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In this piece, Ben Rosamond addresses the nature of the form of sovereign
political power imposed in Aotearoa through colonisation, and how
rangatiratanga provides us with a different way of conceptualising and
configuring political power going forward.

Speaking specifically about the colonisation
of Aotearoa New Zealand, Ranginui Walker
noted that ‘modern nation building driven by
capitalism in the era of European expansionism
is a historical process driven by nation
destroying’.1 What he meant by this was that for
a capitalist economy to be established on this
land, a political order first had to be destroyed so
that another could be erected in its place. This
destruction was at the heart of the foundation of
the state of New Zealand as we know it, and its
legacy continues to structure the way in which
politics is organised here today.
A useful hueristic for analysing this situation
is Marx’s theory of ‘so-called primitive
accumulation’, the term he uses to describe
the imposition of the necessary pre-conditions
for the establishment of the capitalist mode of
production.2 This accumulation is ‘primitive’
because it is at the origin of capitalist
production, ‘so-called’ because, as David
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Harvey points out, the process of dispossession
it refers to is continuous and ongoing.3 The
key characteristics of this process are the
concentration of land and resources in the
hands of a small elite, and the corresponding
establishment of a class of people who become
dependent on selling their wage labour to
survive. The continuation of so-called primitive
accumulation, which Harvey refers to as
accumulation by dispossession, is necessary for
the continued functioning of capitalism, which
requires the emergence of new markets in order
to continue the valorisation process.4 Capital
must always grow, and so must always be in
motion. Such growth cannot occur within the
bounds of an already saturated market, and so
more markets must be opened up through the
dispossession of what was held in common and
its accumulation in private hands.
This fairly orthodox account of primitive
accumulation sees it as primarily an economic
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process. While it is, of course, a process
driven by the logic of capital accumulation, its
continued confinement to the economic sphere
ensures that most tellings of this dispossession
fail to capture its corresponding political aspects.
Simply put, primitive accumulation is not only
the accumulation of land, resources and labour,
but also the accumulation of the power required
to enforce this dispossession.
Political philosopher Glenn Coulthard connects
the theory of primitive accumulation with an
analysis of colonisation in his recent work ‘Red
Skin, White Masks’.5 Though his work is written
from a Canadian perspective, its conclusions
apply equally as well to the colonial context of
Aotearoa New Zealand. After an initial period of
largely peaceful coexistence, European settlers
driven by the demands of international capital
appropriated Māori lands, began large-scale
industrial exploitation of natural resources,
and ensured through brutal force that Māori
could no longer survive in the manner they
had for centuries prior, forcing them instead
into wage labour and capitalist production. As
we previously noted, however, before these
violent economic processes could be put into
practice, settlers acting in the interests of capital
accumulation had to dispossess Māori of their
political power over the land of Aotearoa.
A unique Māori political order, with its own
concepts and mechanisms of power, law and
justice, had existed on this land for centuries
before the arrival of European settlers. One
of the first acts undertaken by these settlers,
before the establishment of the capitalist mode
of production, was the destruction of this
Māori political system, and the laying of the
foundations of another regime based on the
principles of European political philosophy
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as found in the work of Jean Bodin, Thomas
Hobbes, and Immanuel Kant.6 In their quest to
establish a state based on these principles, early
emissaries of the British government dismissed
the Māori political order, rangatiratanga, as
a backwards and savage system of political
relations, unsuitable for ruling over the civilised
settlers.7 At the same time, Māori were shocked
at the treatment of British settlers and soldiers
by their political and military superiors, who
operated on a strictly hierarchical model.8
This hierarchical model of governance, based
on a set of cultural and political ideas common
to late medieval and early modern European
states, remains dominant today in Aotearoa
New Zealand and around the world. Sovereignty
is taken as a given by those on all sides of the
parliamentary political spectrum, yet political
instability rages across a world dominated by
sovereign states that continue to relate to their
citizens through a politics based on violence. As
such, it only makes sense to think again about
the foundational principles of the global political
order, examine its operating logics, and look
seriously at alternatives. In order to do this, we
need to be able to define what sovereignty is.
The broad definition of a ‘supreme authority
within a territory’ encapsulates the key
conceptual and material attributes of the
sovereign order. This definition works through
a double exclusion of forms of governance other
than the modern nation-state. By insisting on
the presence of a supreme authority that cannot
be divided, early modern states, including
monarchies, are included in the definition, but
states in which powers are split among nobles,
princes, the Church and the monarchy are
not. Indigenous political orders are excluded
for this same reason. The territorial nature
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of sovereignty excludes claims that are not
geographically delimited, such as the endless
spiritual powers of the Pope, or other political
units whose authority is not strictly associated
with a particular piece of land. Sovereignty
is based on the absolute power of a single
sovereign, which generally takes the form of the
state, within certain borders. The merits of this
concept were established in the late medieval
period, in a feudal Europe swept with political
instability. Before this time, such a means of
conceiving of political organisation held no sway.
Its ascent in a specific historical period implies
that it could also recede, leaving the way for
another model more in tune with the conditions
of the world outside of late-medieval Europe to
take its place.
In Aotearoa New Zealand, the only other
political arrangements that have existed up until
this point are those of rangatiratanga. The power
of rangatira is that which was dispossessed by
British settlers in order to establish a sovereign
state and the capitalist mode of production. To
deal with this dispossession we can look again
to the Marxist tradition, which encourages
us to work towards the dispossession of the
dispossessors, and to return that which is now
held in private to the realm of the commons,
for use and access by all. This is perhaps easier
to imagine in the economic than the political
sphere. What would a political dispossession
imply in a colonial context, and to whom
would this power return? This is the question
Coulthard grapples with in Canada, where he
introduces the concept of countersovereignty in
order to frame a politics around re-possessing
and decolonising political power.9 Though
posed in a different way, I wager that this is
also the question being asked by the Matike
Mai Independent Iwi Working Group on
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Constitutional Transformation.
This group was commissioned by the Iwi
Chairs Forum (an organisation composed of
chairpersons of iwi confederations representing
their tribal interests on a national scale) in
2010 to ‘develop and implement a model for an
inclusive constitution for Aotearoa New Zealand
based on tikanga and kawa, He Whakaputanga
o te Rangatiratanga o Niu Tireni of 1835, Te
Tiriti o Waitangi of 1840, and other indigenous
and human rights instruments which enjoy a
wide degree of international recognition’.10 Since
then, they have conducted hundreds of hui with
Māori from all walks of life, culminating in the
release in early 2016 of an in-depth report on
their findings, which recommended a wholesale
change to New Zealand’s constitutional
structure. Such a change would require a real reconfiguration of the operations of political power
in this country, and the re-emergence of an old
form for wielding such power that has been
largely submerged for over 150 years.11
The report seeks to establish the grounds
for a Tiriti-based process of constitutional
transformation. In order to do so, Matike
Mai propose seven values on which any new
constitutional arrangement would have to rest,
as identified by participants in their series of hui.
These are: tikanga, community, belonging, place,
balance, conciliation and structure.12 This system
of values is interdependent, each strengthening
the others with their individual expressions.
Community requires the fostering of a sense of
belonging, which can only be pursued through
a process of conciliation recognising our mutual
connectedness to a place. A constitutional
structure is required that is open and fair, which
can only be just if it is based on tikanga, rooted
in the concept of balance.
03

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RESEARCH AOTEAROA

Matike Mai provide six indicative constitutional
models that might accommodate a form of
constitutional transformation based on the
precedents and values identified in the report.13
The first four of these models are based around
the existence of separate ‘spheres’ for Māori
and tauiwi governance, termed respectively the
‘tino rangatiratanga’ and ‘kāwanatanga’ spheres,
and a ‘relational’ sphere in which tauiwi and
Māori deliberate together. The fifth model is
composed entirely of the relational sphere, and
the sixth of only the tino rangatiratanga and
kāwanatanga spheres. A defining characteristic
of these models is the particular composition
of the relational sphere, which along with the
overarching constitution itself, is based on
tikanga. The presence of the relational sphere
in almost every model almost ensures the
position of tikanga as the tūrangawaewae for
constitutional arrangements should this process
succeed. This radically calls into question the
existence of the sovereign state.
Indeed, the exceptional nature of the report
lies in the fact that it is calling for total
transformation, not just limited iwi selfgovernment or minimal acknowledgement
of Te Tiriti in an otherwise European-style
constitution. Sovereignty is based, from the
beginning, on the absolute decision making
power of the sovereign within a defined
territory.14 In a political order based on tikanga,
without clear borders between different powers,
and with dispersed and autonomous political
units, the sovereign order would be incapable
of functioning as we know it. In fact, such a
situation is more closely analogous to that in
which the theory of sovereignty was developed,
wherein power was allotted unevenly between
church, nobility, and crown.
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This does not mean to imply that the
implementation of such a situation in
Aotearoa New Zealand would result in a world
reminiscent of feudal Europe. Rather, it means
that rangatiratanga, as a system for asserting ‘an
absolute authority... to define, protect and decide
what was in the best interests of our people’ can
be established, with the essential precondition
that ‘independence is only real when it
depends upon the interdependence one has in
relationships with others’.15 This qualification
makes such a project mutually exclusive with the
nature of political organisation necessitated by
the sovereign concept of power.
But the end of sovereign power could be the
beginning of an emancipatory future. The history
of sovereignty in Aotearoa New Zealand is
written in letters of blood and fire. Sovereign
states today are similarly violent, based as they
are on the power of the sovereign to decide over
life and death in a particularly twisted logic.16
With this in mind, and tikanga at the core of
Matike Mai’s proposals, it is relevant to ask what
the previously existing political system of this
country, rangatiratanga, looks like.
Despite general agreement over tikanga, the
principles of political life, Māori society before
colonisation was characterised by differences
enabled by the primacy of hapū as the site of
politics. Whereas today Māori political and social
organisation is typically thought of as taking
place within iwi, for most of Māori history
decisions were made at the hapū level, with iwi
serving as indicators of descent lines more than
anything else.17 Hapū were composed on average
of 200-300 people, each of whom was likely to
have close genealogical links with the others.
Many decisions around what might today be
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seen as important political or economic issues
were made at this level, or even at the level
of whānau, and did not depend on an outside
overarching power to actualise them. Jackson
captures this dynamic as follows, ‘If Te Rarawa
wanted to make decisions for Te Rarawa, they
never travelled down to Põneke to ask Te Āti
Awa for permission’.18
Hapū independence is tempered, as is the
autonomy of individuals and families within
hapū, by an obligation to act in the best interests
of the wider social grouping. This obligation
does not imply a lack of disagreement, as
individuals and hapū often have differing
ideas over what this means. As Metge notes,
the obligation of whānaungatanga ‘provides
for the integration of parts with different and
even conflicting features into a greater whole...
disputes and factionalism are not breaches but
the very stuff of Māori community life’.19 Despite
the ability for dissensus and disagreements
to emerge, whanaungatanga ensures the
predominance of decisions made with the
consent, active or implicit, of neighbouring hapū.
These decisions are not made arbitrarily but
through a largely deliberative and consensual
decision-making process, in which dissent is
encouraged but individual considerations are
generally subordinated to wider gain.20 The
necessity of retaining balance between different
forces, which is conceptualised in and through
the system of whakapapa, serves as a regulating
principle between the new and the old, people
and environment, man and woman. Equally,
though, the evolving and ever-changing nature
of whakapapa allows for change and rupture,
to be balanced in turn. Utu, or reciprocity,
ensures that actions are met with reactions of
equal or greater intensity to keep the system in
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equilibrium.21
Leaders serve the role of bringing together the
thoughts and opinions of the people in order to
reach a mutually agreed upon settlement. This
stands in stark opposition to the sovereign, who
is characterised even as early as Bodin precisely
by an ability to make decisions without the
consent of the governed. While there certainly
exist individuals with more or less power in
Māori society, the actions of a good rangatira
enhance not only their own mana, but the mana
of the entire hapū or whānau whose interests
they directly serve.22 Despite the common
caricature of rangatira acting as tyrants, violence
within whanau and hapū organisations was
avoided whenever possible, as Anne Salmond
recently demonstrated.23 When utu was
required to restore balance after an offence it
generally, though not always, took the form of
commandeering or destroying possessions rather
than lives.24
The contemporary world varies greatly from the
world of the 18th Century, and so rangatiratanga
may look very different today. Jackson argues
the consensual nature of Māori decision-making,
enhanced by the cultural values shared by all of
the decision-makers and tikanga’s openness to
interpretation is relevant in the contemporary
environment.25 By holding true to the core
axioms underpinning tikanga; whakapapa,
manaakitanga and balance, amongst others,
rangatiratanga (a system based on the putting
into practice of these axioms) is able to develop
to meet the changing needs of people in different
contexts and situations. As Nuki Aldridge
describes in the context of Ngāpuhi, 'in the face
of a new situation, the old people would meet
and work out from the principles that guided
their social and environmental relationships
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what the rule or code of behaviour was meant
to be'.26 Such situations show the adaptability
of tikanga as a system of law that doesn’t offer
binding precepts but guidelines and axioms to be
interpreted.
Just as the law of sovereign states can change
over time and adapt when encountering new
situations, so too can tikanga. Whereas the
foundational principle of sovereign law is
the ability of the state to enforce obedience
to its law through the ever-present threat of
violence, tikanga is instead based on a changing
relationship between centuries-old values and
contemporary situations, in which individuals
and groups retain a large degree of autonomy
and cannot be crudely forced to follow binding
decrees. The application of tikanga is open to
individual and collective interpretation, and
lacks almost entirely the coercive mechanisms
common to sovereign states.27
There is no reason such a system, or one
derivative of it, could not once again serve as
the animating force for political life in this land.
In a process of constitutional transformation,
in which political power is re-possessed by
groups from whom it was taken, the state that
is constituted will necessarily take on a new
content, even if it lives on in old forms. Kohanga
Reo early childcare centres serve as a practical
example.28 Daycare of this sort has no direct
precedent in Māori society before colonisation,
but arose following traditional principles to fill
a need for Māori-oriented childcare, especially
in rural communities. Kohanga teach traditional
Māori values, language and culture without
directly approximating any traditional form. The
models suggested by Matike Mai may require
similar formal innovation, or take place largely
through the same institutions that exist now,
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but will require the blooming of new content
based on the values and principles provided
in tikanga. While some public institutions are
necessary, others might be disposed of entirely.
As Mikaere notes, in the Māori society that
existed for centuries ‘we had no police force,
no courthouses and an incarceration rate of
zero percent’.29
Such a world is not just an imagined utopia.
It has existed, and in isolated ways its logic
continues to structure communities up
and down this country. While the Matike
Mai report limits itself to suggesting that
rangatiratanga is an appropriate concept
of power for governing Māori, there is no
inherent reason why a similar logic could
not be implemented to order a qualitatively
different tauiwi state. For tauiwi, this logic
may follow slightly different axioms, given the
differences in culture and beliefs within and
between Māori, Pākehā, and the other residents
of New Zealand. This does not mean such a
project is unfeasible. If and when Matike Mai’s
countersovereign project succeeds, Pākehā
and tauiwi will be left with a state bereft of
sovereignty, wanting for a new concept of
power. Such a state would likely already be
premised on tikanga through the operation of
the relational sphere, and so would require
a system amenable to the basic principles of
rangatiratanga. Why not look, for a foundation,
to a political philosophy native to this land to
accomplish this task?
Returning political power to Māori does not
mean disempowering everyone else. Rather,
constitutional transformation of the sort
advocated by Matike Mai challenges the people
of this country to think about how to change
our political system for the better, for all
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New Zealanders. Rather than reproduce the
day-to-day of sovereign power and colonial
subjugation, they have opened the possibility
of innovation and radical change while
recognising the ancient laws of this land.
Whether Pākehā, tauiwi or tangata whenua,
we don’t need to look only to Europe for our
models of politics and society. Instead, there
exists an opportunity to think from where we
are, to create something new out of the old,
and to use the power of the past to inform the
politics of the future.
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To reverse the process of primitive accumulation,
and bring about a world in which the possibility
of justice can be achieved for all, constitutional
transformation as advocated by Matike Mai must
be pursued to its fullest extent. Political power
was taken in Aotearoa/New Zealand to ensure
the possibilities of establishing the capitalist
mode of production. The effects of seizing and
reapportioning this power would surely not
be limited to the political sphere, and might
similarly mark the way for the establishing of an
altogether different economic system.
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