Go before, pre-Christian, the word that they used instead of wairua for spirit was 

hau. And so you’ll find in a lot of karakia pre-Christian the word hau, hau-tapu, hau-nui, hau-

roa. (Hareruia Aperahama) 

Wairua, says Rereata Makiha, was a term used by the old people but in reference of Te Ao o te 

Wairua—The World of Spirits.  This realm is not a singular one-dimensional whole that separates itself 

from the material world; instead it is the wider dimension in which the material world of Te Ao 

Mārama operates (Te Poihi Campbell).  Te Poihi Campbell describes wairua as an action: “a union taking 

place for something to come to fruition, or two opposites coming together to make something come 

to fruition”.  As stated earlier, hau acts as the conduit and umbilical cord between Te Ao Wairua and 

Te Ao Mārama. 

 

Mana 

Mana is conveyed as “spiritual power, authority, and prestige and status” (Tate, 2010, p. 84); the “ethic 

of power, authority and the common good” (Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011, p. 161); and “a potent human 

state with the profound ability to impact upon, affect and transform the lives of others” (Dell, 2017, 

p. 89).  Mana, expressed through action, is “directly related to human agency” (Mika, 2007, p. 188) 

and “involves the wholeness of social relationships, wellbeing and integrity, as well as continuity 

through space and time” (Hēnare, 2003, p. 49). 

 

The relationship between mana and hau can be seen through environmental connections.  “The hau of 

tribal land and forests is their vitality and fertility, which is also a sign of their mana, their honour, 

prestige and power” (Hēnare, 2003, p. 52).  The greater the ability to protect and maintain the hau of 

an environmental resource, the greater the mana of that resource and its people (Rangi Matamua).  

Mana, according to Tom Roa (Husband, 2017), is vital in the ethic of reciprocity. Recognition of the mana 

of another demands a reciprocal recognition of mana.  As explained in the following section, hau 

inspires reciprocal exchange. 

 

Family of Energy 

The observation to make regarding the interaction of energies is that Māori are not fixated with 

defining the differences between life forces.  Instead it is recognised that they all work together.  To 

affect the hau of something is to affect its mauri, mana, wairua and tapu.  This interconnectivity hails 

back to the cosmic whakapapa, in which all forces coalesce to create form.  The ethic of reciprocity that 

underpins a Māori worldview begins in and between the spiritual energies that guide life. 
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Whāngai Hau: Reciprocity 
Hau, the wind of life, thus emerges at the very beginning of the cosmos, animating exchanges 

of all kinds in the whakapapa networks (Salmond, 2014, p. 292) 

 

By concentrating on the values conveyed by hau, it can be seen that hau encompasses a complex 

ethical value system of reciprocity (Hēnare, 2003; Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; Salmond, 2014, 

2017; Spiller & Stockdale, 2012).  The claims that hau is “the heart of life itself” (Salmond, 2017, p. 10) 

and “at the heart of being truly human” (Mānuka Hēnare) are supported by the many Indigenous 

writings that place mutual reciprocity at the heart of all relationships (Archibald, 2008; Cajete, 2000; 

Husband, 2017; Kelly, 2017; Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; Roberts et al., 1995; Spiller, Erakovic, 

et al., 2011; Wilson, 2009).  In the letters of Ranapiri, it is explained that failure to uphold the obligations 

of exchange may result in harm to the hau, and in this sense the hau can be seen as a “moral force” 

that inspires reciprocation (Mānuka Hēnare). 

 

Rituals such as whāngai hau are to nurture and protect the hau of the human and natural worlds.  

Whāngai hau involves making offerings (such as the first catch of fish or birds, or the first potato of 

the crop) to the spiritual beings of waters, forests or the like (Hēnare, 2003).  Rangi Matamua speaks 

of whāngai te hautapu, where hautapu refers to the sacred food that was used to feed the stars: 

So as Matariki [Pleiades] brings a bounty back every year, so when it rises it’ll tell you, yes, it’s 

bringing back the food from the ocean, the food from the rivers, the food from the land, the 

food from the sky. And you honour and thank Matariki by feeding it. So actually, the symbolic 

food items, you cook them, and then let the steam rise and the star actually consumes the 

food. So you’re feeding that, so that’s hautapu, in that sense, or hau. 

 

By returning the offering back to its source, intentions are set and the principles of reciprocal gift 

exchange are established (Hēnare, 2003).  Whāngai hau rituals were seen to maintain the ora—

hauora—of both the entity to which the offering was made and the donor.  “When the exchanges are 

in a state of balance, hau flows unimpeded and the networks of relations (families, communities, and 

ecosystems) are in a state of ora—healthy, prosperous, and in good heart” (Salmond, 2014, p. 293).  It is 

in this purposeful movement towards ora that hau is also understood as intention—the intention to 

protect, maintain and feed hau (Hareruia Aperahama; Rangi Matamua) and to provoke reciprocal action 

(Mānuka Hēnare). 
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A gift economy is another process that aims to revitalise the hau of human relationships.  The gifting 

process has broader parallels to Polynesian and other Indigenous economies: Tcherkézoff (2012) links 

hau to the Samoan concept of sau, while Kelly and Hēnare (2018) write of the comparable philosophies 

underlying Stó:lō and Māori economies.  In worldviews that see the socio- cultural-economic system 

as intertwined with the spiritual, it is not merely the exchange of material things that must be 

reciprocated but the energies impelling the exchange (Kelly & Hēnare, 2018).  Stewart (2017, p. 7) 

explains that “the thing someone gives us, in return for a valuable we were given in the first place, 

carries the spiritual force or memory of those relationships, and is referred to metaphorically as the 

hau taonga”.  Reciprocal acts are bound with social, economic and political complexities, whereby the 

gifting of taonga between kinship groups creates both an indebtedness to return an offering and an 

obligation to care for the total wellbeing of the taonga (Kelly & Hēnare, 2018; Tapsell, 1997).  Hēnare 

(2003, p. 53) explains the connection between hau and the gift economy:  

Over the millennia, hau was established as a complex totalising system of obligatory gift 

exchange. The exchange followed some basic principles where the intrinsic hau of the taonga 

and the hau belonging to the donor are imbued in the taonga; these in turn infuse Māori social, 

economic and religious   life with profound implications for the management of social relations 

and guardianship of the natural world. 

 

For Māori, hau is a way of life, a philosophy that guides behaviour.  Hau illuminates reciprocal 

relationships between the spiritual, natural and human worlds.  The hauora of natural resources 

affects all those to which it provides sustenance.  To privilege human needs over that which sustains 

us is not respecting whakapapa.  This wāhanga articulates the link between the vital essence of hau 

and its practice as a moral force that is fundamental to a Māori economy, which services both material 

and spiritual needs (Hēnare, 2003).  The modern economy is beginning to turn towards a more 

sustainable, holistic approach where its function is to reflect and enhance the wellbeing of society.  The 

reintroduction of hau as a supreme virtue and economic practice reinserts the human–spiritual 

connection into economic transactions.  To understand hau is a pathway towards understanding what 

is needed to achieve hauora.  Achieving hauora, relational wellbeing, will lead to a more inclusive and 

prosperous society. 

 

Concluding Comments 
There is a multitude of voices weighing in on the Māori notion of hau, as made popular by Mauss 

([1925] 2016).  The lacuna of Māori knowledge relevant to a Māori concept that has become 

fundamental to social science understandings of non-Western economies, relations and 
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worldviews highlights the disconnection between the discourses of scientific anthropology and 

mātauranga Māori (Bishop, 2008; Salmond, 1983; Smith, 1999).  European writers, as argued by 

Salmond (1983, p. 314), “gained far more public acclaim than the Māori authorities with whom they 

worked, and their attitudes often reflected as much patronage as respect for Māori thinking”.  For too 

long, Māori have been regarded as passive receivers of knowledge.  The simplification and 

commodification of mātauranga Māori has displaced and misrepresented Māori lived experiences 

(Bishop, 2008). 

 

The life force and whakapapa of hau, and the associated knowledge, are taonga.  Tapsell [Ngāti 

Whakaue, Ngāti Raukawa] (1997, p. 342) notes that taonga are indicators of the wealth of a kinship 

group; the “potential value of any taonga cannot be fully realised, however, until it is reunited with 

the descendants of the original possessors upon their ancestral lands.”   In the spirit of the gift, in the ethic 

of reciprocal exchange, questions then arise: How are Māori benefitting from this intellectual 

exchange?  Where is the return gift of the knowledge that has been shared with the international 

community?  I argue that to honour the gift of hau is to return to its source and address the lack of 

Māori ancestral knowledge in the literary arena.  This in turn ensures its spiritual essence is maintained 

for future generations. 

 

Hau as defined by much of the anthropological literature is not necessarily wrong, but it is too narrow 

and leaves out Māori voices.  Many interpretations fail to recognise the spiritual whakapapa of a Māori 

worldview in which the physical emanates from the spiritual.  In doing so, they are unable to convey 

any deeper understandings of such a vital force of Te Ao Māori.  As argued by Kelly and Hēnare (2018, 

p. 12): 

A Māori understanding of reciprocity in terms of hau derives from a deep understanding of 

energetic relationships that exist at a cosmological level as opposed to an understanding of 

economy that accounts only for what is exchanged in the human-to-human experience of 

economic interaction. 

 

This article has moved the debate past a transactional economic framework and offered an expansive 

and contextual account of the human–spiritual connections of hau using the knowledge of ngā pou 

herenga.  The implications of understanding a philosophy of hau can reach into modern societal 

interactions through the recognition of hau as a moral force at the heart of all relationships.  

 

 
  



82 

 

 WĀHANGA TUARIMA 

HAUORA: RELATIONAL WELLBEING  
Following on from the previous chapter that described the notion of hau and its various applications, 

this chapter expands on hau through outlining its relevance to wellbeing.  There has been growing 

global interest in wellbeing over recent decades, alongside a movement towards more human-centred 

public policy.  Yet, wellbeing is seen to be a culturally specific notion; what constitutes wellbeing 

depends on cultural and philosophical traditions, as well as worldview and knowledge systems.  Thus, 

there is a growing body of research from Indigenous communities offering Indigenous views on 

wellbeing.  This chapter adds to this discussion, providing an overview of Māori wellbeing that 

emanates from the spiritual essence and ethic of hau.   

 

After reviewing the phenomenon of wellbeing as a desired state of being, this chapter looks in depth 

at the multiple dimensions of Indigenous wellbeing, namely spiritual, ecological, social and economic 

spheres.  The implications of each domain of wellbeing to the Aotearoa-NZ Living Standards 

Framework are then examined, showing that Māori notions of wellbeing have the potential not only 

to deliver better outcomes for Māori, but also to aid in the transformation of Aotearoa-NZ towards a 

flourishing society.   

 

Wellbeing 
A growing global phenomenon of the past few decades has been the call for broader measures of 

wellbeing.  As a growing phenomenon, wellbeing permeates multiple disciplinary discourses including 

health and psychology (Blackstock, 2011; Christopher, 1999; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Durie, 1985; 

Houkamau & Sibley, 2011; Izquierdo, 2005), economic development and public policy (Anielski, 2007; 

Dalziel et al., 2018; Hēnare, 2011; Hēnare et al., 2011; Karacaoglu et al., 2019; McGillivray, 2007; Sen, 

1987; Stiglitz et al., 2009; White, 2010), business (Nicholson et al., 2019; Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011), 

philosophy (Crisp, 2008) and ecology (Constanza et al., 2013; Panelli & Tipa, 2007; Wu, 2013).  Despite 

its pervasive use within the literature, there exists much ambiguity around the definition, usage and 

function of wellbeing (Ereaut & Whiting, 2008; Gasper, 2007; Grieves, 2007; White, 2010; Yap & Yu, 

2016).   

 

Wellbeing—also referred to as ‘well-being’ or ‘well being’—is defined by the Oxford Dictionary as 

“good health, happiness, and prosperity” (Hawkins, 1998, p. 929).  Its origins lie in the old English term 
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‘wel’, seen as “in a state of good fortune, welfare, or happiness” (Barnhart, 1988, p. 1227).  Wellbeing 

is often used synonymously with and alongside health, quality of life, happiness, eudaimonia and 

human development, and there is much overlap in definitions (Deci & Ryan, 2008; McGillivray, 2007; 

Yap & Yu, 2016).  As Yap (2017, p. 28) points out, “The term wellbeing is characteristically complex, 

with multiple interpretations and understandings. Furthermore, there is widespread 

acknowledgement amongst the academic and non-academic community that wellbeing is 

multidimensional, context-specific, and consists of both objective and subjective dimensions.”  The 

wider pop culture usage of wellbeing has led Ereaut and Whiting (2008) to assert that wellbeing has 

become an industry and a commercialised commodity: selling the idea of “well” characteristics that 

can be purchased and consumed to achieve an ideal virtue state.  Wellbeing, despite its ambiguity, is 

seen as a desired state of being.   

 

The pervasive societal rhetoric of maintaining, developing and achieving long-term happiness centres 

around increases in economic growth.  The market-based system in which much of the globe operates 

believes that greater economic wealth leads to increased wellbeing.  Reliance on objective measures 

such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP) sustains this obsession with economic growth (Constanza et 

al., 2013; Dalziel et al., 2018; Diener & Seligman, 2004; Göpel, 2016; Stiglitz et al., 2009).  Yet, The 

Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress by Nobel 

laureates Joseph Stiglitz, Amartya Sen and distinguished economist Jean-Paul Fitoussi (2009) tells us 

that globally we are now involved in one of the worst financial, economic, social and environmental 

crises in post-war history.  GDP as a measure of economic and social progress does not capture the 

wellbeing or quality of life of citizens.  The growing divide between the upper and lower echelons of 

society globally, despite the rise in GDP, is evidence of the limitations of the dominant economic 

paradigm.  Furthermore, the Easterlin Paradox has found that in both developed and developing 

nations, over time, happiness does not significantly change with the rise economic growth (Easterlin 

et al., 2010).   

 

Promoted as the ultimate societal goal, wellbeing is replacing narrow economic notions of wealth and 

prosperity with a positive human-centred approach that moves beyond external assessments of 

welfare to people’s own understandings of “The Good Life” (Anielski, 2007; Dalziel et al., 2018; Ereaut 

& Whiting, 2008; Little, 2003; McGillivray, 2007; New Zealand Treasury, 2018; Sen, 1987, 1999; Stiglitz 

et al., 2009; White, 2010).  This has led to a widely adopted notion of subjective wellbeing (SWB) 

(White et al., 2012).  SWB is seen to be the assessment of a good life according to one’s own criteria, 

placing the responsibility of wellbeing onto the individual (Christopher, 1999; Panelli & Tipa, 2007).  
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However, this is argued to be reflective of individualistic assumptions.  Critics argue the dominant view 

that privileges autonomous and independent notions of wellbeing is culturally specific, relevant to 

Western values and in contrast to societies with collective and interdependent principles (Christopher, 

1999; Izquierdo, 2005; McCubbin et al., 2013; Panelli & Tipa, 2007; White, 2010).  Indeed, SWB derives 

from psychological wellbeing research, in itself a Western concept that separates mind, body and spirit 

(Christopher, 1999).   

 

Therefore, perceptions of wellbeing, and the means to achieve it, are culturally and contextually 

specific (Hēnare et al., 2011; Panelli & Tipa, 2007; White, 2010; Yap & Yu, 2016).  What constitutes 

wellbeing depends on cultural and philosophical traditions, as well as worldview and knowledge 

systems, and these can change over time.  Therefore, a growing body of research from Indigenous 

communities is emerging, offering ecological and culturally specific views on wellbeing.  An alternative 

wellbeing paradigm is being introduced that is underpinned by culture, founded on lived experience 

and embedded within ecosystems (Durie, 2006; Grieves, 2007; Hēnare et al., 2011; Izquierdo, 2005; 

Nicholson et al., 2019; Panelli & Tipa, 2007; Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011; Walters et al., 2002; Watene, 

2016; White, 2010; Yap & Yu, 2016).  In an Indigenous outlook, to separate human wellbeing from the 

environment, culture and society in which they dwell does not fulfil the utmost human potential.  The 

remainder of this chapter discusses Indigenous notions of wellbeing. 

 

Indigenous Wellbeing 
Indigenous views of wellbeing take a holistic and relational approach that considers spiritual, 

ecological, socio-cultural as well as economic dimensions.  In Figure 8 I show an Indigenous Māori 

worldview that asserts that spirituality is the fundamental basis of human development.  It is from 

spiritual connection that everything else (land, people, knowledge, language) emerges, and thus it is 

from the spiritual that all other needs are met (Ngata, 2014).  No organism or entity is separate from 

its ecosystem, its socio-cultural community or its spirit.  Humans are descendants and caregivers of 

the natural world and therefore belong to the landscape which physically and spiritually sustains 

humanity (Cajete, 2000; Hēnare, 2001; Kerridge & McGowan, 2016; Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011).  

Human and societal needs are therefore intimately connected to the environment.  Cultural values 

that encompass ancestral knowledge, spirituality and multiple dimensions of reality define how 

balance is realised for personal and collective wellbeing (Blackstock, 2011).   
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Figure 8: Maori worldview 

The following sections look at the various dimensions of wellbeing outlined in Figure 8.  It must be 

noted, however, that these dimensions are intimately intertwined and therefore when considered 

separately, do not tell a full story.  Additionally, one realm cannot be substituted for another, for 

example, greater economic wealth cannot replace a lack of social belonging (Hirvilammi & Helne, 

2014).  All dimensions work as a cohesive whole to create overall wellbeing. 

 

Spiritual Wellbeing: Hau 

Māori notions of wellbeing are underpinned by the life force of hau.  Rendered as the breath, wind 

and spirit of life, hau is a spiritual force interrelated with all other vital essences such as mauri, tapu, 

mana and wairua.  Hau is said to be the movement of mauri, tapu and therefore mana (Valance Smith, 

personal communication, November 1st, 2019).  Respected Māori kaumātua, rangatira and tohunga 

describe hau as a conduit between the spiritual and material realms, an ever-moving force, the 

sustenance of life, a reciprocal flow of breath, vitality and the ethic of reciprocity.  Hau, as espoused 

in the previous chapter “can be seen as intrinsic to the growth and development aspect of being—it 

is the energy that strives towards meeting ora ‘potential’” (Nicholson, 2019, p. 146).  Ora is to be well, 

to be alive and the aspiration of hau towards ora creates a continual dynamic movement.   

 

Hauora denotes balanced and reciprocal exchanges between Te Ao Wairua and Te Ao Mārama, the 

spiritual and physical worlds.  Awhitia Mihaere asserts that Hā-ū-ora is “the breath, the sustenance of 

the living breath, and sustenance of Papatūānuku…that allow us to have a respectful relationship 

within the ecosystem of ngā atua and Io”.  When these interactions between the spiritual, natural and 

physical worlds are in a state of balance, “hau flows unimpeded and the networks of relations 

(families, communities, and ecosystems) are in a state of ora—healthy, prosperous, and in good heart” 

Te Ao Wairua 
Spiritual 

Realm

Te Ao Tūroa
Environment

Iwi/Hapū/Whānau
Society

Umanga
Economic 
Pursuits
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(Salmond, 2014, p. 293).  Hauora is achieved only if all relationships are maintained simultaneously, 

involving continuous cultivation (Hokowhitu, 2002). 

 

Hauora encompasses the complete relationship between all things (Heaton, 2018).  Therefore, hauora 

can be conceptualised as relational wellbeing.  It is the long-term quality of the relationships, the 

balance of reciprocity and the exchange of mana that allows hau to thrive.  According to Rangi 

Matamua hau refers to sustainability, “a long-term commitment that you have to a relationship or a 

connection to something.”  Mānuka Hēnare tells us that hau relates to the nature of something and 

its reciprocal relationship with all that surrounds it.   

Each tree has its own assemblage of birds, insects, and that constitutes a kāinga.  And when 

you interfere with the tree and its kāinga, then you affect the mauri of the tree and inhibit the 

capability of the tree to be a true tōtara or kauri because you’ve interfered with something…So 

if the mauri is affected, that means so too is the hau of the kauri tree to relate to other species, 

and that’s the reciprocity…kauri need miro, tawa, other trees around it, and they all need each 

other in order to express themselves fully, that is, in terms of their mauri. 

Hauora and overall wellbeing cannot be an individual human pursuit.  

 

Environmental Wellbeing: Kaitiakitanga 

In an Indigenous worldview, flourishing landscapes are inextricably tied to human wellbeing.  As 

descendants of the spiritual realm, the environment and its resources are treated as both ancestors 

and kin (Kawharu, 2009; Murton, 2012; Roberts et al., 2004; Royal, 1998).  The mythic and spiritual 

meaning of the landscape is a reflection of its creative living force (Cajete, 2000).  Robbins (2009, p. 

27) explains how spiritual landscapes inform culture: “The geography inspires the stories and the 

stories create the place”.  Places hold collective memories and thus become physical extensions of the 

human community (Cajete, 2000; Casey, 2001; Durie, 2010; Murton, 2012).  Landscapes carry history 

and spiritual values forming a source of individual and collective identity, belonging, wellbeing and 

continuity for communities (Beckwith, 2007; Durie, 2010; Harmsworth & Awatere, 2013; Hēnare, 

1988; Kawharu, 2009, 2010; Murton, 2012; Panelli & Tipa, 2007).  More than a support system for 

human wellbeing, ecosystems provide the precondition of human existence (Hirvilammi & Helne, 

2014).  Degradation of the ecosystem and alienation from the land affects spiritual, ecological and 

human wellbeing (Cajete, 2000; Dell, 2017; Hēnare et al., 2010; Panelli & Tipa, 2007).   

 

A fundamental value underpinning the relational wellbeing of landscape and people is kaitiakitanga.  

This is described as a “long-term intergenerational obligation to protect, maintain, and enhance the 
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spiritual and material wellbeing of precious resources that have been handed down by ancestors and 

will be passed on to future generations” (Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015, p. 6).  More than looking 

after the physical landscapes of land and sea, kaitiakitanga includes caring for the culture shaped by 

landscapes such as language, knowledge, history, values and people.  It is the act and ethic of 

kaitiakitanga itself that retains the legacy of landscapes (Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015).  The 

legacy itself, can be referred to as hau.  As Hareruia Aperahama explains in reference to oral literacy 

being passed down to the next generations: “it wasn’t just the words, it was the hau that was 

transmitted.”  Rangi Matamua states that “hau as an underpinning principle to ensuring Māori 

sustainability.”  He goes on to say:  

If you are kaitiaki whenua, if you’re not looking after the whenua, is the whenua still going to 

be there?  Of course it’s still going to be there.  But what are you actually being kaitiaki of—

you’re actually a kaitiaki of the hau of the whenua, its sustainability and its vitality.   

There is thus a reciprocal connection between the landscape that spiritually and physically sustains all 

that it provides sustenance to, and the obligation of the human community to care for the wellbeing 

of that landscape.   

 

Social Wellbeing: Whakapapa 

A Māori worldview sees each tangata and entity as a product of whenua, whānau and whakapapa; a 

manifestation of the collective involvement of these influences, past and present, over time (Kelly et 

al., 2014; Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015; Spiller & Nicholson, 2017; Tate, 2010).  The individual 

essence of anyone cannot be understood without recognising their connection to their surroundings.  

Whakapapa is what links people, place and ancestors.  Regarded as the “genealogical descent of all 

living things” (Barlow, 1991, p. 173), whakapapa encompasses the history of human and spiritual 

ancestors and the connection to the natural world (George, 2010).  The ancestral connections are 

fundamental to identity and link individual wellbeing to the collective.   

 

Whānau are extended family units consisting of three to four generations and are the central social 

unit of Māori society.  Historically, whānau lived in a larger kāinga consisting of multiple whānau.  The 

kāinga was the primary place of habitation and a central institution of communal support (Hēnare, 

2003, 2014a).  All whānau members shared the responsibility of care for each other, especially children 

and elders.  This is in contrast to the standalone nuclear family structure that encourages independent 

lifestyles.  Durie (1985) tells us that to be a total person in one’s own right is seen to be unhealthy in 

Māori society.  Therefore, whānau are said to be the crucial, yet often overlooked, variable of 

sustainable wellbeing and intergenerational change (Te Puni Kōkiri & New Zealand Treasury, 2019).  
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In modern society, whānau extends beyond family blood ties and can symbolise a wider sense of 

community.  Whānau, in a literal or metaphorical sense, is a community of belonging, one that 

provides reciprocal spiritual and emotional support, and cares for the wellbeing of each member 

(Hokowhitu, 2002). 

 

Each person or entity inherently possesses its own set of interconnected life forces such as hau, mauri, 

mana, tapu and wairua (Hēnare, 2003; Mead, 2003; Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015; Raerino, 1999; 

Salmond, 1985).  These life forces are affected by the life forces of all those around them: through 

whānau, the individual shares in the hau, mauri, mana, tapu and wairua of the larger group, which 

enhances the life forces of the individual.  Furthermore, the community receives recognition for its 

support and nurturing of the individual (McCubbin et al., 2013; Tate, 2010).  It is the connection to 

others that creates a sense of belonging and enhances hauora.  Nikora Wharerau explains:  

Fundamentally, we just need that connection, physically, mentally, emotionally.  Everything 

about Māori, if you’re in tune, relies on that connection.  If you’re not connected, you’re 

disconnected, therefore energy starts to fade.  If you haven’t got something feeding the 

energy, it just dies.  

Hau, also described as a “complex ethical value system of reciprocity” (Nicholson, 2019, p. 152), is an 

energy that expressed in relationships between people.   

 

Economic Wellbeing: Economy of Mana 

Economic development from an Indigenous perspective is community development (Cajete, 2000; 

Kalt, 2013; Loomis & Mahima, 2003; Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011).  It is the community networks and kinship 

structures that drive trade and are the very reason for its existence (Dell et al., 2018).  Māori theories 

of business and economic development maintain that business and enterprise are vehicles in which 

to address and enhance spiritual, ecological and social wellbeing (Bargh & Otter, 2009; Dell et al., 

2018; Durie, 2003; Harmsworth & Awatere, 2013; Hēnare, 2011; Loomis & Mahima, 2003; Nicholson 

et al., 2012, 2018; Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011).  These are not seen as separate dimensions but interwoven 

into one totalising system of reciprocal exchange.    

 

The relational worldview of Māori gives rise to an economic system that is founded on multi-

dimensional wellbeing and wealth distribution—an Economy of Mana.  Dell (2017, p. 89) defines mana 

as “a potent human state with the profound ability to impact upon, affect and transform the lives of 

others”.  The Economy of Mana is thus “a system that manifests and cultivates a potent human state 

that can affect and transform the lives of others” (Dell et al., 2018, p. 55).  All economic decisions have 
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long term outlooks to increase the collective good.  This collective good is defined and mandated by 

the community.  In order to maintain collective belonging and connection, an obligatory cycle is 

generated and sustained whereby a positive interaction creates an indebtedness to return an act of 

generosity in the future (Dell et al., 2018; Kelly & Hēnare, 2018; Nicholson, 2019; Tapsell, 1997).  Such 

an economy is based on values of affection, reciprocity and spirituality. 

 

When hau is in a state of ora—hauora—the exchanges of life forces within the economy are in balance.  

Hau, as stated earlier, is the movement of mana and therefore can be regarded as relational wellbeing.  

Relational wellbeing and wealth from a Māori perspective, as explicated by Spiller et al. (2011), 

expands on the concept of relational wealth (Leana & Rousseau, 2000), which refers to the economic 

advantage of business relationships with their workforce, suppliers and communities.  Māori 

organisations extend these economic and social associations to include spiritual, cultural and 

environmental relationships.  Relational wellbeing and wealth are premised on the enhancement of 

mana.  Mana belongs to the collective, and therefore, is dependent upon the wellbeing of the spiritual, 

natural and social environments (Hēnare, 1988).   

 

Implications for Aotearoa-NZ Wellbeing Framework  
In Aoteaora-NZ, the NZ Treasury (2018) is developing a NZ-specific Living Standards Framework (LSF) 

to measure the wellbeing of New Zealanders.  The LSF has been designed by the Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) as a tool measure the stocks of current and future 

wellbeing.  This tool is intended to provide measures across nations.  The NZ LSF is based on four core 

capitals, those of physical and financial, human, natural and social, and twelve wellbeing domains that 

provide the foundation for future wellbeing (civic engagement and governance; cultural identity; 

environment; health; housing; income and consumption; jobs and earnings; knowledge and skills; 

safety; social connections; subjective wellbeing; time use).  Current research focus by the NZ Treasury 

is on determining the present state of wellbeing, long-term wellbeing indicators and how achievement 

can be measured.  The NZ Treasury is also exploring how Māori perspectives might enhance this 

framework (New Zealand Treasury, 2018; Te Puni Kōkiri & New Zealand Treasury, 2019).  This provides 

a timely platform for Māori conceptualisations of wellbeing to be presented and validly recognised.   

 

Far from the prosperous communities of the 1820s, prior to the signing of the Tiriti o Waitangi/Treaty 

of Waitangi, Māori now suffer disproportionally in many socio-economic statistics across Aotearoa-

NZ standards of living (Hēnare, 2014b; Hēnare et al., 2011; Hēnare, Lythberg, Nicholson, et al., 2017; 

Te Puni Kōkiri & New Zealand Treasury, 2019).  This divide is mirrored in many other countries around 
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the world, with Indigenous peoples scoring poorly across current measures of wellbeing (Jackson, 

2016; Little, 2003; Oxford Poverty & Human Development Initiative, 2019; Te Puni Kōkiri & New 

Zealand Treasury, 2019).  In Aotearoa-NZ the failure of public policy to improve such outcomes for 

Māori is attributed to “a persistent failure to sufficiently appreciate issues or the implications of 

legislative policy or operational changes from the viewpoint of te ao Māori” (Te Puni Kōkiri & New 

Zealand Treasury, 2019, p. 23).  Deficit-based thinking and strategies that aim to “close the gaps” 

assume that what is achievable for one group is both achievable and desired by another.  However, 

comparative analyses assess Māori wellbeing against notions of wellbeing that do not reflect Māori 

values, spirituality and capabilities (Hēnare et al., 2011; Te Puni Kōkiri & New Zealand Treasury, 2019).  

The gaps become the overriding issues, rather than the systems themselves.   

 

Assessing Māori wellbeing requires measures based on Māori notions of being well.  The “gaps” being 

measured should focus on Māori aspirations of wellbeing and the realities for Māori.  The challenge, 

as identified by Hēnare, Puckey and Nicholson et al. (2011, p. 17), is to “identify culturally appropriate 

spiritual, environmental, extended family, and economic indicators of quality of life”.  Māori need to 

be involved in the design, implementation and evaluation of wellbeing frameworks.  This approach 

would necessarily be strengths or asset based in order to “focus less on the failings of Māori in terms 

of statistical outcomes and instead look to the potential capability within the Māori population that 

will support improved wellbeing” (Te Puni Kōkiri & New Zealand Treasury, 2019, p. 5).  If Māori 

frameworks are not applied correctly, the LSF indicators and measures themselves can impede Māori 

wellbeing (Te Puni Kōkiri & New Zealand Treasury, 2019).  The following sections discuss the 

application of the above Māori wellbeing dimensions, and how these conceptualisations of wellbeing 

may affect the LSF.   

 

Spiritual Wellbeing 

Reintroducing and providing a deeper understanding of modern Māori conceptions of hauora is a way 

to more fully understand a Māori view on what it means to be well, as determined by Māori, which 

will have far-reaching ramifications for Aotearoa-NZ society (Hēnare et al., 2011).  Hauora is a frequent 

word in the Aotearoa-NZ vocabulary, especially within the health and education sectors.  However, in 

its contemporary setting, hauora has lost much of its vital meaning.  It’s commonplace interpretation 

is health and wellbeing or a Māori philosophy of health (Heaton, 2011).  Heaton (2018) has described 

how the juxtaposition of hauora with the Pākehā concept of health confines its meaning within the  

narrow framework of a Western worldview, omitting many layers of meaning and cultural relevance. 
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“Hauora has become divorced from its original context, and its meaning and function are almost alien 

to the very people it seeks to inform” (Heaton, 2011, p. 104). 

 

Understanding of Māori concepts such as hauora must extend beyond their simplified and 

standardised explanations (Heaton, 2011).  Basic translations of Māori words fail to appreciate the 

multifaceted meaning behind the linguistics, which can impact Māori language, knowledge and 

philosophy (Heaton, 2011).  When a language is used merely as a tool of translation, the underpinning 

worldview, culture and knowledge is separated from the language (Heaton, 2011).  To illustrate this 

point, the NZ Treasury has selected waiora as their preferred term for wellbeing from a Māori 

perspective (O’Connell et al., 2018).  Whilst it is not for this work to debate the most appropriate 

Māori term for wellbeing, the group justifies their decision not to use hauora as it “has been used 

widely to mean “health”” (O’Connell et al., 2018, p. 15), and synonymous with Whare Tapa Whā 

(Durie, 1985) 11.  This is evidence of Heaton’s (2018) claim that the inclusion of hauora into mainstream 

society has been both liberating in the space that has been created for Māori concepts, whilst also 

limiting in the omission of the many ways that hauora can be perceived.   

 

The spiritual dimension is widely recognised by Māori as fundamental to human experience (Durie, 

1998; Hēnare, 2001; Tate, 2010), however, as Barnes et al. (2017, p. 314) reflect “there is discomfort 

in giving voice to wairua in practice and within the academy”.  Once pertinent example of this can be 

seen in the NZ Treasury discussion paper document He Ara Waiora: Exploring Te Ao Māori Perspectives 

on the Living Standards Framework for the Tax Working Group (O’Connell et al., 2018).  The proposed 

Māori wellbeing prototype integrates the four capitals (financial and physical, human, social and 

natural) in order to align with the overarching LSF; however, the explicit mentioning of te taha wairua, 

the spiritual dimension that is fundamental to Māori models, is missing from the framework and its 

supporting document.   

 

The revitalisation of hauora within mainstream vocabulary inserts the spiritual element back into the 

academy, wellbeing literature and public policy.  As Raerino (1999, p. 82) states: 

The Māori worldview contains the seeds of a more sustainable relationship between humanity 

and the world science studies.  Assimilation of conceptions like whakapapa, hau, whakataukī, 

and mauri into science would make it no longer possible, especially in biology, to separate 

questions of science and ethics.   

 
11 Explained further below in this chapter, Durie’s Whare Tapa Whā (a house of four sides) is the most widely 

recognised model of Māori health.   
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When recognising that each entity, including humanity, institutions, ecosystems and organisations, 

possesses life energies such as hau, which are connected to and affected by all other life energies, 

then we move into a new societal paradigm of care, reciprocity and wellbeing.   

 

Environmental Wellbeing 

Māori philosophy dictates a spiritual obligation to care for, enhance and maintain the natural world, 

as opposed having the freedom and agency to exploit the natural world for human wellbeing.  The 

goal of human wellbeing cannot be achieved without protecting the natural environment that 

supports human development (Wu, 2013).  Yet in many conceptualisations of wellbeing, the 

protection of the natural world and non-human environmental resources are for the sustainability of 

human consumption and benefit.  Indeed, the definition of natural capital is “all aspects of the natural 

environment needed to support life and human activity” (New Zealand Treasury, 2018, p. 2).  The 

natural world, when framed within the anthropocene view, relies on the value that it is ascribed by 

people-centred development (Watene, 2016).  Yet, as Wu (2013) points out: 

While the importance of ecosystem services to human well-being is evident, we also need to 

understand that nature’s ecological patterns, processes and changes are as important in their 

own context, whether the human population is a billion, hundred, one, or zero. (Wu, 2013, p. 

1007) 

 

In adopting a relational worldview, the value of the natural world derives from a shared kinship 

(Watene, 2016).  Therefore, landscape evaluations must measure not only the functional wellbeing of 

the ecosystem and its benefits for human society, but see its intrinsic existence value understood 

through human cognitive and spiritual functions, and transmitted by culture.  Landscapes play an 

important role in one’s quality of life and wellbeing, supporting not only the physical vitality of life, 

but also aesthetic, cultural and spiritual wellbeing through its re-creative energy (Carmel & Naveh, 

2002).  “Essentially value is a function of relationships—between people and the natural environment, 

between tangible and intangible dimensions, between organic and inorganic material, and between 

past and future” (Durie, 2010, p. 249).  This is in contrast to the mainstream purpose of value, which 

as stated by the NZ Treasury, “is to establish the relative worth of things in satisfying human demands 

and needs” (van Zyl & Au, 2018, p. 10).   

 

In order to assess the value of landscapes, Durie (2010) outlines a set of Indigenous principles that 

could be used in an evaluation.  Derived from the human affinity to the natural environment, the 

principles are connectedness, mauri, continuity, contextual significance and reciprocity.  
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Connectedness emphasises the tangible and intangible dimensions of relationships between 

phenomena, people and the landscape.  Mauri recognises the intrinsic life force of all beings and their 

interconnecting networks.  Continuity is the notion of timeless endurance linking past and future 

generations in the present.  Ecological significance highlights the significance of external relationships; 

the sense of place that is bestowed upon the natural environment.  Reciprocity is the care afforded 

by both people and the land to look after the wellbeing of the other.  Durie suggests that meaningful 

relationships with the environment over time can be gauged and qualified through oral and written 

histories and environmental analysis, and impact studies can aid the assessment of the mauri of an 

ecosystem.  Using these principles within landscape valuations could enhance natural capital 

measures. 

 

Social Wellbeing 

Subjective wellbeing research has shown that supportive, positive relationships are necessary for 

wellbeing.  The need to belong is a fundamental human need (Diener & Seligman, 2004).  Conversely, 

social isolation has a strong correlation with low wellbeing.  In Aotearoa-NZ, loneliness is the strongest 

indicator of low mental health wellbeing; furthermore, mental health issues are the strongest indictor 

of life satisfaction (Brown, 2019).  However, in much of the wellbeing literature, social relationships 

are seen as external factors, rather than constitutions of a person (White, 2010; Yap & Yu, 2016).  Yet 

White  (2010, p. 164) reminds us that “Relationships are not, as in a social-capital approach, something 

that an individual ‘has’. Rather, people become who and what they are in and through their 

relatedness to others.”  Wellbeing, then, is located within the collective (White, 2010).  It must be 

recognised as a relational process, something that happens between the individual and their social, 

natural and spiritual communities.   

 

Colonisation and urbanisation have left many Māori divorced from the traditional support structures 

of kāinga.  This has weakened whānau capability to meet its purpose and function of supporting the 

wellbeing of each of its members (Hēnare, 2014a; Sanders et al., 2011).  Individual struggle is whānau 

struggle.  Therefore, wellbeing policy should be aimed at the whānau unit, strengthening and 

empowering its potential for spiritual, environmental, social and economic development (Benton et 

al., 2002; Durie, 2001; Hēnare, 2014a).  It must be recognised that whānau and community 

assessments of wellbeing are more than an aggregate of individual measures.   

 

Where the NZ Treasury states that “human capital intersects with social capital” (Morrissey, 2018, p. 

2), a Māori worldview sees human and social capital as intertwined.  In regards to the LSF, Te Puni 
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Kōkiri and NZ Treasury (2019, p. 14) state that “At present, it appears that the 12 wellbeing domains 

that describe how wellbeing is achieved are taken as a given, without considering how the wellbeing 

of individuals, whānau, hapori [community] and society are interlinked and interdependent.”  They go 

on to propose seven holistic and interconnected wellbeing domains that incorporate the twelve LSF 

domains but look to the experiences and realities of whānau.  Wellbeing is achieved when Māori and 

their wider community are: cohesive, resilient and nurturing; confident participants in society; 

confident in language and culture; living healthy lifestyles; self-managing; responsive to the natural 

and living environment; economically secure and wealth creating.  As a whole, these seven domains 

provide an Indigenous perspective of wellbeing that can also be applied to the wider population.   

 

Economic Wellbeing 

Wellbeing is located within the relationships between the spiritual, natural and human communities.  

It is whānau and kāinga that used to provide a sense of belonging, purpose and morality.  Sadly, with 

the decline in local community and kinship ties, social bonds and civic obligations have been degraded.  

In many cases, employment and business engagement may be the most significant experience of 

community in one’s adult life and thus the foundation of moral development (Warren, 1996).  There 

is a necessary appeal for a revitalisation of community within business organisations.  These 

“communities of purpose” (Warren, 1996), alongside other important societal institutions must make 

up the moral order of humanity, having a moral obligation to create opportunities that contribute to 

holistic wellbeing.   

 

One system that can offer insights into the creation of communities of purpose is the Economy of 

Mana (Dell et al., 2018; Hēnare, 2011, 2014b, 2016).  The Economy of Mana, as a diverse economic 

system, is one that serves the people, where work is a means to live life.  This is in contrast to the view 

that people exist to serve the economy, that people live to work (Amoamo et al., 2018; Hēnare, 2014b; 

Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011).  This is supported by wellbeing proponents who assert that the exchange 

of goods and services is seen as only worthwhile if it improves the quality of human experience 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Dalziel et al., 2018; Little, 2003; Nicholson et al., 2019; Sen, 1999).   

 

When operating within an Economy of Mana, the success of an organisation is measured by its 

contribution to the hauora of the economy: what is the relationship between the organisation and the 

environment, its people, its community, its bottom line and its spirit?  How is the organisation 

enhancing the mana of the collective?  Hauora is not about immediate returns.  Economic endeavours, 

laced with spiritual, social and environmental obligations, are a means to achieve long-term balance, 
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an ongoing relatedness that creates value, obligations and wellbeing.  This reciprocal exchange of 

energies can have a greater impact on collective wellbeing and produce more value than the capitalist 

economy (Amoamo et al., 2018).   

 

Measuring economic success, therefore, should take into account an organisation’s contribution to 

the spiritual, natural and social communities.  Research into the assessment of wellbeing from Māori 

perspectives has been undertaken in many academic fields.  Despite their differing foci, all highlight 

the dynamic, inter-connected and interdependent nature of Māori wellbeing.  Hēnare (2011) writes 

from an anthropological business perspective of the four wellbeings of a philosophy of Māoritanga 

being spiritual, ecological, socio-cultural or kinship and economic.  Spiller et al. (2011) separates the 

social from the cultural, generating the Five Well-beings Map as a Māori theory of the firm, 

demonstrating how Māori businesses view life.  Nicholson et al. (2019), influenced by both Hēnare 

and Spiller, produced He Whenua Rangatira, a strategy map that acts as a decision-making tool 

offering tangible and intangible benefits for organisational success and collective wellbeing 12.  Within 

the field of civil engineering, Morgan’s (2006) sustainability assessment and decision-support tool 

Mauri Model measures the environmental, cultural, social and economic impacts of environmental 

actions.  The model, when used to assess sustainable development policies and proposals, can 

facilitate a more holistic understanding of the benefits, impacts, drivers and distribution of 

development (Wambrauw & Morgan, 2014).  The Whare Tapa Whā model (Durie, 1985) is the most 

widely recognised model of Māori health highlighting the four cornerstones of Māori wellbeing: Te 

Taha Wairua (spiritual dimension), Te Taha Whānau (family dimension), Te Taha Hinengaro (mental 

and emotional dimension), Te Taha Tinana (physical dimension).  What these models emphasise is 

that economic wellbeing is underpinned by relational values and located within the community, 

ecological and spiritual contexts.   

 

Hauora is a collective state reflected by the balanced wellbeing of multiple lifegiving dimensions 

(Hokowhitu, 2002).  The implications for business lie in the recognition of wellbeing as both an 

ultimate aspiration and an operational obligation (Ereaut & Whiting, 2008).  By reinserting the spiritual 

aspects of a Māori worldview back into economic discussions, the community dimension that is often 

superimposed by the mindset of the self-interested individual is brought to the fore.  When taking a 

relational view of the world and economic activity, it is relationships themselves that hold the 

economic system together and govern the use of, and access to, resources (Dell et al., 2018; Spiller, 

Erakovic, et al., 2011). 

 
12 See following chapter 
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Concluding Comments 
The ultimate goal of social policy is said to be the advancement of human wellbeing (Diener & 

Seligman, 2004; Hirvilammi & Helne, 2014; Jackson, 2016; Little, 2003; Sen, 1999).  However, as 

outlined in this chapter, as a society we must extend our outlook further to include the spiritual and 

natural communities.  Māori models of wellbeing are embedded in culture, emphasising 

interdependence and belonging to our surrounding landscapes.  It is the connection and reconnection 

to these ancestral elements that is essential to sustainable wellbeing (Blackstock, 2011; Hēnare, 

Lythberg, Nicholson, et al., 2017; Houkamau & Sibley, 2011; Kerridge & McGowan, 2016; Marsden, 

2003; Walters et al., 2002). 

 

A Māori philosophy of wellbeing is not only the flourishing of the different dimensions, but the 

flourishing between the wellbeing dimensions.  Ancestral knowledge of whakapapa tells us that we 

are all connected to the energies that brought forth the universe.  The physical landscape provides a 

spiritual and physical reality in which our human lives take place.  The life and activity of humanity 

dwells within the social context; individual wellbeing is directly correlated to whānau and community 

wellbeing (Blackstock, 2011; Cajete, 2000; Dalziel et al., 2018; Hēnare, 2014a; Panelli & Tipa, 2007; 

Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011; Te Puni Kōkiri & New Zealand Treasury, 2019; Yap & Yu, 2016).  Therefore, 

economic pursuits are a means to serve the community and enhance collective wellbeing (Cajete, 

2000; Durie, 2003; Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011). 

 

The NZ LSF and its inclusion of Māori perspectives provides a platform in which to highlight Māori 

conceptualisations of wellbeing.  The usual approaches to wellbeing and public policy have failed to 

lift the wellbeing of all Aotearoa-New Zealanders, with Māori suffering disproportionally.  It is time for 

a new approach to wellbeing, for a shift away from the dominance of the economic paradigms in order 

to deliver better outcomes for more of society.  The introduction of the LSF as new social policy offers 

an opportunity to create a framework in which Māori can see their values reflected.  Māori, like all 

citizens, deserve the freedom to live the kinds of lives they value.   
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WĀHANGA TUAONO 
The following is a published co-authored book chapter: Nicholson, A., Spiller, C. & Hēnare, M. (2015). 

Arohia te rangi o te hihiri: Heeding the melody of pure and potent energy. In C. Spiller and R. 

Wolfgramm (Eds.), Indigenous spiritualities at work: Transforming the spirit of enterprise (pp. 273-

298). Information Age.  The copyright for this chapter has not been obtained and therefore this 

chapter is not offered in the digital copy of this thesis.   

 

This chapter encapsulates the whakaaro of all prior sections and provides a conceptual framework for 

the application of spiritual energies within the realm of business.  The provided overview covers many 

life forces that comprise Māori metaphysics, but specifically focusses on hihiri and its manifestation 

through intention and collective will in a business enterprise.  The cosmological whakapapa is utilised 

as both an explanatory framework and structural foundation.   

 

The main proposition in this chapter is that intention and collective will are sources of creative desires 

that bond, energise and legitimise Māori business in a spiritual covenant with the wider natural and 

social communities.  Māori extend the notion of collective intelligence further than human thought, 

deferring to the higher wisdom of the natural community.  The creative processes of intention and 

collective will stem from the universal spirit, and are localised through the inclusive and expansive 

application of the metaphoric mind.  The unconditioned “metaphoric mind” is referred to by Cajete 

(2000, 2004) as the natural and instinctive facilitator of creative processes.  The metaphoric mind 

works with the rational mind to bring about physical reality, however, social conditioning of modern 

times has developed and prioritised the rational mind.  Remembering and reactivating the metaphoric 

mind brings balance and power to human thought.   

 

It is proposed that each organisational kaupapa should be underpinned by the question: How will this 

create greater collective wellbeing?  This purposeful vision creates an environment of inspired 

cohesion.  Individuals become bonded to a common cause, engaging both spirit and intellect and 

therefore operating as an integrated whole.  The alignment of individual and collective interests—

more than mere agreement and compliance—is what empowers the individual to empower the 

collective.  Where individuals are empowered, they create personal structures that channel their 

energy towards their consciously created desires.  Intuition is seen as the mediator between the 

organisational purpose and future insight, which works in tandem with the rational frameworks to 

implement vision, intention and collective will (Kiefer, 1992; Kiefer & Senge, 1982, 1987, 2005).   



AROHIA TE RANGI O TE HIHIRI: HEEDING THE MELODY 
OF PURE AND POTENT ENERGY 
Amber Nicholson, Chellie Spiller and Mānuka Hēnare 

 

WĀHANGA TUAONO:  Pages 98-116 are not included in this thesis as copyright has not been 
obtained.  Please see the reference below for the full chapter. 

 

Nicholson, A., Spiller, C., & Hēnare, M. (2015). Arohia te rangi o te hihiri: Heeding the melody of pure 
and potent energy. In C. Spiller & R. Wolfgramm (Eds.), Indigenous spiritualities at work: 
Transforming the spirit of enterprise (pp. 273-298). Information Age. 

 

 

 



117 

 

WĀHANGA TUAWHITU 
This chapter further unpacks the Economy of Mana, outlining its key economic ideas and principles of 

operation.  A case study of Wakatū Incorporation is presented, showing how an organisation can be 

economically successful, whilst still maintaining their spiritual, environmental, social and cultural 

responsibilities.  As earlier stated (wāhanga tuarima, p. 94):  

When operating within an Economy of Mana, the success of an organisation is measured by 

its contribution to the hauora of the economy: what is the relationship between the 

organisation and the environment, its people, its community, its bottom line and its spirit?  

How is the organisation enhancing the mana of the collective?   

This chapter engages the case study of Wakatū to answer these questions and address RQ2: How can 

organisations, as communities of purpose, collectively create intergenerational and multi-dimensional 

wellbeing? 

 

This chapter also focuses on the notion of ancestral landscapes and its relevance to sustainable 

development and wellbeing.  The business case for sustainability advocates for sustainable business 

practices in order to reduce risks and costs and increase reputation and revenues.  Often framed as 

an approach that is advancing human and environmental wellbeing, the minor environmental or social 

initiatives adopted in the business case strategy are in line with the dominant economic paradigm of 

profit maximisation, economic growth and consumerism.  Scholars are thus calling for a paradigm 

shift, advocating a move away from sustainability and sustainable development, and towards 

flourishing societies.   

 

This thesis argues that Indigenous approaches and philosophies can provide much guidance in this 

movement towards a holistic wellbeing paradigm.  Māori understandings of landscape and identity, 

and therefore wellbeing, have been explicated in the literature from various perspectives. Murton’s 

(2012) phenomenological notion of the “geographical self” explains how the self, body and landscape 

are vital to, and embedded in, the existence of place.  Pā Tate’s (2010) foundational Māori theology 

elucidates the three fundamental relationships that constitute Māori identity as the dynamic 

interrelation of ngā atua, tangata and whenua.  In describing a Māori viewpoint of world heritage, 

Kawharu (2009, 2010) illustrates how ancestral landscapes are bound by time, space and whakapapa, 

and imbued with history, mythology and tikanga.  The health model, Whare Tapa Whā (Durie, 1985), 

is seen by Māori to implicitly be founded upon the whenua (Hokowhitu, 2002; Salter, 2000).  Just as 
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the whare tangata (womb) implicitly refers to the female body that carries it.  Human wellbeing, when 

viewed from a Māori lens is thus dependent on the surrounding landscape.   

 

More than sustainability or sustainable management, both which have become catchphrases in the 

modern world, kaitiakitanga looks beyond the present use of resources and includes the relevance of 

ancestral associations and responsibilities.  Kaitiakitanga manages the relationship not only between 

humans and their ecological landscapes, but also includes managing the relationships that transcend 

time and space (Kawharu, 2000).  Kawharu (2000, pp. 353–354) explains: 

In practice this means that managing environmental resources of a given geo-political territory 

cannot exclude people and requires keeping the two sets of responsibilities in balance.  

Moreover, every dimension of tribal life made reference to kaitiaki philosophies symbolically 

or practically as a way of insulating the individual and group from political, economic or 

spiritual. Thus, underpinning the application of kaitiakitanga was the ethic of reciprocity. 

Reciprocity enhances the political strength of the kin group by maintaining relations between 

humans, their ancestors, the spirit world and the natural environment.  

Kaitiakitanga, underpinned by the ethic of reciprocity, is premised on the notions of hau and hauora.  

The fundamental premise of this chapter is that kaitiakitanga is an achievable business and community 

aspiration.    
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KAITIAKITANGA: MORE THAN SUSTAINABILITY 
 
One of the most pressing challenges in the 21st century is the sustainability of people and planet.  In 

many cases, sustainability is defined through the interconnected environment, economic and social 

domains (Wu, 2013).  As business operates in all three spheres, sustainability issues are directly related 

to management and organisations.  This has led to many arguments that espouse the business case 

for sustainability (Epstein & Roy, 2003; Porter & Kramer, 2011; Whelan & Fink, 2016), which advocates 

for sustainable business practices in order to reduce risks and costs, and increase reputation and 

revenues.  Yet as Laszlo et al. (2017) point out, sustainability as a business strategy is seen to be “torn 

between two paradigms”.  Often framed as an approach that is advancing human and environmental 

wellbeing, the minor environmental or social initiatives adopted in the business case strategy are in 

line with the dominant economic paradigm of profit maximisation, economic growth and 

consumerism (Cajete, 2000; Ehrenfeld & Hoffman, 2013; Göpel, 2016; C. Laszlo et al., 2014; Schaefer 

et al., 2015).  As Göpel (2016, p. 5) has pointed out: 

The first 40 years of sustainable development agenda left the economic paradigm widely 

unchallenged. Instead of integrating economic, environmental and social dimensions of 

development—as mandated by the Brundtland Report defining sustainable development—

social and environmental concerns have been inserted into an economic way of seeing and 

therefore governing the world.  (Göpel, 2016, p. 5) 

 

Scholars are thus calling for a paradigm shift, advocating a move away from sustainability and 

sustainable development and towards flourishing societies (Cajete, 2000; Ehrenfeld & Hoffman, 2013; 

Göpel, 2016; Jaworski, 2011; Kiefer & Senge, 2005; C. Laszlo et al., 2014, 2017; Nicholson, Spiller, & 

Hēnare, 2015; Schaefer et al., 2015; Scharmer, 2009; Senge et al., 2004; Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011; 

Warren, 1996; Zohar & Marshall, 2004).  This emergent paradigm sees flourishing as the ideal 

aspiration, one that denotes thriving, doing well and inclusive prosperity where all individuals are 

valued and connected (C. Laszlo et al., 2014; Schaefer et al., 2015).  Laszlo et al. (2014, p. 8) tell us that 

“at the heart of this transformation is an awareness of connectedness between the world of human 

beings and all other forms of life.”  It is argued that a shift in consciousness can alter the self-fulfilling 

prophesy of economic servitude through envisaging and engendering the society and change we wish 

to create (Jaworski, 2011; Kiefer & Senge, 2005; Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; Scharmer, 2009; 

Senge et al., 2004).  Business can be a vehicle for change, but first, we must become aware that 

business themselves are living human communities, nested within spiritual and natural landscapes.  
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Indigenous approaches and philosophies can provide much guidance in this movement towards a 

“new” paradigm of holistic wellbeing.  Ancient wisdoms of Indigenous communities promote much 

broader and holistic frameworks than those advocating for sustainable development (Cajete, 2000; 

Hēnare & Lindsay, 2000; Loomis, 2000; Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011; Suzuki et al., 1997).  More 

specifically, the Indigenous Māori economy of Aotearoa-NZ has an extensive and flourishing history 

that has beginnings long before the settler populations arrive in Aotearoa.  It is the philosophy and 

value system of social institutions that provide the foundations of a thriving Māori economy in modern 

times (Dell et al., 2018; Nicholson et al., 2019).  This article will explore the Indigenous Māori ethic of 

kaitiakitanga and how it is operationalised in a business context.  Although often glossed over as 

sustainability and environmental responsibility, kaitiakitanga is an ethic of care to create flourishing 

multi-dimensional landscapes.  Moving past the dichotomous tensions of economic wealth or 

environmental sustainability, kaitiakitanga denotes a harmonious balance between all life-giving 

dimensions.  Utilising the case study of a leading Māori organisation of Wakatū Incorporation, this 

chapter shows how economic development can be used as a means to create flourishing landscapes.    

 

This article first begins with a brief overview of the sustainability problem and the importance of new 

dominant paradigm, rooted in ancient wisdom.  Next, the cosmology and cosmogony of Indigenous 

wisdom is introduced as it is these narratives that transmit worldviews and value systems.  

Kaitiakitanga is then explicated as an ethic of care that is obligated through shared kinship, enhancing 

the mana of natural and social communities.  The following section focuses on a Māori 

conceptualisation of an economy—an Economy of Mana—that looks to create flourishing landscapes 

through caring for spiritual, ecological, social and economic wellbeing.  The final section focuses on a 

case study of Wakatū Incorporation outlining a research project that produced He Whenua Rangatira, 

a strategy tool to enact and measure kaitaikitanga at an operational level.  This case study presents 

the principles of an Economy of Mana as expressed in a modern context, showcasing that a flourishing 

landscape is more than rhetoric—it is an achievable business and community aspiration.  

 

Sustainability-as-Flourishing 
The societal challenges of achieving sustainability targets are reflections of the ideological dominance 

of anthropocentrism.  Advances in technology and innovation have led to a perceived intellectual 

superiority over other domains of life, as well as previous generations of human civilisation (Wu, 

2013).  The most commonly used definition of sustainable development is that of the Brundtland 

Report: “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987).  Clearly linked to human development, the 
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concept of sustainability reinforces the anthropocentric view of the world whereby human needs, 

potential and wellbeing are paramount.  The environment becomes the means to an end, where its 

principle value is calculated in terms of the contribution it makes to the wellbeing of current and future 

people (Watene, 2016; Wu, 2013).   

 

This view of the environment as a supporting actor in the physical vitality of life creates a commitment 

from nations, organisations and individuals to be more sustainable by reducing their negative 

environmental footprint.  Through reducing risk and mitigating harm, these entities lay claim to being 

sustainable, whilst still operating within the fundamentally flawed economic paradigm of self-

interested individualism (Göpel, 2016; C. Laszlo et al., 2017).  At the business level, a false dichotomy 

has been created whereby organisations feel torn between the pursuit of economic wealth and 

sustainable business practice.  Encouragement of the business case for sustainability reinforces this 

divide by bringing visibility to moral, social or ecological responsibility only when it impacts the bottom 

line.  It also gives an erroneous sense of choice.   

 

Many lay blame on the disconnection of the human community from the ecological and spiritual 

realms where economic endeavours are seen to sit above, rather than within, society, the 

environment and spirituality (Bargh & Otter, 2009; Cajete, 2000; Marsden, 2003; Nicholson et al., 

2019; Pio et al., 2013; Polanyi, 1977; Senge et al., 2010; Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011).  Sustainability 

discourses enforce this by placing human needs and human potential at its core.  Yet, sustainability is 

context dependant; that context is the landscape (Wu, 2013).  Consisting of multiple ecosystems, the 

landscape is a spiritual and cultural process where interactions between humans and nature are most 

acute (Hirsch, 1995; Wu, 2013).  As an integrated whole, landscapes co-evolve with human culture, 

and therefore, encompass the tangible biophysical space, as well as the multi-dimensional, intangible 

humanistic cognitive space (Carmel & Naveh, 2002; Farina, 2000; Naveh, 2010; Robbins, 2009; Wu, 

2013).  Therefore, to devalue and denigrate the landscape is to degrade the human spirit (hooks, 

2008). 

 

In advocating a move away from the rhetoric of sustainability and towards flourishing communities, 

scholars are aiming to reintroduce meaningful relationships and interconnectedness with other beings 

(Ehrenfeld & Hoffman, 2013; C. Laszlo et al., 2014).  The fundamental paradigm shift to see 

sustainability-as-flourishing can create the transformational change needed to meet the goals of true 

sustainable development.  Kiefer and Senge (2005) refer to this as a metanoic shift, a coming to know 

of the power of collective will.  Metanoic organisations are those that create an environment of 
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inspired cohesion that binds the spirit and intellect of individuals to a common cause, thus operating 

as an integrated whole.  These kinds of flourishing enterprises (C. Laszlo et al., 2014), or shared 

communities of purpose (Warren, 1996), require a new narrative, one that restores connection to the 

earth and to each other.  As bell hooks (2008, p. 46) claims, we need a “culture of belonging, rooted 

in the earth”. 

 

The “new” paradigm required to shape the future of sustainable development, is one that is 

entrenched in the ancient wisdom of Indigenous communities (Cajete, 2000; Nicholson et al., 2019; 

Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011).  The holistic outlook of Indigenous wisdom emphasises the indivisibility of 

spirit and the material; humanity and nature; individual and community; and the economy and society.  

Individual wellbeing is directly correlated to the wellbeing of the wider social, ecological and spiritual 

collective  (Cajete, 2000; Kawharu, 2009; Marsden, 2003; Murton, 2012; Peat, 1994; Ruwhiu & Cone, 

2010; Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011; Suzuki et al., 1997; Tate, 2010).  The purpose of an economy is to meet 

the needs of its social, natural and spiritual landscapes.  Indigenous enterprises, then, enter into a 

spiritual covenant with their landscapes as a means to manifest collective will (Nicholson, Spiller, & 

Hēnare, 2015).  Creating flourishing landscapes is therefore more than an aspiration, it is a serious 

obligation.  Landscapes and activities may alter over time, however, the supreme values, such as 

kaitiakitanga, that underpin this ethic of care and reciprocity remain constant (Hēnare, 2005; 

Hokowhitu, 2002; Nicholson et al., 2012; Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015).   

 

Kaitiakitanga as Flourishing Landscapes 
Gone is the period when we could deal with the human story apart from the life story, or the earth 

story, or the universe story (Swimme & Berry, 1992, p. 2) 

 

Indigenous traditions are explicit in describing the fundamental role landscapes play in human 

wellbeing.  Indigenous cosmologies tell how the material world emanates from the spiritual.  Every 

entity of creation can be traced back to the energies that brought forth the universe (Hēnare, 2003; 

Marsden, 2003; Murton, 2012; Nicholson, Spiller, & Hēnare, 2015; Roberts et al., 2004; Salmond, 

1985; Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011; Tate, 2010).  In Māori cosmology, it is from the nothingness of Te 

Korekore that all life energies evolve.  These energies move through Te Pō, the many layers of night, 

and give way to the primal parents—Ranginui and Papatūānuku.  Their forceful separation by their 

children brought the material world of light, Te Ao Mārama, into being.  Thus, Ranginui, Papatūānuku 

and their children are the forebears and personifications of all phenomena, animate and inanimate, 
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material and immaterial, including humans.  This cosmology ultimately shapes Māori worldviews 

(Royal, 1998).   

 

The constant presence of Earth and Sky as spiritual parents creates both a physical landscape for Māori 

history, reality and future to take place, as well as a philosophical framework and whakapapa that 

binds humankind with nature (Royal, 1998).  Elements of the natural world are seen as ancestors, 

valued for their own intrinsic worth and shared descent (Watene, 2016).  Tribal lands are seen as 

extensions of the self and the collective.  Cultural identity, traditions and values are bound to particular 

landscapes.  In this way, landscapes transcend mere biophysical elements and process, and encompass 

material, spiritual and socio-cultural dimensions (Panelli & Tipa, 2007).  As Burgess et al. (2008, p. 2) 

explains: 

This is because the natural landscape equates to cultural landscape which in turn relates to 

tūpuna or ancestral landscape.  Physical place is an expression of whakapapa (genealogy).  It 

includes indigenous perspectives about the relationships between people and the 

environment and is also the story of the individual elements of that environment. 

Therefore, environmental degradation and land alienation affects spiritual, ecological and human 

wellbeing (Cajete, 2000; Dell, 2017; Hēnare et al., 2010; Panelli & Tipa, 2007).   

 

Ancestral landscapes embody the connection between people and their ecosystem.  Imbued with their 

own assemblage of life forces, physical spaces carry the footprints of ancestors who once moved 

though the lands (Beckwith, 2007; Hēnare, 1988; Kawharu, 2009, 2010).  It is the collective will of the 

ancestors of the spiritual, natural and human realms that shape the value systems guiding present and 

future generations (Kawharu, 2009).  Landscapes are brought into being through the practice of 

naming and other spoken word rituals such as singing, chanting and narratives, which imprints 

ancestral legacies into the landscape, keeping them alive in the present—physically, experientially, 

and temporally.  Place names and narratives record and express spiritual, philosophical and historical 

accounts, as well as natural explanations of phenomena, thereby indivisibly fusing Indigenous wisdom 

with landscapes (Cajete, 2000; Hēnare et al., 2010; Murton, 2012; Tate, 2010).  

 

The intimate connection between environmental and human wellbeing creates an intergenerational 

obligation to care for the landscapes that sustain us.  To Māori, this ethic of care is referred to as 

kaitiakitanga and described as a “long-term intergenerational obligation to protect, maintain, and 

enhance the spiritual and material wellbeing of precious resources that have been handed down by 

ancestors and will be passed on to future generations” (Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015, p. 6).  
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Kaitiakitanga encompasses caring for physical landscapes of land and sea, as well as tending to the 

culture that is shaped by the ancestral and social landscapes such as language, knowledge, history, 

values and people.  More than sustainability, kaitiakitanga is about ensuring communities have the 

freedom and capabilities to practice their cultural values, to experience the landscape and to be part 

of the natural community.  Environmental management, for example, is not only to provide physical 

sustenance for the community, but cultural practices surrounding the integrity of the landscape 

support the cultural wellbeing and identity of the people.   

 

Enacting kaitiakitanga enhances wellbeing and empowers mana.  The hau of the landscape—its 

vitality, fertility and relational wellbeing—is a sign of its mana, its prestige, spiritual power and 

authority.  Mana is a reciprocal relational power whereby each party is empowered through the 

exchange (Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011).  When landscapes flourish, the mana of the landscape is 

enhanced, and this mana extends to all those that it nourishes, including human communities (Tate, 

2010).  If the landscape is uncared for or harmed, it can become infertile and unproductive (Hēnare, 

2001).  When relationships with the landscape become disconnected, the mana of the people is 

diminished.  When the hau and mana of a landscape or resource is depleted, so too is the ability of 

the kaitiaki, spiritual and human, to carry out their responsibilities as caretakers.  This affects the 

spiritual, natural, cultural, social and economic wellbeing of the kaitiaki and landscape or resource 

(Hēnare, 2016).   

 

Kaitiakitanga is an ethic of care that is both a guiding principle and achievable business and community 

aspiration.  Kinship groups are the primary organising units of Māori society.  It is the spiritual and 

social structures of these groups that lay the foundations of a Māori economy (Dell et al., 2018; 

Hēnare, 1988; Nicholson et al., 2012).  Heavily dependent on relationships, the use of and access to 

resources are not considered isolated transactions, but complex social, economic and political 

interactions that create reciprocal obligations (Dell et al., 2018; Kelly & Hēnare, 2018; Tapsell, 1997).  

The fundamental objective of kinship groups is to safeguard and increase the mana of the collective.  

Activities that promote flourishing communities such as wealth distribution, support and care for 

others, and access to resources, assets and networks are seen to enhance the mana of all involved  

(Dell et al., 2018; Knox, 2005; Petrie, 2006; Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011).  The Māori exchange system, 

therefore, is referred to as an Economy of Mana. 
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Economy of Mana  
The Economy of Mana is a theory coined by Hēnare (2003, 2011, 2014b) that builds upon Hyden’s 

(1980) economy of affection, and gift economies as noted by Mauss (2016).  Dell, Staniland and 

Nicholson(2018, p. 55) define the Economy of Mana as “an economic system in which decisions 

regarding investment, production, consumption and wealth distribution are influenced by the 

interplay of mana-enhancing interactions between people and the environment.”  Dell et al. (2018, p. 

56) list the key economic ideas of the Economy of Mana, as provided in Table 5.  The first set of 

principles highlights how decisions are influenced by a long-term collective outlook.  It is the wellbeing 

of the collective that is considered paramount.  Interactions are guided by the ethic of reciprocity, 

whereby obligatory relationships are created and acts of generosity and gifts given are duty-bound to 

be returned at a future point in time.  As stated by Hēnare (2003, p. 153), “Reciprocity was expected 

and was both structurally and spiritually induced”. This relational system is not limited to human-to-

human relationships but encompassed human and spiritual ancestors, as well as landscapes.   

 

Table 5: Principles of an Economy of Mana 

How people make 

decisions 

Principle 1 increases the collective good 

Principle 2 intergenerational long term outlooks 

Principle 3 mandated and authorised by the people 

Principle 4 guided by mana-enhancing behaviours 

How people interact 

Principle 5 relate through shared experiences 

Principle 6 
desire to maintain a sense of belonging and connection with 

each other 

How the economy 

works as a whole 

Principle 7 
interacts with the four well-beings: spiritual, ecological, 

kinship, economic 

Principle 8 
focus on wealth distribution (as opposed to wealth 

accumulation) 

Principle 9 
 

the world provides abundance (as opposed to scarcity and 

competition) 

 Principle 10 entire world is a kinship network of all living things 

Source: Dell et al. (2018, p. 56) 

 

The theory of the Economy of Mana is founded upon Māori economic history and anthropological 

research (Hēnare, 2003, 2011, 2016; Petrie, 2006; Puckey, 2011).  However, more than a historical 

theory, economies of mana can be seen to be operating in modern times.  Contemporary research 
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into Māori organisations has shown that the principles of the Economy of Mana are guiding business 

endeavours (G. Harmsworth, 2005; Hēnare, Lythberg, Woods, et al., 2017; Nicholson et al., 2019; 

Spiller, Erakovic, et al., 2011; Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011; Tapsell & Woods, 2008).  The following sections 

showcase one such organisation, Wakatū Incorporation, who are giving voice to their ancestral values, 

whilst operating successfully within a commercial context.     

 

He Whenua Rangatira: An Economy of Mana 
Wakatū Incorporation is a leading Māori land incorporation established in the late 1970s to represent 

the 4000+ descendants from the families who held Māori customary ownership of Te Tau Ihu o Te 

Waka-a-Māui (top of the South Island of New Zealand) in the 1820s.  The four kinship groups who 

affiliate to Wakatū operated a flourishing economy in the early 1800s, supplying goods and foodstuffs 

to the whalers and settlers in the region.  However, the colonisation of Aotearoa by the British Crown 

led to the alienation of Māori from their ancestral lands, which severely devasted the Māori economy.  

After decades of protest, government legislation saw a small percentage of the ancestral land of Te 

Tau Ihu “gifted” back, under the mantle of Wakatū Incorporation.   

 

Building on the collective vision, will and assets of ancestors, Wakatū aim to create sustainable wealth 

and wellbeing that is in line with a Māori ethos, philosophy and belief system.  Wakatū, therefore, 

must maintain a healthy balance between the traditional wisdom of their ancestors and mainstream 

commercial approaches.  Te Pae Tawhiti is their 500-year intergenerational plan that represents the 

beliefs and aspirations of owners, past, present and future, and maintains the cultural integrity of the 

organisation.  As stated by Wakatū: 

As a Māori-centred business, the kaupapa of Wakatū is to grow an economic base that enables 

whānau to achieve and maintain spiritual, environmental, social and cultural well-being. 

Integral to this is to manage commercial operations in a way that meets kaitiakitanga 

obligations.  (Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015, p. 5; Wakatū Incorporation, 2015b, p. 1) 

 

The current asset base of Wakatū Incorporation is $270 million, with business operations 

predominately within the primary industries of wine, seafood, horticulture and property (Wakatū 

Incorporation, 2015a).  The wellbeing of the landscape is of utmost importance, not only for its 

economic benefit, but also for the spiritual, ecological, social and cultural sustenance it provides to 

the Wakatū community.  A flourishing landscape relies on the careful management of commerce and 

kaitiakitanga.  Decisions made by the board with kaitiakitanga in mind can have long-reaching 

repercussions, stretching further than tomorrow’s bottom line.   
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Research Tool 

A research project in collaboration with Wakatū Incorporation saw the creation of He Whenua 

Rangatira (Figure 9), a governance tool that gives voice to kaitiakitanga within organisational strategy 

and processes (Nicholson et al., 2019; Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015; Spiller & Nicholson, 2017).  

As previously stated: 

An aspiration for our research, and the organization’s intention, was for kaitiakitanga to 

become an overt lens through which business is enacted. In practical terms, it has 

accomplished that objective by assisting a Māori business to advance its quest to balance 

being a kaitiaki [steward] with commerce. (Nicholson et al., 2019, p. 41) 

He Whenua Rangatira translates as A Balanced Landscape.  This reflects the notion that a flourishing 

economy is dependent on the relational wellbeing of all its landscapes—spiritual, ecological, social, 

cultural and economic.  He Whenua Rangatira as a tool expresses the values of an Economy of Mana.   

 

This three-year research project encompassed semi-structured interviews with eighteen stakeholders, 

as well as attendance at several Wakatū wānanga (forums, events) held on their ancestral landscapes.  

What was co-created was a kaitiakitanga-based framework and strategy map that builds on Kaplan 

and Norton’s (1996) Balanced Scorecard.  He Whenua Rangatira is a visual model that translates 

strategic objectives into performance measures, communicates organisational values to stakeholders 

and creates guidelines for organisational processes.  The resultant tool operates at a governance level, 

but applies across the entire organisation, addressing how kaitiakitanga can be practically 

implemented on a daily basis at the operational level.   
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Figure 9: He Whenua Rangatira strategy tool (Nicholson et al., 2019; Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015) 

 

Mana Perspectives  

Identified within He Whenua Rangatira are five interconnected strategic perspectives that fall under 

the overarching mantle of kaitiakitanga.  Although distinct, these perspectives are complementary and 

intertwined when examining organisational performance and strategy (Kaplan & Norton, 1996; 

Nicholson et al., 2019; Rohm & Montgomery, 2011).  Kaitiakitanga is integrated into the objectives, all 

of which support the organisational vision and mission: to preserve and enhance the taonga for the 

benefit or current and future generations (Wakatū Incorporation, 2015c).  In operating with Economy 

of Mana principles, Wakatū acknowledge they are not working alone, but are a collective entity that 

must build, maintain and enhance the mana of all.  By taking into account the mana of the various 

stakeholder groups, Wakatū can create strategic objectives and performance measures that 

contribute to the overall mana of the organisation and its ecosystem.  The five perspectives are listed 

below are expanded in the following sections.   
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1. Mana o te whānau whānui: Owner and wealth perspective points to sustained wealth creation 

for the organisation and its constituents.   

2. Mana o te kaihoko: Customer perspective encompasses the consumers of the organisation’s 

products.   

3. Mana o te rohe: Social and community perspective refers to the organisation’s goal to be 

meaningfully engaged in development of the community, with the organisation as a force for 

economic, political, and commercial outcomes that advance the community.    

4. Mana o te taiao me ngā rautaki: Environmental and strategic processes perspective refers to 

the organisation’s stated goal of internal improvement and innovation of business processes 

to eco-efficiently create and deliver the value proposition while respecting the boundaries of 

the natural ecosystems.   

5. Mana o te tangata me te umanga: Human and organisational capacity perspective speaks to 

human capital and organisational capacity that provide the foundation required to mobilise 

the business activities and includes knowledge, skills, and information systems. 

 

Mana o te Whānau Whānui: Owner and Wealth Perspective 

 
 

Wakatū is made up of 4000+ shareholders or owners who link to several kinship groups.  Protecting, 

enhancing and maintaining the mana of the owners is of utmost importance.  This extends to the 

whānau of owners (whānau whanui).  Increasing owner wealth extends further than mere economic 

wealth, nurturing spiritual, environmental, social and cultural dimensions of whānau.  It is through the 

communal accumulation of wealth and mana that the organisation prospers.  Creating businesses on 

Wakatū land has been premised on creating better social and cultural opportunities for iwi, and higher 

economic returns for shareholders.  Fundamental to the success of the organisation is its values that 

are owned and driven by its people.   

 

The mission statement of Wakatū is to preserve and enhance the taonga for the benefit of current 

and future generations (Wakatū Incorporation, 2015c).  Kaitiakitanga involves ensuring the legacy of 

tūpuna is handed down to the following generations.  Wakatū hold Manaaki programmes that are 

tools to facilitate the active engagement of whānau in their own organisation.  These programmes 
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include the education of the history, whakapapa and kaupapa of the organisation, which engenders a 

sense of belonging and identity.  Wakatū strive to reconnect whānau with their landscapes and 

whakapapa.   

 

Mana o te Kaihoko: Customer Perspective 

 
 

The business landscape is becoming increasingly consumer centric.  Consumers are demanding ethical 

business practices, and showing discernment with their purchasing power (Colmar Brunton, 2019).  

Consumers have a role in ensuring that kaitiakitanga is being practiced.  Historically, Wakatū has been 

predominantly focussed on the retention of legacy assets for its whānau whānui.  Now, there is a 

realisation that everyone, at all levels of the organisation, must be cognisant of customers.  These 

customers are consumers, partners, associates, employees and owners.  Questions must be asked 

around what is created?  For whom?  Why?  And how?  As one Associate Director said: 

In an ideal world, you pick and choose the people you work with, you sell to, that you allow 

to sell your product, that you allow to be a part of who you are, your business. So that includes 

customers for sure. 

 

The story of Wakatū is embedded into the products they sell.  More than a marketing exercise, Wakatū 

are committed to ensuring their customers are aware of their indigeneity, history and commitment to 

ethical practices.  Wakatū pride themselves on the integrity of their organisational values, which leads 

to high-quality products.  Respect and care for Wakatū landscapes and their people connects 

customers to the organisation, creating trust and ultimately adding business value.  As stated by the 

Wakatū chair “by building your story and history of quality etc. in connection to the consumer, you 

can build your brand awareness and therefore build a sustainable business through loyal customers.”   

 

Wakatū are exchanging more than just money with their customers.  An Economy of Mana, as a gift 

economy, is predicated on a complex ethical value system that exchanges and cares for hau.  More 

than selling material consumer items, Wakatū are embedding their collective hau into their products, 

their story, their landscapes and into each transaction.   
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Mana o te Rohe: Social and Community Perspective 

 
 

Wakatū is rooted within the ancestral, natural and social landscapes of Te Tau Ihu, with long-term 

aspirations to remain embedded within these communities.  Proactive in community engagement, 

Wakatū invests substantially into the wellbeing of region.  Initiatives include: coordinating kaitiaki days 

where whānau, staff and schools come together to plant native trees or restore wetlands; maintaining 

and developing marae; sponsoring of drug and alcohol programmes; and creating public walkways on 

Wakatū lands.  Wakatū recognise that a business cannot be deemed successful if its surrounding 

community is impoverished.  As expressed by one employee and owner “what’s the point of a 

company making millions of dollars and doing it in environmentally responsible ways, and then you’ve 

got unhealthy people?”  The community support of Wakatū is reflected in the support of the 

community by Wakatū.  In helping to enrich the mana of the rohe, the mana of Wakatū is also 

enhanced (Nicholson, Spiller, & Woods, 2015).   

 

Employees, and especially senior management, are encouraged to support community-based 

activities, such as mentoring programmes and governance of marae boards or Māori health providers.  

The Wakatū chairman stated that these initiatives not only provide professional capability but nurture 

the community as well.  Spiller et al. (2011) found Māori-centred businesses consciously engaging with 

local and natural communities improved work outcomes as employees themselves were nourished 

through belonging and contributing to the community wellbeing.  As a Wakatū senior manager said 

“here our employment roles don’t matter—it’s who we are in the community, in our skills that we 

bring.”   

 

Wakatū are committed to care not only for the resources they directly control, but also to ensure 

regional resources and systems are improved and managed in sustainable ways.  The organisation 

make conscious decisions to lobby for legislative change that will benefit Wakatū, its owners, the 

wider community and Aotearoa-NZ as a whole.  Wakatū, as a business entity, acts as a mechanism for 

owners to have a voice at the regional table, a voice that would otherwise go unnoticed in system that 

favours colonial dominance.  The organisation has taken Environmental Court action over river, land 

and waste disposal management decisions of the government and local authorities.   
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One such example is their challenge to policy around the sustainability and health of the rivers.  In the 

New Zealand National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management (Freshwater NPS) the previous 

minimum acceptable state of waterways was merely to be walkable up to one’s ankles.  Wakatū, 

amongst other whānau-hapū-iwi-Māori groups, have been campaigning for the minimum state of 

waterways to be upgraded to swimmable.  This was challenged at the local policy level, the 

government level and in the Environment Court.  In 2017, the Freshwater NPS set a national mandate 

for 90 per cent of New Zealand’s large rivers and lakes to be swimmable by 2040 (Ministry for the 

Environment, n.d.).  The Wakatū chair says that fighting for the hauora of the river is not only to 

protect whānau-hapū-iwi-Māori spiritual, cultural and economic resources, but ultimately to give 

voice to the river itself.  “So, this is where the philosophy [kaitiakitanga] comes in…you’ve got advocate 

for Papatūānuku because people have…or they are prepared to accept different standards.”  By 

uplifting the mana of the rohe, the mana of Wakatū is enhanced.   

 

Mana o te Taiao me ngā Rautaki: Environmental and Strategic Processes Perspective 

 
 

The wellbeing of Wakatū is directly dependant on the wellbeing of the natural landscapes.  In 

producing high quality food stuffs, Wakatū require their natural resources to be in pristine condition 

to ensure their continued productivity and sustenance.  Eco-efficiency refers to opportunities that 

reduce ecological impacts.  However, when operating within a kaitiakitanga lens, greater 

environmental sustainability is not mandated by the bottom line, despite the financial gains these 

efficiencies may bring.  Current initiatives include utilising the mussel shells waste from Wakatū 

commercial mussel farms to make mulch for their vineyards and increasing native plant landscapes to 

enhance habitat corridors of native birds.  As one Wakatū owner and board member mentioned 

“There’s really no requirement for these materials to be taken off the lands. If it is being taken off it’s 

because people are not thinking deeply enough of how it can be used and put back into Papatūānuku.” 

 

Kaitiakitanga is about the management of cultural landscapes.  Maintaining and enhancing a 

connection to place creates a sense of belonging to something that is bigger than the individual.  To 

Māori, this connection is part of one’s identity.  As one Wakatū alumni stated:  
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It’s about having a place that you can always go home to.  So, about your identity and no 

matter where you go or what happens in life you always have somewhere that you can go 

back to that you call your home and you call your space.  It’s that security that is important 

for your wellbeing in terms of always having a connection with place.    

Urbanisation and globalisation have led to the movement of whānau away from tribal homelands. 

The Wakatū Manaaki programmes aim to encourage on-going connections and reconnections of 

whānau with their iwi, their whakapapa, their history and their whenua.   

Wakatū administer both commercial property and culturally significant whenua.  The use and 

preservation of ancestral lands is a contentious issue due to the spiritual and emotional attachments 

to the whenua.  There are kaitiakitanga obligations to maintain and enhance the mana of the whenua, 

which may result in financial loss.  Yet, the development of land could result in the loss of cultural 

value.  The issue then becomes a governance and owner decision whereby the values and purpose of 

the organisation are used to evaluate any development proposal.   

Mana o te Tangata me te Umanga: Human Capital & Organisational Capacity Perspective 

Wakatū have well established and highly regarded alumni programmes that aim to build the capacity 

and capability of the next generation of owners, staff, and directors of Wakatū.  The benefits of these 

programmes extend into the wider whānau-hapū-iwi-Māori communities.  The investment of Wakatū 

into the future and wellbeing of alumni creates a reciprocal investment by alumni into the future and 

wellbeing of Wakatū.  It is a wide-reaching aspiration for Wakatū to be predominantly made up of 

people who have ancestral connections to the iwi that make up Wakatū.   

Kaitaikitanga of organisational employees extends further than legal obligations.  It involves valuing 

the intrinsic worth of every person, ensuring they and their whānau are empowered to contribute to 

the collective mana of Wakatū, and to Te Tau Ihu.  The individuals that make up Wakatū Incorporation 

bring their own notions of kaitiakitanga to the workplace.  However, there are some tensions between 

home practices of kaitiakitanga and those at the organisational level.  When these tensions arise, it is 
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the practices of Wakatū that have the potential to influence individual behaviour.  As one participant 

expressed:    

I always feel mildly guilty about my personal life because it doesn’t match, and especially for 

urban/modern Māori, there are a lot of practices we’ve lost and don’t adhere to in our daily 

lives all the time.  But the organisation has brought back lovely cultural practices.  One is the 

rongo [carved taonga placed on the lands] and we have traditional harvest blessings and 

ceremony, and that’s reviving old things we used to do around harvest and matariki [Māori 

New Year], so our employees are involved in those sorts of activities.  

 

Wakatū are trying to create a culture of inherent kaitiakitanga throughout the organisation, putting in 

place guidelines and practices that embrace tikanga.  Kaumātua have a voice at every table at Wakatū 

and are valued for their experience, wisdom and knowledge of tikanga, imbuing the organisation with 

cultural identity.  The Manaaki Board acts as a cultural check, supporting the social and cultural 

initiatives of the Incorporation and ensuring that set values are upheld, woven throughout commercial 

operations and guide transactions.  As a commercial entity, the role of Wakatū is to create economic 

profit, but also has a spiritual, social and cultural obligation to take care of their people, regardless of 

their shareholdings.  As one owner expressed “It’s about getting the balance but ensuring that we 

never, ever, ever forget where we come from.” 

 

He Whenua Rangatira: An Economy of Mana 

The case study of Wakatū has shown how the principles of an Economy of Mana (Table 5) can be 

expressed in a modern business context.  The emphasis of the common good and the capacity of the 

organisation to generate multi-dimensional wellbeing reflects the aspiration of a flourishing 

landscape.  The kaitiakitanga strategy of Wakatū goes further than the organisation, extending to its 

wider communities and ecosystems.  These communities are seen as more than resources, but sources 

of mana to care for and enhance.  Wakatū have a long-term plan that aims to actively transform the 

organisation, their owners and whānau, the wider region and the business community.  Decisions 

made by the board have far-reaching repercussions with kaitiakitanga as an integral strategy.   

 

Kaitiakitanga is about managing resources for future generations, as well as managing the ancestral 

connections that brought the landscapes and communities into being (Kawharu, 2000).  The ancestral 

roots of Wakatū are acknowledged and their legacies kept alive to be handed down to the next 

generation.  As expressed by one participant: 
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Kaitiakitanga is a responsibility, obligation and burden—there's a heaviness. It’s not all flowers 

and frogs and sustainability and living in this new age way, like the green movement and how 

they’re perceived by mainstream.  That’s not kaitiakitanga to me. Instilled in me from a young 

age about responsibility to my people and to the natural environment: two different things 

but two sides of same coin. 

 

Concluding Comments 
This chapter has outlined how Indigenous wisdom offers is an important strand in possible responses 

to global sustainability and spiritual crises (Cajete, 2000; Nicholson et al., 2019; Peat, 1994; Royal, 

2009; Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011).  Indigenous communities see humans as belonging to the landscape.  

This landscape encompasses spiritual, natural, social, cultural and economic dimensions.  Whilst much 

literature may recognise the importance of ecosystem services to human wellbeing, Indigenous 

wisdom acknowledges that the natural world possesses a fundamental right to exist on its own 

(Cajete, 2000; Watene, 2016; Wu, 2013).  Furthermore, the goal of fulfilling human potential cannot 

be achieved without caring for the natural and spiritual environments that support human 

development.  The economy is therefore seen to serve both spiritual and material needs (Hēnare, 

2003).  Meeting the needs of the people today and in the future must include creating belonging, 

connectedness and multi-dimensional wellbeing.  By broadening our sight, the sustainability paradigm 

can be replaced with a new narrative, one of flourishing.  

 

An Economy of Mana denotes flourishing landscapes and inclusive prosperity where all individuals are 

valued, connected and have a place to stand.  Kaitiakitanga philosophies are underpinned by the ethic 

of reciprocity, whereby the mana of the kin group is enhanced through the relational wellbeing 

between humans, ancestors and forebears, the spiritual realm and the natural world (Kawharu, 2000).  

As a strategy tool He Whenua Rangatira: A Balanced Landscape (Nicholson et al., 2019; Nicholson, 

Spiller, & Woods, 2015; Spiller & Nicholson, 2017) demonstrates how kaitiakitanga can become a 

business strategy engrained into organisational processes.     
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WĀHANGA WHAKAKAPINGA 
CONCLUSION 

 

This chapter summarises and reiterates the various components of this PhD thesis, its limitations and 

future research directions.   

 

This thesis is comprised of individual publications, with each wāhanga contributing to a coherent set 

of theoretical and empirical contributions to mātauranga Māori.  As is the nature of much Māori 

research, this work transgresses traditional disciplinary boundaries taking a transdisciplinary approach 

to management. Moving beyond interdisciplinary collaboration, transdisciplinary research is the 

transcendence of two or more disciplinary perspectives to form a new holistic approach.  Tau (2001, 

p. 65) argues that it is naïve to create Māori branches of Western systems (for example, Māori 

business), as this assumes that Māori theories and practises can be understood by fitting these notions 

into universal principles as assumed by another culture.  Instead, this thesis is anchored in mātauranga 

Māori and traverses the fields of anthropology, development economics, spirituality at work, public 

policy and Indigenous methodologies.   

 

This work transcends temporal boundaries by recognising the sacred and everlasting ties between 

ancestors and descendants, focussing Indigenous ways of being and of organising towards multi-

dimensional wellbeing.  Whakapapa provides the narrative of the spiritual relationship between all 

things.  Through whakapapa, identity is interwoven with the ancestral landscapes that carry the hau 

of those who came before, linking the individual to the collective.  It is the hau, the legacy, vitality and 

intention of such landscapes that we, as humans, must care for.  Hau is nurtured through tending to 

the relationships that sustain us.   Using such a whakapapa lens to view the world, we see that social 

relationships are more than external factors of a person, rather, the self emerges from a spiritual, 

ecological and socio-cultural context.  As Spiller et al. (2011, p. 155) recite “I belong therefore I am, 

and so we become.”  Wellbeing is therefore a social and relational process. 

 
Whakapapa also provides the foundation of this research journey.  The movement through Te 

Korekore and Te Ao Mārama underpins the research paradigm of Te Ao Mārama, the methodological 

Te Hihiri Process and the research outcomes.  Whakapapa weaves the researcher into the research 

and acknowledges the integration of being and knowing.  Mātauranga Māori is both knowledge and 

the process of generating that knowledge, recognising that relationships are part of doing research.  

It is through the experience of knowledge that we can come to know. 
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Research Questions 
This study has examined how organisations can contribute to human wellbeing and flourishing 

landscapes.  In order to contribute to such a conversation, two research questions were developed 

that are framed by Te Ao Mārama paradigm, a paradigm that consciously develops and applies 

mātauranga Māori to make sense of and engage with the modern world.  Firstly, in Research Question 

one, we rediscover and reclaim the mātauranga of life energies that underpin human wellbeing and 

development; and secondly, in Research Question 2 we look at the conscious application of such 

knowledge to the modern world. 

 

 
 

Wāhanga tuatahi introduced a table that outlined the various research questions and pointed to the 

chapters of the thesis in which they are addressed.  Below, the table has been expanded on and offers 

a summary of each chapter’s contribution to the research questions. 

 

 RESEARCH QUESTION RELEVANT CHAPTER 
RQ1 According to Māori, what are the energies that create, sustain and enhance human wellbeing 

and development?  
1.1 What is the nature of hihiri? 2: Te Hihiri 

6: Arohia 
 
Wāhanga tuarua is seen as the pūtake, the beginning source that sets the scene of this research.  This 

wāhanga presents a Māori philosophy and way of being that elucidates the relational aspects of all things: 

of researcher and research; of being and knowing; of whenua and tangata.  Offered here is an 

epistemological framework, Te Hihiri Process, founded on cosmological whakapapa, that explains the 

movement through the process of knowledge creation and knowing.       

 

RQ2: How can organisations, 
as communities of purpose, 

collectively create 
intergenerational and multi-

dimensional wellbeing? 

RQ1: According to 
Māori, what are the 
energies that create, 
sustain and enhance 

human wellbeing 
and development? 
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The pure and creative energy of hihiri plays an essential role in the creation process.  Described as an 

inspirational energy, hihiri indicates a state of ignition, a spark that motivates kaupapa.  Interaction with 

other life energies creates cyclical movement that brings about development and growth.  Hihiri is both 

a cause and effect of the rhythm of natural cycles, of the movement through Te Korekore and Te Ao 

Mārama, of moving potential into being.  Te Hihiri Process is a framework that signifies movement and 

transformation, a process of creation that is a culmination of what has existed before and part of what is 

yet to come.  Each stage of each cycle is acknowledged as part of the experience of the whole. 

 

In wāhanga tuaono, hihiri is described as a pure potential that is localised through intention and collective 

will.  The subtle power of human creativity and consciousness can create space for hihiri and bring 

potential into being.  The cyclical movement of time brings moments of synchronicity, perceptible signs 

of life energies.   Destiny and fate are not random events, but a manifestation of collective will brought 

into being through hihiri processes.   

 

1.2 What is the nature of hau? 4: Hau 
5: Hauora 

 

Wāhanga tuawhā presents an expansive, culturally grounded account of hau.  This chapter reframes hau 

through acknowledging its whakapapa and highlighting its dynamic interaction with other life forces.  Hau 

has many interpretations as the breath of life, the spirit of life and of vital essence.  The ethic of hau 

relates to the reciprocal relationship between all things and therefore is at the heart of all relationships.  

Encompassing a complex ethical value system of reciprocity, hau is fundamental to the sustainability of 

Māori philosophy, spirituality and wellbeing.  When hau flows freely, it creates a sense of ora—hauora.  

Wāhanga tuarima presents hauora as relational wellbeing, a balanced and reciprocal exchange of hau.   

 

1.3 What are Māori conceptualisations of 
wellbeing? 

5: Hauora 
6: Arohia 
7: Kaitiakitanga 

 

Māori have principles of wellbeing and economic development that are enshrined in the founding 

covenants of Aotearoa-NZ.  The expression ‘He Whenua Rangatira’ used in He Whakaputanga o te 

Rangatiratanga o Nu Tīreni 1835 denotes inclusive prosperity and wellbeing.  Te Tiriti o Waitangi speaks 

to the philosophical ideal of ‘Te Rongo me te Ātanoho’ or lasting peace and the quest for a good life as 

determined by Māori.  These are unpacked in wāhanga tuaono. 

 



139 

 

Wāhanga tuarima looks at Māori conceptualisations of wellbeing and its multiple dimensions, namely, 

spiritual, ecological, social and economic.  The spiritual dimension is underpinned by hau, constantly 

striving towards ora.  Hauora encompasses the complete relationship between all things and therefore is 

conceptualised as relational wellbeing.  Ecological wellbeing relates to the relational wellbeing between 

landscape and people, underpinned by kaitiakitanga.  Social wellbeing, linked by whakapapa, identifies 

that ancestral connections are fundamental to identity and link individual wellbeing to the collective.  

Economic wellbeing services the spiritual, ecological and social dimensions and is described as an 

Economy of Mana. 

 

Wāhanga tuawhitu expands the notion of ancestral landscapes and its intimate connection to human 

wellbeing.  The fulfilment of human potential cannot be achieved without caring for the natural and 

spiritual environments that support human development.  Flourishing communities and landscapes are 

measures of multi-dimensional wellbeing.   

 

RQ2 How can organisations, as communities of purpose, collectively create intergenerational and 
multi-dimensional wellbeing?  
 

2.1 How can the energies of hihiri and hau be 
engaged with in a modern business context? 

4: Hau 
5: Hauora 
6: Arohia 

 

Wāhanga tuawhā asserts that hau is a moral force that is fundamental to a Māori economy that services 

both material and spiritual needs.  Humans are kaitiaki of hau, which is fundamental to long-term 

sustainability.  The ethic of hau reinserts the human—spiritual connection into economic transactions.  

Understanding hau as being at the heart of all relationships is a pathway to achieving hauora.   

 

Wāhanga tuarima reintroduces deeper understandings of hauora as a way to further unpack what it 

means to be well from a Māori perspective.  When we recognise that wellbeing is relational, we can see 

that humanity, institutions, ecosystems and organisations are all connected to and affected by each other.  

By nurturing the relationships between spiritual, ecological, social and economic domains, we are 

nurturing the hau of each sphere.  

 

Wāhanga tuaono looks at how hihiri can be harnessed and manifested as collective will and intention in 

a business enterprise.  This wāhanga emphasises the spiritual covenant of a business with the wider 

natural and spiritual communities.  Building on earlier intentions and realities, an enterprise working for 

the common good exists because the firm borrows will from the legacy of ancestors, from the sustenance 
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of nature and from the support of community.  In exchange, the enterprise is expected to pursue wealth 

and wellbeing for the collective.  When intentions are aligned, hihiri is energised by this collective will 

bringing the cyclical energy of potential into being.   

 

2.2 How can Māori conceptualisations of wellbeing 
shape business? 
 

5: Hauora 
6: Arohia 
7: Kaitiakitanga 

 

Our modern society is turning towards a more sustainable, holistic approach where its function is to 

reflect and enhance the wellbeing of society.  Wāhanga tuarima discusses the notion of wellbeing through 

a Māori lens and its implications to the Aotearoa-NZ Living Standards Framework.  The revitalisation of 

hau and hauora reinserts the spiritual element of wellbeing back into society.  This spiritual connection 

then creates a kaitiakitanga obligation to care for the ancestral landscapes that sustain us, as well as 

ensuring that communities have the freedom and capabilities to experience the landscape.  Such concepts 

of wellbeing remind us that wellbeing is located in the collective, recognised as a relational process 

between people and their social, natural and spiritual communities.  Business then can reframe itself as 

communities of purpose that operate within an Economy of Mana, measured by contributions to the 

hauora of spiritual, ecological, socio-cultural and economic dimensions.   

 

Expressed in wāhanga tuaono, the will, intentions and wellbeing of the economy are inextricably linked 

to the will, intentions and wellbeing of the communities it serves.  In borrowing the will of the community, 

it is hau that allows the business to operated successfully.  Therefore, of every intention, business must 

ask: how will this create greater collective wellbeing? And what is it that we are collectively able to create? 

 

Wāhanga tuawhitu critiques the modern-day sustainability paradigm arguing that environmental 

sustainability initiatives are being implemented within a profit driven and consumerism mindset.  Instead, 

it is argued that we should look to the notion of flourishing communities as a measure of sustainability 

and wellbeing.  Ancient wisdom of Indigenous philosophies, such as notions of hauora and kaitiakitanga, 

can provide much guidance in this movement towards a “new” paradigm of holistic wellbeing.   

 

2.3 How is an Economy of Mana enacted in modern 
business? 

7: Kaitiakitanga 

 

Wāhanga tuawhitu applies the theory of the Economy of Mana to a modern-day business.  The Economy 

of Mana is founded upon Māori economic history and anthropological research, but as this wāhanga 
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shows, the principles that underpin such an economy provide timeless wisdom and can guide business.  

An Economy of Mana is an economic system that serves people as a way to enhance wellbeing.  The 

success of an organisation is based on the how well the organisation enhances the mana of the collective.      

This study describes a research project undertaken with Wakatū Inc that resulted in a governance tool He 

Whenua Rangatira that highlights pathways to operationalise kaitiakitanga in a commercial setting.  By 

taking into account the mana of various stakeholder groups, the organisations are able to create strategic 

objectives and performance measures that contribute to the overall mana of the organisation and its 

landscape.   

 
 

 

Aspirational Approach 
Our current sustainability crisis requires urgent action.  The mindset that is needed to bring about 

transformational change is a radical diversion from the narrow economic paradigm that we operate 

under today.  This means that the ideal aspirations conveyed in this thesis require complex and 

multiple level applications.  The strength of Indigenous economic initiatives and theories is their ability 

to open up our thinking and move away from the narrowly-based human and ethnocentric approaches 

to wellbeing and economics (Loomis, 2000; Nicholson et al., 2019; Spiller, Pio, et al., 2011).     

 

Wellbeing is represented as a generally desirable state, without any negative implications (Ereaut & 

Whiting, 2008).  This study follows this approach, based on the strengths and assets of mātauranga 

Māori that look to the potentiality of Māori to define Māori notions of wellbeing.  However, it is 

recognised that an Indigenous worldview must be carefully narrated so not to over-romanticise 

Indigenous Peoples (Panelli & Tipa, 2007; Stevens, 1997).  Often the idealisation and idolisation of 

Indigenous wisdom stigmatises them as mere environmentalists with a static culture and a fixation on 

the past.  This has the potential to further marginalise Indigenous Peoples, reviving the label of noble 

savage.  Instead, it must be noted that mātauranga Māori is both a dynamic system and process that 

embraces development and learning.  Te Ao Māori is adaptive and innovative, and acknowledges the 

beneficial learnings of other knowledge systems (Hokowhitu, 2002; Nicholson et al., 2019; Ruwhiu & 

Cone, 2010).  There is no binary trade-off between economics and environmentalism, instead, there 

is a recognition that both are a fundamental part of human wellbeing.   

 

The largely positive connotations associated with Indigenous wellbeing in this study are also due to 

the continuous subordination of Indigenous knowledge by the colonising Other.  The aim of this thesis 
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is to add to the growing discourse that gives legitimacy to Indigenous knowledges.  The articulation of 

Indigenous knowledges, research paradigms and processes within academic scholarship is a recent 

yet growing development (Barnes et al., 2017; Pidgeon, 2018).  However, far from being a nascent 

phenomenon, Indigenous methodologies have always existed.  A colonial narrative in our modern-day 

society and academy establishes a societal and knowledge hierarchy whereby Western systems are 

believed to be superior to those of Indigenous Peoples.  It is through the continual reminder that 

Indigenous wisdoms are valid and perpetual that this dominant belief may be unsettled.  As Stevens 

(1997, p. 25) states:    

While it would be an error to over-romanticize indigenous peoples' wisdom and intrinsic 

"harmony" with the earth, it may be an even graver and more tragic error to underestimate 

the distinctive character and resiliency of indigenous cultures and the ways in which their core 

values and local knowledge so often continue—even despite some degree of assimilation into 

outside cultures, economies, and political systems—to make their ways of life different from 

and more environmentally sensitive than those of their neighbors, even those who are 

nonindigenous subsistence farmers. 

Ancestral wisdom is remembered and retained by the community, because it matters to that 

community (Tau, 2001). 

 
Kaihau 

This study has examined the notion of hau and its positive descriptions and application.  Whilst hau is 

always aspiring towards ora, there are ways to misuse hau that have not been covered in this work.  

Hau whitia, or hau turned aside, is the act of refusing to receive or reciprocate the exchange, which 

could result in hauhauaitu (harm to the hau), often in the form of illness; hauora was breaking down 

(Salmond, 2000, 2014).  Whāngai hau could also be used in rituals of humiliation to others through 

offering enemy hau to the ancestors, or the kai hau in which the enemy hau could be consumed (such 

as the act of cannibalism) (Salmond, 2000).  The hau could be revitalised if retribution was achieved—

whakahaumanu means to revive or to restore the hau in something, through returning the energy to 

its source (Kelly & Hēnare, 2018; Rangi Matamua).   

 

 

Future Research 
Ngā tohu 

Describing hau is a difficult task due to its hidden face—matangaro.  Hau, like other life forces such as 

mauri, cannot directly be seen.  It is ngā tohu, the signs or indicators, of hau that need to be uncovered.  
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Rereata Makiha explains that those who talk of restoring the mauri of things are not correct in their 

thinking, “Ehara koe i te atua” (they do not have the spiritual power to do so).  What people are 

capable of doing is restoring the indicators of the life force, allowing the life force to flourish itself.  

For example, the diversity of birdlife may be an indicator of the mauri of the ngahere (forest); the hau 

of a person can often be seen in the eyes as “windows to the soul”.  The pertinent new questions to 

ask are: he aha ngā tohu o te hau? that is, what are the indicators of hau/hauora? and following on 

from that, what impact has the hau/hauora had on its surrounds? Investigating these tohu is where 

future research lies. 

 

There are many manifestations to tohu.  Hohepa Maclean asserts that “the language of the hinengaro 

[mind] is thought; the language of the spirit is tohu… You see the physical tohu; you feel the spiritual 

tohu and that all goes back to an energy level.”  Taking this further, Awhitia Mihaere explains that 

tohu are signs from atua.  Tūpuna may communicate directly with tāngata, but atua communicate via 

tohu.  This infers that the tohu can be intangible and include synchronistic experiences.  Learning to 

read these tohu can be a pathway to understanding the voices of nature that speak directly to human 

consciousness.   

 
The Economy of Mana 

The current global crises, amongst the various critiques of the dominant economic paradigm, suggest 

the time is ripe for new models of economic engagement.  Imagining what flourishing Māori 

communities look like would be the first step to creating a shared vision for inclusive prosperity.  Māori 

development must be determined by Māori to lead the kinds of lives they value.  Dell et al. (2018, p. 

60) advise:   

Aspiring towards an economy of mana requires a revisioned future. An important 

consideration will be the extent to which colonisation continues to restrict our thinking. 

Consequently, imagining a decolonised economy which is not constrained by the way things 

are now will be our biggest challenge. 

 

Further development of the concept of the Economy of Mana is an avenue of future research.  The 

single case study employed in this thesis could be expanded to include additional organisations and 

evaluate how multiple organisations work within the Economy of Mana.  Current research is looking 

at a mana Māori marine economy that expands on the Economy of Mana (Rout et al., 2019).   

 

Wāhanga tuarima addresses the implications of Māori conceptualisations of wellbeing to the 

Aotearoa-NZ Living Standards Framework.  Further work into how these notions could work 
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themselves into public policy is essential.  Professor Girol Karacaoglu (personal communication, 

September 9, 2019), ex-NZ Treasury's chief economist who played a significant role in the 

development of the LSF, expressed that the issue with academia is its constant need to develop new 

tools.  Instead, he recommends that we refine what is already in place.  Although from the outset the 

LSF, the NZ Treasury’s chosen model, does not reflect a Māori worldview, we have the opportunity to 

influence its design.  The Economy of Mana could be used as an aspirational state of being. 

 

Pupuke te Hihiri 
This study has advocated for a move away from a narrow sustainability paradigm and towards a 

paradigm of flourishing and wellbeing.  Businesses are comprised of living human communities that 

are intimately bonded to the landscape.  This interconnection creates a spiritual covenant between all 

dimensions of wellbeing—spiritual, ecological, social and economic.  From a business and human 

perspective, it is the relationship between the human and the spiritual and natural communities that 

must be nurtured in order for our communities to flourish.  When we reconnect to our ancestors, to 

our whenua, to each other, flourishing becomes more than an aspiration, but an inherent obligation.  

By acknowledging the wisdom of ancestral landscapes, we can see how organisations, as communities 

of purpose, can collectively create intergenerational and multi-dimensional wellbeing.   

 

The journey of learning to listen to ancestral voices is, of itself, a relational process of wellbeing.  In 

the cosmological whakapapa, hauora is descended from wānanga (Marsden, 2003; Salmond, 1997; 

Sole, 2005).  This tells us that the active process of exploring and considering (wānanga) produces 

relational wellbeing (hauora).  As stated by Royal (1998, p. 57), in interpreting the Ngāpuhi whakapapa 

surmises, “a process can not be called educative if well-being is not the outcome. Similarly, you can 

not have well-being without learning.”  Wellbeing, then, is constantly being developed, with each cycle 

building on the previous, pupuke te hihiri.   

 

Within Pupuke te Hihiri there’s no end…. Pupuke is the growing, developing, the hihiri will always 

have to be there to move you on, move you on, move you on, move you on.  So like a motivational 

force behind the growth, so you don’t want to become complacent with it [growth]... we want 

some kind of drive, so hence the hihiri comes with the pupuke, pupuke te hihiri.  Te Poihi Campbell 
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