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TE KUPENGA

A woven methodology for collecting, interpreting, 
and stor(y)ing Māori women’s knowledges

Deborah Heke*

Abstract
This article explores the use of an intersecting methodology termed Te Kupenga as a philosophical 
approach to gathering, interpreting, and storing mātauranga wahine. The research aimed to understand 
the ways of being and doing of physically active wāhine Māori and relate them to characteristics of atua 
wāhine. A kupenga is a type of open weave net used for fishing or gathering food. In this research, it 
represents the weaving together of three approaches: Whakapapa, Mana Wahine theory, and physical 
activity. While each offers a unique way to view the world and your position in it, their intersections 
offer important shared qualities that purposefully shape the research, its philosophy, and its methods. 
As a type of interfacing methodology, Te Kupenga weaves together philosophies and methods—keeping 
what is needed and allowing what is not required to pass through the gaps in the weave.
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Whakapapa—Introduction
Māori and Indigenous communities are often 
portrayed in a range of statistics that display a dis-
empowering discourse of deficit. Whether related 
to health, criminal justice, or socio-economic sta-
tus, this narrative is often influenced by the biases 
and intentions of dominant societal positions, 
lacking relevant context (Walter & Suina, 2019). 
The impact of research “on” instead of “with” 
Māori has influenced the way Māori engage with 
the research process, has shaped negative or inac-
curate portrayals of (wāhine) Māori, and has 
indeed influenced harmful internalised ideas of 
identity (Johnston & Pihama, 1995; Reid et al., 
2019; Walter & Andersen, 2013).

In Aotearoa New Zealand, Māori women 
have experienced an additional measure of the 
power imbalance associated with this deficit dis-
course, as a result of the ongoing consequence 
of colonisation, with its accompanying patri-
archal influence. This patriarchal influence and 
the narratives it informs is seen to have stripped 
wāhine Māori of their complementing power 
and significance (Mikaere, 2003; Smith, 2006; 
Walter & Suina, 2019). Traditional Māori stories 
and mātauranga exhibiting the significance of 
wāhine have been (and continue to be) transmitted 
through waiata, whakapapa, raranga, or karanga 
(Marsden & Royal, 2003). Conversely, the arrival 
of Europeans to Aotearoa brought other tools for 
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recording and compiling stories of Māori “mythol-
ogy”, cosmology, and history (Best, 1897; Grey, 
1971; Shortland, 1882). Although these new 
tools allowed Māori history and knowledge to 
be recorded in written form, the resulting (mis)
interpretation, (mis)representation, and distortion 
would build a foundation for the subjugation of 
wāhine, their stories, and those stories that link 
them with the power and significance of atua 
(wāhine) (Mikaere, 2003; Yates-Smith, 1998).

Aroha Yates-Smith describes in her ground-
breaking thesis that the disregard of wāhine and 
demonising of atua wāhine by early ethnographers 
meant that wāhine positions within Māori society 
and cosmology were diminished (Yates-Smith, 
1998). Her findings and the many other contribu-
tions by wāhine authors emphasise the importance 
of (wāhine) Māori being in control of their own 
stories and how they are disseminated. With this in 
mind, it is the intent of this paper to explore the use 
of a woven methodological approach in prioritis-
ing the voices of physically active wāhine Māori. 
Te Kupenga draws together three approaches—
Whakapapa, Mana Wahine theory, and korikori 
tinana—to come to know the ways of being of 
these wāhine and to draw connections to atua 
wāhine. Inherent in this woven methodology 
is the benefit of each unique approach and the 
intersections where they share similarities. Each 
perspective allows the stories of wāhine to be told 
in a way that resonates with what it means to be 
Māori, wāhine, and physically active—in a world 
where it can often be difficult to be any of these. 

This means that the way the research is conducted, 
and consequently presented, reflects what it means 
to be those three things.

Kaupapa—Intersecting methodology
This article explores the kaupapa and tikanga used 
in my PhD research (Heke, 2022). The philosophy 
of the research is positioned at the intersections of 
three methodological positions, with three unique 
perspectives. Although the illustration (see Figure 
1) of a three-cornered kupenga appears fixed, in 
reality it represents a shifting and dynamic space 
where adaptation and flexibility are possible. Just 
like the kupenga, whose design reflects the type of 
kai it intends to collect, this research methodol-
ogy is intentional about collecting, interpreting, 
and storing the mātauranga of wāhine Māori. It 
prioritises wāhine voices, but more importantly it 
prioritises stor(y)ing mātauranga that empowers 
them, their whānau, and their wider communities.

The research design was initially imagined as 
three intersecting lenses, each offering a unique 
perspective of the world and providing a space 
to position yourself as researcher or participant. 
However, intersecting lenses only afford the oppor-
tunity to view the world; the eventual kupenga 
methodology would come to represent an active, 
adaptive, and purposeful mechanism to collect, 
interpret, and store mātauranga.

Regardless of the illustration, not only do the 
three approaches provide their own distinctive 
qualities, but where they overlap and intersect, 
they share space and similarities that guide and 

Figure 1 Te Kupenga o te Kaupapa Methodological Framework 

 

 

FIGURE 1 Te Kupenga methodological framework
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shape the research process. They are similar in the 
way each approach provides a way of interacting 
with the world and understanding your place in 
it. Whakapapa is a framework for understand-
ing the world and the interconnectedness of it 
(Royal, 1998). Mana Wahine defines a position 
at an important intersection of society for Māori 
women (Pihama, 2001). And physical activity is 
a means for navigating or negotiating those posi-
tions. Secondly, each is flexible, dynamic, and in a 
way, is about growth or movement from one place 
to another. Whakapapa describes the layering of 
generations, where the generations can adapt from 
the learnings from previous generations (Marsden 
& Royal, 2003). Mana Wahine is about reclama-
tion, a movement away from a subjugated position 
towards empowerment (Simmonds, as cited in 
Hurihanganui, 2020). Physical activity, as a health 
behaviour, helps to move bodies towards hauora 
(Kokkinos & Myers, 2010). Finally, each provides 
theoretical and practical ways of understanding 
where you come from and opens the potential for 
where you may go. Each approach or philosophy 
also contributes to the practical implementation of 
the research, which will be outlined in a discussion 
of the research methods.

Whakapapa
In a broad sense, whakapapa represents a scientific 
method of enquiry and theoretical framework 
(Royal, 1998). It provides not only the struc-
ture to research design but also the blueprint to 
understanding my place as the researcher and 
that of the participants. Whakapapa is commonly 
referred to as genealogy, but its significance is more 
than tracing lines from ancestors to descendants. 
Whakapapa provides the relational framework 
that organises mātauranga Māori (Marsden & 
Royal, 2003). Essentially, whakapapa displays 
the interconnectedness of all things. Part of the 
intricacies of whakapapa is its ability to explain the 
nature, origin, and relationship of phenomena, but 
also how to locate and display trends, and predict 
future occurrences of phenomena (Royal, 1998).

In a research context, whakapapa is both 
method and methodology. However, it sets itself 
apart from the rigidity of Western approaches to 
research by allowing dynamic and flexible ways 
to view, interpret, and apply knowledge (Royal, 
1998). Whether depicting genealogical frameworks 
of spiritual, spatial, temporal, and biophysical 
information (Roberts, 2012), or describing origins 
and relationships through linear (descent) and lat-
eral (kinship) relationships (Heke, 2017; Roberts 
et al., 2004), whakapapa can help us make sense 

of our world, as Māori, and interpret why we are 
the way we are.

Within this context, whakapapa is the vehicle 
that allows the exploration and realisation of 
mātauranga (wahine) Māori. The flexibility with 
whakapapa means that knowledge is relational 
and reiterative rather than rigid and fixed. The 
ever-changing and rebalancing nature of relation-
ships means that knowledge is not static, but 
adaptable to meet the challenges of current envi-
ronments (Roberts, 2012; Roberts et al., 2004). 
This reiterative, relational, and adaptiveness of 
whakapapa offers an appealing approach to con-
temporary (Māori) research seeking to understand 
and apply mātauranga in contemporary settings.

Mana Wahine theory
As a theoretical and methodological approach, 
Mana Wahine theory is a Māori feminist discourse 
that explicitly explores the intersectionality of 
being Māori and being female. Mana Wahine 
is an expression of Kaupapa Māori that creates 
and uplifts the diverse narratives and experiences 
of Māori women (Johnston & Pihama, 1995; 
Simmonds, 2011). Situating wāhine in relation 
to each other, Mana Wahine is an important cul-
tural concept that has the capacity to uphold 
and reaffirm Māori women’s mana as Māori—
as Indigenous (Smith, 1993). Mana Wahine is 
itself distinctly different from Western feminism 
and, like Kaupapa Māori, includes a decolonising 
component—allowing wāhine Māori to express 
and critically acknowledge their positions within 
society. Kaupapa Māori theory, in part, seeks to 
empower an anticolonial (or decolonised) criti-
cal consciousness (Mahuika, 2008) and facilitate 
the regaining control of Māori lives, culture, and 
research (Bishop, 1994). Mana Wahine extends 
this focus to the wahine position by acknowledg-
ing the extent to which wāhine Māori, and tāne, 
have themselves internalised and ultimately per-
petuated harmful colonial discourses (Johnston & 
Pihama, 1995).

Mana Wahine, as a Māori feminist discourse, 
can be empowering and restorative in nature and 
provides an opportunity to (re)define and (re)
present the diverse experiences of what it means 
to be wāhine Māori, in many contexts (Simmonds, 
2011). In that sense, Mana Wahine underpinned 
and overarched this research. By default, Mana 
Wahine provided a space to position myself as 
a wahine Māori and for those who participated 
in the research to critically engage with our sig-
nificance in contemporary society (Pihama, 2001; 
Simmonds, 2011) and to (re)present a narrative 
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that is empowering. In this research, it definitively 
declared that wāhine are the holders of our own 
mātauranga, and that its transmission and delivery 
into the world should be decided by wāhine.

Physical activity
Finally, in this context physical activity extends 
beyond being a variable of interest or health behav-
iour, and in this research, it represents a shared 
space occupied by wāhine who participated in 
and led the research. Physical activity was what 
set these wāhine apart but also what drew them 
together. In some ways, physical activity is about 
moving about a space and expending or transfer-
ring energy. For this piece of research, physical 
activity provided a means by which to engage with 
each other, moving in ways that facilitated the 
transfer of knowledge and experiences. Physical 
activity was a way of interacting with a range of 
environments and displaying aspects of personality 
or physicality.

As an important health behaviour that affects 
a range of health outcomes (Fogelholm, 2010; 
Kokkinos & Myers, 2010), the ability for wāhine 
to successfully navigate a physically active lifestyle, 
in modern life, is seen as an expression of mana. 
In earlier Māori life, physical activity was neces-
sary to a range of everyday activities (Marsden & 
Royal, 2003); therefore, it not only contributed 
to wellbeing but was also integral to the con-
tinuation of whakapapa (Durie, 1999, 2004b). In 
contemporary society and indeed in this research, 
it facilitates relationships, it displays our strengths 
and weaknesses, it is a language that is spoken 
through movement, and it is a way to express our 
whakapapa to each other and to atua.

Interface
The intersections of this research methodology 
allow a unique perspective often described as 
interface research. These unique intersecting 
spaces, synthesised from the blending of distinct 
approaches, can be both challenging and empow-
ering. They can offer advantages not always 
available to other perspectives, but also hold the 
responsibility of ensuring each knowledge system 
or perspective holds its integrity (Durie, 2004a, 
2004b). In that position of standing and leaning 
between multiple worlds and multiple realities 
is the unique opportunity to take the learnings 
afforded from that balancing act to inform the 
way theory is practised, and the way narratives 
are presented.

The interface approach, like Te Kupenga, 
illustrates the creative potential of Indigenous 

knowledge to be applied in parallel with other 
knowledge systems. Such an approach allows 
access into both systems to use the insights and 
methods of one to enhance the other, or to decide 
which to include and which to discard. One of 
the benefits of such an approach to this type of 
interface research is that it reflects the position of 
many contemporary Māori, like other Indigenous 
peoples in first world countries, who live at that 
interface. The integration, and more importantly, 
the synthesis of approaches offer the potential to 
be innovative and creative in advancing Māori 
aspirations (Durie, 2004a). This was the intent of 
Te Kupenga, through which the integration and 
synthesis of perspectives, theoretical approaches, 
and methods provided a new way of understand-
ing, implementing, and applying research.

Tikanga—Concepts to methods
The conceptualisation of this methodology evolved 
from intersecting lenses to intersecting threads. 
These threads weave together philosophies and 
practices that take what is needed or useful from 
each and filters out what is not. Inherent in the 
structure of these intersecting threads of the 
kupenga is the ability to be dynamic, adaptable, 
and discerning. The convenience of discarding 
or disregarding certain aspects of an approach 
or method mirrors what tūpuna would also have 
done. They too would have to adapt their knowl-
edge and its application upon encountering new 
challenges in changing environments. They would 
have discarded practices that served them well in 
previous environments while adapting or creating 
new ways of doing things, based on their current 
resources, environments, and aspirations for their 
new home (Marsden & Royal, 2003).

Te Kupenga illustrates dynamic adaptability, 
resourcefulness, and flexibility. Each kupenga is 
designed and constructed depending on the type 
of kai that it aims to collect. The gaps in the weave 
determine what stays in and what is washed away 
(Pendergrast, 2003; Puketapu-Hetet, 1999). In this 
way, Te Kupenga is an ideal representation of a 
contemporary Indigenous methodology. It incor-
porates the ancient knowledge and practice of 
whakapapa, the structural scaffold that stores and 
transmits knowledge. It weaves in a contemporary 
critical approach to research that (re)prioritises 
the knowledges and positions of wāhine. And it 
considers how each of those approaches can be 
demonstrated through the movement of bodies—
through physical activity.

Te Kupenga and all the threads that bring 
shape to the methodology of this research were 
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designed to explore a range of distinct but inter-
woven areas. Whether identifying the traits of 
contemporary wāhine with active lifestyles, (re)
interpreting the stories of cosmological tūpuna 
wahine or expressing their shared whakapapa 
of both, the philosophy also translated into the 
research practice. The research methods employed 
are informed by both Māori and Euro-Western 
approaches—kanohi ki te kanohi, mobile meth-
ods, reflexive thematic analysis, and poetry, just to 
name a few. Each was adapted and used as a way 
to facilitate a Mana Wahine telling of whakapapa 
through physical activity. A few of the methods 
are outlined below.

Data collection
Korikori Kōrero is a novel mobile method of 
inquiry (Heke, 2023). It translates as movement 
discourse or physical activity conversations, and 
it simply brings an active component to a research 
interview. Instead of a conventional semi-struc-
tured sit-down interview, participants were offered 
the opportunity to choose an activity and an envi-
ronment to share with the researcher. They would 
be either observed or joined in their activity and 
then share kōrero during or after the activity. 
The activities and environments were diverse. As 
the researcher, I joined dance fitness classes, went 
stand-up paddle boarding, walked up maunga, 
went swimming, and observed sports trainings 
and CrossFit, among many other activities. Each 
activity required the use of flexible and adaptable 
research practices, but each produced a set of valu-
able stories (or data) that incorporated aspects of 
the person, physical activity, and place.

Like other mobile methods, such as walk-
ing interviews (Clark & Emmel, 2010) or hīkoi 
(Simmonds, as cited in Hurihanganui, 2020), 
Korikori Kōrero offers an additional dynamic 
through which to observe, participate in, and 
interpret aspects of the research participants. By 
bringing the researcher into an activity-based rela-
tionship with the research participant, the power 
dynamic can be evened out (Trell & Van Hoven, 
2010); participants are able to display aspects 
of their personality and physicality unlikely to 
be observed in a conventional interview (Butler 
& Derrett, 2014); and the researcher occupied a 
shared space—allowing a richer experience of the 
research relationship (Heke, 2023).

The application of pūrākau was also relevant 
in both the stories shared by wāhine and the (re)
interpretation of those about atua wāhine (or the 
feminine representations of the natural environ-
ment). Lee (2009) describes pūrākau as a way 

of including a decolonising process in the (re)
telling of narratives. Pūrākau, like the methodol-
ogy described here, are dynamic, subjective, and 
adaptable for contemporary times. They provide 
a platform for the (re)telling of well-known or 
lesser known stories that depart from popular 
translations, and instead of diminishing, they can 
reaffirm the power and position of wāhine (Te 
Awekotuku, 2007).

Pūrākau in this research provided a unique way 
of contextualising knowledge transmission. They 
provided new ways of understanding our experi-
ences of communication, research, and cultural 
identity. Acknowledged in pūrākau, also a meth-
odology of its own, is the ability to contextualise 
knowledge within certain physical, societal, or 
familial environments, which grounds mātauranga 
and connects it to both the storyteller and the 
audience (Lee, 2009). In this way, the stories or 
experiences that wāhine shared—through physical 
activity, conversations, and [natural] environ-
ments—were grounded in the movements, the 
words, and the places that were exchanged. 
Pūrākau describes the stories told by wāhine, and 
the (re)interpretations of atua wāhine and the 
reflective journaling by the researcher. On each 
occasion, the position of the “storyteller” and the 
position of the audience are integral aspects of the 
message conveyed and received.

Data analysis
The data analysis process was derived from reflex-
ive thematic analysis (RTA) (Braun & Clarke, 
2019, 2020) but was adapted to align with the 
hierarchical learning process associated with a 
Māori health framework (Heke, 2014). RTA is 
an analytic approach that identifies “patterns of 
meaning across a qualitative dataset” (Braun et 
al., 2016, p. 1). The set of tools it employs helps 
to make sense of data and involves rigorous data 
familiarisation, coding, theme development, and 
revision. This translated to a repetitive physical 
engagement with the data—(re)listening to audio, 
(re)watching video, margin notes, post-it labelling, 
mind mapping, (re)organising draft categories, and 
conferring on metaphorical categories (themes).

The nature of RTA allowed a degree of flex-
ibility (Braun & Clarke, 2019) to enable alignment 
with a Māori worldview and aspects of the Atua 
Matua Māori Health Framework (AMMHF) 
(Heke, 2014). AMMHF is based on whakapapa, 
which is the structural scaffolding that arranges, 
stores, and transmits Māori knowledge, and 
describes genealogy (Roberts, 2012). In AMMHF, 
whakapapa provides a way to conceptualise the 
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connection between the natural environment and 
human health. It does so by connecting the knowl-
edge associated with natural environments with 
applied, physical activity-based learning (Heke, 
2019). My own experience applying this system of 
learning through a personal journey of reconnect-
ing with Māori culture and participating in a range 
of outdoor activities would eventually lead me to 
see the potential it held for acquiring knowledge of 
the natural environment, along with the process of 
making sense of “data”. Therefore, the conceptual 
tools of RTA were employed just as tools, while 
the concepts of mātauranga (Māori knowledge 
systems), whakapapa (knowledge scaffolding), 
huahuatau, and whakatinanatanga (practical 
application) informed and underpinned their use 
(see Figure 2).

Mātauranga—Exploration and familiarisation
The familiarisation of data included the gathering 
of mātauranga from the data but was also informed 
by mātauranga—traditional Māori knowledge 
and emerging contemporary ideas. The famil-
iarisation with interview data—reading transcripts 
and excerpts from the reflective journal, listening 
back to interview recordings, and watching or (re)

viewing visual recordings—allowed the reconcili-
ation and reconceptualization of the experiences 
to the subsequent data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 
Braun et al., 2016). Because the interview process 
included an active component, it was useful and 
critical to reflect on the experience as a part of 
the interview data analysis. Mātauranga/famil-
iarisation is concerned with the way knowledge 
or information is viewed, understood, and made 
sense of. Mātauranga can encompass both the 
process of coming to know and the knowledge 
itself (Mead, 2016; Mercier, 2018).

Whakapapa—Framing and coding
The framing and coding phase is about creating 
a scaffold upon which the subsequent themes are 
developed. Whakapapa is that framework where 
mātauranga is contained, and in this case is the 
basis of the development of huahuatau (to come) 
(Braun et al., 2016; Roberts, 2012). Although it 
is possible to use a software programme to assist 
in this process, I decided to manually identify 
and extract codes from the data. The manual 
and repetitive nature of this process (mentioned 
earlier) reinforced the familiarisation with the 
data—through the continuous shifting, changing, 

Figure 1 Whakaāria - Adapted Reflexive Thematic Analysis 

 

 

FIGURE 2 Whakaāria—Adapted reflexive thematic analysis
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and rearranging of codes and potential quotes 
from transcripts to notes, to categories, to mind 
maps and so on. The process was time-consuming 
and repetitive but being physically engaged with 
the data allowed for more in depth understanding 
and insight.

Huahuatau—Categorising and generating 
themes
Huahuatau are a powerful way of broadening 
the meaning of data, rather than narrowing it. 
They allow a way to view the mātauranga within 
the data that is creative and encourages critical 
thought (Martel et al., 2021; Rameka, 2015). 
Although the previous process of coding could feel 
uncomfortable—in the way it seemed to reduce the 
richness of the data—the generating of themes in 
the form of huahuatau was a way of reconstitut-
ing the richness. Developing metaphors in place of 
themes allowed the findings to align with a Māori 
worldview, where multiple meanings are possible. 
The evolution of codes into themes was facilitated 
by the previous repetitive and tactile coding pro-
cess. The intention was to analyse inductively, led 
by the data, and deductively, with understand-
ings of whakapapa and mātauranga helping to 
uncover connections. In this case it meant that my 
experiences, the literature that I was informed by, 
and the unfolding data would all contribute to the 
development of the subsequent huahuatau.

Whakatinanatanga—Understanding and 
writing up
The final phase, whakatinanatanga, was about 
bringing about the realisation of the data. This 
involved weaving and contextualising data to 
existing findings and literature. Whakatinanatanga 
means to put into action, manifest or implement 
(Moorfield, n.d.). In this context, the process 
involves writing up the findings and bringing them 
back together as a whole after several stages of 
breaking them down and reconstituting them 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Writing up the findings 
included (re)structuring the conventional format 
of a thesis. This included a series of findings chap-
ters, Ngā Hua(huatau), that included not only the 
voices of participants but also my own voice, as 
someone actively engaged in each aspect of the 
data.

Whakatinanatanga also represents the cul-
mination of the research journey, where the key 
messages are embodied. Whakatinanatanga is 
the physical expression or interpretation of the 
mātauranga, whakapapa, and huahuatau, and it 
represents action and the medium through which 

potential is realised (Heke, 2019). The whakati-
nanatanga or closing chapter of the thesis brought 
the research to a close by gathering all that it 
developed with the intention of representing a way 
forward—summarising the journey of the research 
and proposing potential avenues for continued 
applications.

Whakamāori—Discussing relevance
This methodology was designed to help answer 
research questions about the attributes of physi-
cally active Māori women and their connection to 
atua wāhine. Through the philosophical perspec-
tives and research practices, it sought to bring 
wāhine voices to the fore. The intention was to 
celebrate the success of wāhine who were physi-
cally active by articulating it as an expression of 
their whakapapa to atua.

The expression of wāhine ways of being came 
through the development and contextualisation 
of metaphorical categories (huahuatau)—shaped 
by a series of research methods derived from both 
Māori and Euro-Western perspectives. Huahuatau 
have a unique ability to uncover understandings of 
ways of being as Māori that reflect the way Māori 
indeed view themselves or would like themselves to 
be viewed. And in this research huahuatau became 
demonstrations of how wāhine moved about 
their activities but also how they moved about 
their lives. They described wāhine as agile and 
able to move between spaces and roles—through 
Rakanga Waewae. They connected wāhine to the 
natural environment and displayed the reflec-
tions between them—Ko au te taiao, ko te taiao 
ko au. They illustrated wāhine as conduits for 
knowledge transmission—Ngā taonga tuku iho. 
They described the resourcefulness and creativity 
of wāhine—Ahuwhenua. And they acknowledged 
the latent and active potential within wāhine 
that was likened to a nurtured seed—Poipoia te 
kākano, kia puawai. The five huahuatau now exist 
as demonstrations of wāhine ways of being that 
depart from the deficit or reductional terms often 
previously used.

The korikori and kōrero of wāhine contrib-
uted to the development of descriptions about 
their ways of being that would eventually trans-
late to expressions of mana wahine—expressions 
of the power and positions of atua wahine. 
Mana Wahine theory would then provide a lens 
from which to view and then display the new-
found or (re)interpreted understandings of atua 
wāhine. Through it was a space to describe and 
translate the roles and responsibilities of atua 
wāhine—with consideration of pūrākau but also 



TE KUPENGA 153

MAI JOURNAL VOLUME 12, ISSUE 2, 2023

of contemporary applications. This process—
termed aro atua—involved immersive reading, 
poetry, and contemporary (re)interpretations. The 
understanding of significant roles and responsibili-
ties of atua can be fundamental to wāhine identity 
because they provide templates for that identity to 
unfold, and a way to reclaim our own significance 
within society. Through this process of coming to 
know wāhine, coming to know atua wāhine, and 
coming to know more of myself, there came the 
opportunity to empower and celebrate the stories 
of wāhine. Providing a platform to celebrate the 
significance of atua wāhine also provided a plat-
form to celebrate our own (Forster, 2019; Mikaere, 
2003).

In order to “know” about something or some-
one, Mere Roberts suggests that it is essential to 
know its whakapapa (Roberts, 2012). This is 
relevant to elements of the environment (atua) 
but equally for us as wāhine Māori, whānau, 
hapū, and iwi as we (re)position ourselves within 
a contemporary society. The use of a woven meth-
odology, using physical activity as a platform, 
provides some initial steps in tracing a collec-
tive whakapapa, to those atua wāhine who are 
the origin of our mana and our many ways of 
being. The challenge is always about having the 
agility to navigate those lines of whakapapa that 
were once hidden, erased, or redrawn to manipu-
late the stories we hear about ourselves and our 
histories. Taking a kupenga approach to such a 
journey enabled a critical lens, one that prior-
itised wāhine voices. It allowed for dynamic and 
flexible approaches to research, both method and 
methodology. And it used a shared language, of 
physical activity, to describe and display our ways 
of being in a more mana-enhancing way.

The research methods employed and the meth-
odological framework developed offer a range of 
opportunities to engage critically. Korikori kōrero 
enables a researcher to engage with a research 
participant with a more levelled power dynamic 
while also engaging in an activity that highlights 
personality and physicality traits not always 
apparent in a conventional interview. This levelled 
and privileged position requires the researcher 
to observe in a purposeful and active manner, 
meaning they are an active observer as well as an 
active participant in the research relationship. The 
benefit of including a physical, environmental, and 
relational perspective—through the korikori and 
kōrero—is that it offers an embodied experience 
beyond that of conventional methods.

Using an adapted data analysis framework—
derived from RTA and concepts of mātauranga, 

whakapapa, huahuatau, and whakatinana-
tanga—gave a unique but translatable method to 
gather meaning from data. Its tools have wide-
ranging contemporary use, and their concepts 
are rooted in mātauranga Māori. Their interface 
relates the exploration or familiarisation of data 
to mātauranga and the framing or coding from 
a relational perspective—through whakapapa. It 
expands creative and critical thought by categoris-
ing data into the development of metaphors with 
broad and relative meanings (huahuatau). And 
finally, they are embodied and put into practice 
through an application and realisation resonant 
with the community they were derived from 
(whakatinanatanga).

Inherent in the design, implementation, and 
presentation is an acknowledgement that wāhine 
are inextricably connected to the power and sig-
nificance of atua wāhine. The way we are designed, 
as wāhine Māori, is etched in our whakapapa from 
atua. The way we are is a reflection of how atua are 
(Heke, 2014; Mead, 2016; Wilson, 2021; Yates-
Smith, 2003). And the way we are (re)presented 
through generations and to next generations 
can indeed influence the way we see ourselves. 
Therefore, it remains vital for wāhine to be in 
charge of telling our own stories (Pihama, 2001; 
Simmonds, 2011; Te Awe Awe-Bevan, 2009).

Te Kupenga, the underpinning methodo-
logical approach to gathering mātauranga 
wahine, also illustrates a mechanism for stor(y)
ing that mātauranga. The three corner triangles 
of the kupenga—each representing a separate 
approach—intersect with each other to create a 
new central triangle: Aronui (see Figure 3). Where 
this central triangle once held the potential for 
mātauranga, as a net for gathering, it now holds 
stor(i)es and displays that mātauranga. It displays 
the significance of wāhine as carriers of (extra)
ordinary knowledges and capacities. It illustrates 
how those capacities are passed to us and through 
us—through whakapapa from tūpuna and atua. 
It displays these things in that central triangle, 
Aronui—the pursuit of knowledge and the kete 
that holds it. It also displays it in the overall shape 
of the large downward-pointing triangle, being te 
whare tangata.

Our ability to traverse challenging terrain and 
stand in multiples worlds—Rakanga Waewae—is 
in a sense part of our physiological and metaphysi-
cal make-up. Our whare tangata is a place that 
connects the world of potential and its ultimate 
realisation. It is where the creation of new life 
is determined, and it connects us to our ancient 
feminine ancestors via generations and generations 
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of tūpuna. It encompasses whakapapa—both the 
genetic connections to tūpuna and the structures 
that store and eventually transport mātauranga 
and new life into the world. It is the site of active 
power and creativity. It is the place where wāhine 
(and their whānau) are connected to the past, pre-
sent, and future (Mikaere, 2003; Murphy, 2013; 
Simmonds, 2009). In this way, te whare tangata 
is connected to each of the huahuatau developed 
through this research. It grounds and directs us 
through whenua to care for te taiao—Ko au te 
taiao and Ahuwhenua. It is an essential instrument 
of Ngā taonga tuku iho. It is positioned between 
realms and allows us to position and navigate 
ourselves in multiple realms—Rakanga Waewae. 
And finally, it is where latent potentiality is first 
nurtured. It is the site where new life is realised—
Poipoia te kākano kia puāwai.

Whakatinanatanga—Conclusion
The methods, methodologies, and philosophies 
came together to form intersecting lenses that 
provided a view of the world, each unique but with 
shared qualities. Those intersecting philosophies 
represent a worldview that sits at the interface. 
The interface of ancient knowledges arranged 
and transmitted through oral histories, natural 
environments, and living beings. The interface 
of what it means to be Māori and what it means 
to be a wahine, in a contemporary time built on 
systems that did not value either sufficiently. These 

spaces that intersect to bring unique and merging 
perspectives allow a way to view the world that 
acknowledges past, present, and future. By taking 
the learnings that were passed on from tūpuna, 
adapting them to our own contemporary need, 
and ultimately providing a way forward for our 
own descendants, we are enacting and perpetuat-
ing whakapapa, mana wahine, and in the context 
of this kaupapa, physical activity.

In the context of this research, whakapapa 
provides a vehicle for understanding connection. 
Connection between an individual and their activ-
ity; connection from environment to ancestor; 
and even the connection between researcher and 
participant. This connection is not lineal or static. 
The use of whakapapa and its many iterations 
broadens its potential and the potential of this 
research. What also broadens the potential of this 
research is its aspiration to give voice to mana 
wāhine. The contributions from wāhine—partici-
pants, advisors, mentors, or academic sources—is 
immeasurable and inspiring. The purpose of Mana 
Wahine theory, in this research, is to acknowl-
edge and whakamana the many voices of wāhine. 
Mātauranga wahine is mātauranga that can 
empower and enlighten wāhine, but also wider 
Māori. It is hoped that this research, through 
intersecting lenses, interwoven strands, and the 
interface of knowledge systems, can empower 
and enlighten wāhine, and their whānau, hapū, 
and iwi.

 

Figure 1 Te Kupenga o te Kaupapa - Mātauranga Wahine Stor(i)ed 

 
FIGURE 3 Te Kupenga—Mātauranga wahine stor(i)ed
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Glossary
ahuwhenua to be industrious, busy, 

conscientious, assiduous, 
active, diligent, energetic

aro atua giving attention to atua

aronui finely woven cloak—with 
tāniko borders on three sides, 
with the widest border at 
the bottom; one of the three 
baskets of knowledge—
this basket relates to 
knowledge acquired through 
careful observation of the 
environment

atua deities

atua wāhine feminine deities

hapū subtribe

hauora wellbeing, health

hīkoi step, stride, march, walk

huahuatau metaphors

iwi tribe

kai food

kanohi ki te kanohi face to face

karanga to call, call out, shout, 
summon

kaupapa philosophy

Kaupapa Māori the theoretical approach to 
doing research for Māori, 
by Māori, and informed by 
tikanga Māori

kete basket

Ko au te taiao, ko te 
taiao ko au

I am the environment, and the 
environment is me

kōrero conversations

korikori to move; movement

korikori tinana physical activity

kupenga net, fishing net

mana prestige, status, authority, 
influence, integrity; honour, 
respect

mātauranga knowledge, tradition, 
epistemology

mātauranga Māori Māori ways of knowing, 
knowledge systems

mātauranga wahine Māori women’s knowledges

maunga mountains

ngā taonga tuku iho the treasures passed down 
from ancestors

Poipoia te kākano, 
kia puawai

Nurture the seed, and it will 
blossom

pūrākau culturally bound storying

rakanga waewae skilful footwork

raranga weave; weaving

taiao world, Earth, natural world, 
environment, nature, country

tāne man, men

tikanga research practices, methods or 
protocols

tūpuna ancestors

wahine woman

wāhine women

waiata sing, song, chant

whakamana to give authority to, give effect 
to, give prestige to, confirm, 
enable, authorise, legitimise, 
empower, validate, enact, 
grant

whakapapa genealogy, ancestry, familial 
relationships

whakatinanatanga put into action, manifest or 
implement

whānau family, extended family

whare tangata house of humanity, womb

whenua land; placenta, afterbirth
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