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Abstract 
The terms Indigenous and indigeneity are used to 

position groups of people who are classed with the same 
ideology. What is indigeneity and what is not indigeneity? 
What are the boundaries needed to belong and to utilise this 
framework? Do we as Māori or do I as a Ngaitai Women need 
to align and belong to an indigenous world for the pure 
intent to validate my own identity? Where does Te Tiriti o 
Waitangi fit in this space and how do I align my practice? 

I am Ngaitai – Ko Ahau te Uri is a positioning 
perspective on the notion of indigeneity and also looks at the 
roller coaster ride through whakapapa and social work 
practice when utilising terms that have a political agenda. 

 
 

Introduction 
The use of the words Indigenous and indigeneity are 

relatively new in my list of English vocabulary. The term 
Indigenous is and has been used worldwide since the 
beginning of the 1980s however it can be debated that this 
was used around the 1970's steering away from the terms 
used to describe native and original peoples of a particular 
land. In short, the use of the term ethnic and original 
inhabitants in a region was used to describe groups that had 
settled in a specific region. 

The word indigenous is also rooted in the Latin word 

indigenous "born in a country, native," but is also a word 

that includes birth, born into or born into a place. Confused? 
Words such as aboriginal, native and first nations are used 
and have evolved; however, a question would be was there 
ever a need to rename a people group in the collective? 
Moreover, hasn't this just complicated and recolonised those 
who originated in a land? Has this been a way to redefine 
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and label groups of people ensuring that governments have 
the ease of pursuing their own identity? 

In this paper, the use of the terms indigenous and 
indigeneity are open for discussion more over what is my 
position in my practice in the utilisation of such terms within 
Te Ao Māori (The Māori World)? 

Audra Simpson (2007) explains that "to speak of 
Indigeneity is to speak of colonialism and anthropology" is 
the use of the terminology a way of power and control over 
those that originated in a land? Is it a form of a hegemonic 
power or practice by those that govern countries or those 

that hold the dominant space in a political world? (Simpson, 

2007, p.67) 
There is also another challenge I face when exploring 

where my practice sits which is a little closer to home in the 
space of Te Ao Māori. That is the discovery of new knowledge. 
Charles Royals (2007) "The Creative Potential Paradigm 
looks at the various transitions through aspects of new 
creative potential paradigms through the Māori world but 
also looks at overcoming past experiences to be inspired for 
new thinking to be born. Durie (2005) also makes a note of 
this explaining that "Royal has described a research 
paradigm, Te Ao Marama that employs a whakapapa 
methodology to develop new knowledge." 

Could the Creative Potential paradigm that Royal 
explains challenge my view on indigenous methods? Is it a 
way to change the way Māori are perceived in their respective 
professions while remaining distinctive? Is the transition 
from Te Ao Māori to Te Ao Marama similar to that of a 
transitional move to indigenous ways of thinking in a 
broader context of social work practice? 

This paper I am Ngaitai - Ko Ahau te Uri, will look at 
where I position my practice in today's society and the 
workspace of Social Work in Aotearoa. Is there a distinction 

between Iwi and indigeneity? Are the terms indigenous and 
indigeneity needed to validate a position? Moreover, in what 
space is it appropriate when I believe there are answers and 
solutions in the different paradigms of Te Ao Māori? 
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A roller coaster ride of the universal kind: The Political 
realm of the terms indigenous and indigeneity 

In 2007 the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples was adopted by a majority of 144 
states in favour of: 4 voted no, which included New Zealand; 
11 states abstentions and non-voting were 34. Fast forward 
ten years and the four countries that voted no have re-
positioned themselves and now support the United Nations 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples. On a large scale, the position 
of the United Nations declaration is an international 

framework for the survival, well-being, dignity which 

elaborates on the existing human rights and freedoms as 
they apply to indigenous peoples. (United Nations, 2018) 

Sound daunting? Merlan (2009) explains "there has 
been acceptances, rejections and strategic uses of the 
concept of indigeneity" and that "concepts drawn from 
internationalist indigeneity are used strategically in a range 
of contexts". She goes on to explain that "The principal 
institutional home of international indigenism is within the 
United Nations system", including states that claim 
indigenous and indigeneity does not apply to them. (p. 303) 

Merlan (2009) also states that some "critics of the no-
vote saw this as a serious tactical error making the four 
states stand out as colonial, white and anachronistic in a 
world where de-colonisation was taking place". Such a 
strong statement where there is now history in a political 
realm on the human rights of indigenous peoples.  

Guenther (2006) also presents an argument and 
critique from Alan Barnard with Kuper's rejection of the 
"indigenous peoples" were arguing for indigenous is to allow 
for its validity and to be used as a tool for political use. As 
Guenther (2006) states Barnards views are of the recognition 
of indigenous peoples. Kuper argues that "The notion of 

‘indigenous people's "is an ideological makeover of the old 
idea of ‘primitive people'". (Barnard, 2006; Kuper, 2006 as 
cited in Guenther, 2006, p17) Kuper's argument brings back 
a broader debate, and that is of the words used to describe 
or label things, in this instant the description of people. As I 

mentioned, the word is rooted in the Latin, quite a far cry 
away from Aotearoa, New Zealand and perhaps our unique 
descriptions of things.  
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This could also start to get confusing because in 
Aotearoa we have The Treaty of Waitangi with four articles 
that affirm the rights that Tangata Whenua had before 1840, 
but it also gave the crown rights and responsibilities 
enabling them to settle in Aotearoa. There are 46 articles in 
the United Nations declaration of indigenous rights; 37 
articles that explain the rights, five articles that explain how 
the declaration is to be applied and four that set out the 
rights of the declaration.  

With Aotearoa agreeing to the declaration in 2010 it 
quickly aligned the unique identity of The Treaty of Waitangi 

and The Declaration which assisted in the interpretation and 

the application of the treaty principles. The Minister of 
Justice (2010) stated: "In keeping with our strong 
commitment to human rights and indigenous rights, in 
particular, New Zealand now adds its support to the 
declaration both as an affirmation of fundamental rights and 
in its expression of new and widely supported aspirations." 
(Ministry Statements and Speeches 2010.) 

With the declaration in full swing here in Aotearoa, it 
could cause some concern for those who do not agree with 
the stance Aotearoa has taken let alone for those who do not 
align their daily practice with the declaration or the terms 
indigenous and indigeneity. This may seem unconventional 
as my practice is in the line of supporting whānau and 
making a change in Aotearoa Society, challenging process 
and worldviews. The Ministers statement that the 
declaration is an affirmation of rights only shows me that we 
have taken on board statements and hegemonic power from 
the political world. 

 
Indigeneity verse Whakapapa – I have a whakapapa why 
do you class me as indigenous? 

The contrast between whakapapa and indigeneity may 

seem quite removed because if I look at the declaration, it 
does not utilise whakapapa as a primary source of 
knowledge. To put this into context, I see myself as Ngaitai, 
Ngāti Porou and Ngāti Raukawa aligning to the teachings 
and mātauranga of my tipuna.  

Remembering that the declaration is universal and the 
terms indigenous, and indigeneity can also be multi-faceted 
utilised around the world, at a national level right down to a 
local level. Austin (2014) in his thesis discusses Hei Tiki: He 
Whakamārama Hōu and uses the term Indigenous agency, 
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Wards (2009:15) states: "Indigenous agency is also evident 
in the reproduction of material culture for sale to collectors" 
which can be used as a platform to display the uniqueness 
of local entrepreneurial trade. However, Austin (2014) makes 
note that it can also diminish ancestral status. 

Toi (2018) discusses the use of the terms Indigenous 
and indigeneity. Her insight examines Mana Wahine and the 
space of indigeneity and the complexities in a Governance 
world. Māori women have to "look at their customs and 
traditions to articulate theories of self-determination". Toi 
also makes note that both the terms Indigenous and Māori 

are not our own but a labelling stemming back to the early 

19 century and in a time where colonisation was alive and 
kicking. This is also the argument from Kuper which I 
mentioned earlier around the "ideological makeover of the 
old idea of ‘primitive people'" (Kuper, 2006). I can only 
imagine this would have been an interesting robust debate 
if these terms were discussed today and I believe the 
positioning of tikanga Māori would have been rocked to its 
very core with perhaps the reversal of roles between male 
and female. 

The term indigeneity I have found to be hard to trace 
and to pinpoint and in the Oxford English Dictionary only 
describes the word as a noun describing it to be "collective 
rights based on the indigeneity of the community" and in the 
Collins English Dictionary and the Cambridge English 
Dictionary it refers back to the word indigenous. The term 
indigeneity already then poses questions about the reliability 
and sustainability of the "collective rights of a community" if 
this term is used. 

Cuthers (2018) talks about the reclaiming of identity 
from his tacit knowledge and whakapapa is key to his 
discovery of truth "whakapapa allows an individual to locate 
themselves in the world".(p.375) 

Rito (2007) also discusses whakapapa from his 
background but also incorporates the pūrākau of 
Papatuanuku which "demonstrates the strong connections 
between whakapapa and Māori Identity. (p.1) 

The reclaiming of identity and the connections that 

Māori has in all things from creation to daily living are 
unique in design, on a local level it is complex, it is 
whakapapa, it is language, it is the pūrākau, whakataukī 
and waiata to name a few that have moulded our sense of 
knowledge. These are part of the paradigms Royal (2007) 
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discusses the notions of Te Ao Māori to Te Ao Marama while 
remaining distinctive. 

Kuper (2006) also looks at the notion of indigenous 
peoples and the use of the term from a local perspective 
where it can be misleading and "not fit a variety of 
complicated local situations". "Moreover, the messy 
consequences of imposing these models are drearily 
predictable. NGO's will identify some people in a region as 
truly indigenous. Organisations will begin to speak for this 
category of local people" (Kuper, 2006 as cited in Guenther, 
2006). 

Whakapapa is a principle and spiritual link to tipuna 

and historical events through the generations. Moana 
Jackson (as cited in Bargh, 2007) explains whakapapa as a 
"history of repetitious beginnings" wherein the "present and 
future are only the past revisited – ka puta mai – things come 
into being, is born of something else" (p. 173). Whakapapa 
is cyclic, not linear, and reflects a view wherein ‘the universe 
is not static but is a stream of processes and events" 
(Marsden, 2003, p.21)  

With this said, the argument here is that whakapapa 
could get lost when there is a utilisation of the term 
indigeneity. To use and to say that my ‘indigeneity' stems 
from the theories and mātauranga of Te Ao Māori could also 
confuse the space of kaupapa Māori and things that I have 
learnt through the generations. 

 
Indigenous Social Work Practice – Indigenous, 
indigeneity on the front lines 

 
Within my practice of Social Work, the challenge has 

been to rename the term Social Work and to look at the 
actual front-line practice of the practitioner. Indigenous 
Social Work practice and the terms used is a way to lay the 

foundations of indigenous knowledge, theories and values. 
Hollis-English (2015) explains that "enhancing one's 
knowledge of Te Ao Māori and evidence-based practice, 
social workers can use, develop and create Māori theories in 
a social work context for the benefit of Māori whānau and 

communities". 
Much of the social work practice in Aotearoa is 

underpinned by western knowledge and theories which also 
influences practices and organisations where Māori social 
workers often work also where Māori whānau access 
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supports. If Māori social workers identify as Māori and work 
within the realms of Te Ao Māori, they have done so by 
establishing evidence-based practices that are guided by Te 
Ao Māori. Here we have a clash of the Taniwha and Titans 
with both western and Te Ao Māori theories. There is still an 
imbalance of practice, and in most cases, the voice of Māori 
is not heard. The challenge should one be daring enough 
would be to utilise the words ‘indigenous' and then see the 
reaction of their Pakeha colleagues a bit cheeky I know as 
we should not have to justify our worldviews. Once again 
this could be seen as the declaration validating our belief 

systems. (Hotereni, 2018; Hollis-English, 2015) 

Russell (2000 p10) explains that "Native Theory is the 
right of indigenous people to make sense of their time and 
places in this world" Native Theory was introduced as a 
research approach to allow Māori researchers to do projects 
for Māori using knowledge, tools and processes that may not 
be acceptable from a western perspective (Eketone, 2004) 

On a larger scale, the use of the terms indigenous and 
indigeneity can be used to fulfil the purpose of Social Work 
Practice. It allows the practitioner to work in culturally 
appropriate ways with whānau with no pressure from 
utilising western thinking and ideology. 

Within an agency, service provider or organisation who 
base their practices on Kaupapa Māori theories and then 
utilising United Nations Declaration of Indigenous Rights as 
part of their policies, does this enhance and support Māori 
social workers in practice? Alternatively, is it a justification 
to work with Māori whānau? If our leaders are willing to use 
the declaration are they also willing to support Māori Social 
workers as agents of change? The other argument could be 
that we Māori social workers need the justification of the 
terms indigenous and indigeneity to understand the 
complexity and nature of social work practice. If this is so 

then the utilisation of whakapapa may not have its unique 
standing. 

When the words Kaupapa Māori and whānau ora are 
used, in my workplace the realities of practice and 
knowledge comes from the hegemonic tradition of the white 

world. In my line of work and a kaupapa Māori organisation, 
it is crucial for me that my practice stems from the 
philosophies of Te Ao Māori. According to Smith (1999) 
"Māori knowledge represents the body of knowledge which 
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in today's society, can be extended alongside that of existing 
Western knowledge" (p. 173).  

Eketone (2008) also discusses Kaupapa Maori Theory 
where Kaupapa Maori Theory challenges and critiques 
western approaches "Therefore this implies that indigenous, 
and more specifically Māori approaches cannot exist outside 
these frameworks and maintain some form of validity" (p. 6) 

Wheturangi Walsh-Tapiata (2004) in her keynote 
speech at the Global Social Work Conference of IASSW and 
IFSW held in Adelaide expresses the following: 

 "For Social Workers who work with indigenous 

populations, it is critically important that they have a correct 

understanding of the history of that indigenous population 
and see the impact that history has had on them, much of 
which is still evident today.  Personal troubles cannot be 
separated from public issues, and social workers need to 
understand how they have historically contributed to the 
colonisation process, but also how they can play critical 
roles as social change agents. Social workers should ask 
themselves these questions: Are you an agent of control, an 
agent of compliance or an agent of change? Do you 
perpetuate oppression or attempt to change it?"  (Walsh- 
Tapiata, 2004)  

Within social work practice here in Aotearoa the 
foundations of Te Ao Māori mātauranga can be linked 
through the use of pepehā, pūrākau and whakataukī, which 
establish links to whakapapa that are essential elements of 
mātauranga for Māori (Marsden, 1979; Ngata, 1985; Moon, 
2003; Mead, 2003.) In my view, there is no link for other 
nations to utilise the uniqueness of our understanding 
within the space of kaupapa. 

The statement towards social workers is also a 
reminder that historical events have an impact on nations. 
Weaver (2001) states that the view of a Social Workers is that 

of a "Child snatcher" it is also a view in many indigenous 
nations and Aotearoa it is also familiar with Oranga 
Tamariki. A line must also be drawn where indigenous 
communities understand and recognise their strengths in 
their contextual world. (Munford and Walsh-Tapiata, 2001).  

Gray et al. (2008) in their view on social work also 
debates "Indigenization as making social work fit local 
contexts". They also say, "indigenisation, questions the 
relevance of Western social works as a professional model of 
practice with a universal application", "It is part of the 
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profession's continuing struggle with diversity, specifically 
its inability to work effectively with people from non-western 
cultures.” 

The argument from Gray et al. (2008) is ‘an exclusively 
ethnocentric form of Indigenous social work would be 
counterproductive to forms of practice that incorporate 
knowledge and interventions from other cultures." In saying 
this Indigenous social work does differ from Western social 
work however the question is around what is the stance of 
the profession as a whole. How does the profession of social 
work within the complexities of social justice work in the 

space of indigenisation? Alternatively, do we need to firstly 

look at decolonising the practice to fulfil the inherent gifts 
located in each unique culture? 

 
Conclusion  

The terms Indigenous and indigeneity have had robust 
conversations through-out the years. We have writers who 
are for the rights of indigenous peoples, and the history of 
the terms are highlighted in the discipline of anthropology 
with political interpretations. Some writers have also 
questioned the terms and their use on an international and 
local scale and have to describe the consequences when they 
are used in the wrong context. 

In my practice, the ideology, epistemology, ontology, 
whakaaro,  comes from Te Ao Māori and what I know within 
the bounds of my Iwitanga. Sommerville (2010) explains that 
it can be a "dead-end trying to unpack the multiple uses of 
the terms Indigenous" and questions when and how did 
Māori become indigenous? There are more conflicts than 
solutions, and one could "get on with it", or "forget the past 
move on with the future". Quite strong statements however 
when I correlate my practice and Ngaitaitanga I have to be 
clear when delivering the messages. Historical knowledge is 

also part of our Ngaitaitanga as this is the beginning of 
where our learnings have travelled through-out the 
generations. 

Yes, I do agree that the terms Indigenous and 
indigeneity are multi-faceted and in Social Work Practice 

and they can be used to validate points of view. However, I 
am Ngaitai, is the positioning of my practice. Although there 
are varying degrees of learning, the strength of Ngaitai Iwi is 
in the whakapapa of our tupuna Torere-nui-a-rua and the 
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gifts of mātauranga handed down through the generations. 
Whakapapa at the fore. 
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