
Wahine Rangatira: 
MAORI WOMEN OF RANK AND THEIR ROLE IN THE 

WOMEN'S KOTAHITANGA MOVEMENT OF THE 1890s1 

IN THIS year of the centenary of women ' s suffrage in New Zealand, books 
celebrating the event have been emerging in increasing numbers. Most of them 
have striven to do justice to the tangata whenua women of Aotearoa as well as 
to colonists. Great attention has been paid to the Māori women suffragists so far 
identified, Meri Te Tai Mangakāhia and her supporter, Akenehi Tomoana. In 
1893 at Te Waipatu, Hawke's Bay, they stood up in the lower house of the 
Kotahitanga parliament and asked for Maori women to have the right to be 
included among the electors of the members of that parliament. Further, they 
asked that Māori women be eligible to stand as candidates, an aspiration beyond 
the demands of many of their Pākehā contemporaries.2 

So far, New Zealand historians have paused there. Few attempts have been 
made to examine the Māori women ' s movement of the 1890s of which Meri 
Mangakāhia and Akenehi Tomoana were only the most visible manifestations. ' 
Yet they were representatives of a powerful group of Maori women who werfe 
striving to create a structured women 's contribution to what they saw as the 
men 's work of creating a kotahitanga or union of the tribes of Aotearoa and Te 
Waipounamu (New Zealand's North and South Islands) in a common political 
organization. They shared the men 's aspirations of dealing effectively with the 
problems of Maori faced by Pākehā colonial dominance. Their efforts were a 
response to what they saw as the men ' s continuing failure. 

The apparent invisibility of Māori women 's organizations in the 1890s is 
easily explained. Few Māori academics have studied women 's activities, and 
Maori language skills among Pākehā academics have been relatively rare. Māori 
language is essential for this topic. At this period political activity in Maori 

1 The author gratefully acknowledges the assistance of Dr Claudia Orange in the preparation of 
a first draft of this paper. 

2 Paremata Maori. Waipatu 1893. Ripoata a te Komiti, 18 Mei 1893; Charlotte Macdonald, 
'Meri Mangakahia', in Charlotte Macdonald, Merimeri Penfold and Bridget Williams, eds. The Book 
of New Zealand Women. Wellington, 1991, pp.413-5; Angela Ballara, 'Mangakahia, Meri Te Tai 
1868-1920', in The Suffragists, Wellington, 1993, pp.92-95; and 'Meri Te Tai Mangakahia' in The 
Dictionary of New Zealand Biography (DNZB), Vol.11. Wellington, 1993, p.309; Sandra Coney. 
Standing in the Sunshine, 1993 (in preparation). 

3 Sandra Coney, in Standing in the Sunshine, and Anne Else, in Women Together, both works in 
course of publication at the time of writing, have been among those who have written on or sought 
contributions on this subject. 
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society was almost completely separate from European society in both locality 
and language. Maori communities were mainly rural, or located in separate 
neighbourhoods from those of Pākehā in small towns and provincial centres. 
Pākehā noticed Maori only occasionally when some hui or other Maori event 
caused a local ripple in population, transport and catering. There were occasions 
when major cross-cultural events altered this pattern, such as the public banquet 
given for Nireaha Tamaki at Pahiatua by Wairarapa businessmen,4 or Tamahau 
Mahupuku 's picnic for the European population at Pigeon Bush.5 Marriages or 
funerals of important Maori were often attended not only by politicians and 
officials but by most of the local Pākehā population. Europeans and Maori met 
at sports grounds, above all at the races. But these social activities were 
exceptions. Maori functioned publicly almost exclusively in their own language, 
and their political activities were often reported fully only in their own Maori-
language newspapers. European reporters tended to concentrate on the 'quaint ' 
and 'wasteful ' manifestations of Maori custom, and almost always missed the 
point of the events they attended. Other than Maori-language newspaper 
accounts, Māori sources for women 's activities in the period are few. Collections 
of papers did exist, but in many cases have never been deposited in institutions, 
or, regarded as tapu, were burnt or buried when the Māori political activist died.'' 
This paper, an effort to make a beginning towards examining the origins and 
progress of the movement, is based, apart from the records of Kotahitanga itself, 
almost exclusively on Maori-language newspapers. 

There are elements of similarity and disparity between the Māori and Pākehā 
women 's movements of the 1890s. Moral reform of society and tcmperance were 
among the catalysts of the Pākehā movement; many women who worked for 
women 's rights moved there from an involvement in voluntary and charitable 
work, and from membership in the Women ' s Christian Temperance Union. 
Among the Pākehā suffragists of the late nineteenth century, there were few who 
challenged the existing pattern of male domination in society and in the family; 
many suffragists, male and female, justified the extension of the vote to women 
with the argument that far from removing women from their 'proper ' sphere, 
home and family, the franchise would allow the special womanly qualities 
developed and utilized in the home to bear on politics, leading to their purifica-
tion and to increased political attention to the social needs of women and 
children.7 

Concern for the havoc caused by alcohol abuse was also evident amongst 
Māori,8 including the women of the komiti wāhine of the Kotahitanga move-

4 Te Puke ki Hikurangi, 15 April 1899, p.6. 
5 Wairarapa Daily Times, 20, 21 January 1896. 
6 This was the case with the Mangakāhia papers. 
7 Racwyn Dalziel, 'The Colonial Helpmeet; W o m e n ' s Role and the Vote in Nineteenth-Century 

New Zealand' , The New Zealand Journal of History, 1 1, 2 (1977), pp. I 12-23. Discussed also hy 
Dorothy Page in The Suffragists, pp. 16-18. 

8 Usually after 1900. marae committees sometimes published letters in such papers as Te Puke 
ki Hikurangi, pledging the signatories to abstain from liquor. 
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ment,1' and marae komiti, 011 which women sometimes served, discussed plans 
for the better regulation of the life of the kāinga and marae. But these were not 
their first concerns. The disadvantages suffered by Maori society as a whole 
through its domination by colonial authority and legislation were always more 
important. Their concerns included the ongoing pillage of their property through 
the Native Land Court system and other Native Land legislation, the inability of 
the Maori community to prevent the sale, mortgage and leasing of its lands by 
individuals, the cost of surveys and court fees, the disruption of life by land 
courts, support for the efforts of Te Kotahitanga to redress these evils, and 
concern with the failure of the men to find any remedies through that movement. 
Rather than temperance and moral reform, the first concerns of Māori women 
were to find solutions to the material and political problems confronting their 
people. At a hui at Te Hauke in 1895 the women debated the following issues: 
that the Native Land Court should be abolished, that land sales should end, that 
surveying of Maori land should cease, that Māori who persisted in leasing and 
mortgaging the lands of the people and making use of the Native Land Court 
should be fined by the Kotahitanga parliament, and that all should sign the 
Kotahitanga deeds and pay £1 per annum for the support of the Kotahitanga 
parliament and its works. Temperance and moral reform were not mentioned."1 

The more political stance of Māori women, when compared to Pākehā women 
of the same period, derived from the disadvantages suffered by their people as 
a whole. It also derived from a culturally different attitude to women in Māori 
society. The pattern of uninterrupted male domination in the Pākehā nineteenth-
century world was quite dissimilar from the status of women in Maori society, 
both before and after contact with Europeans, and in the later nineteenth century. 
Leading Maori women moved into the political arena from a different platform. 

The prevalent stereotype that women in 'stone age' cultures were totally 
subservient to men, valued as breeding stock and for their labour, has, like most 
stereotypes, a sufficient degree of truth with regard to at least some Maori women 
in the contact period, before or later, to account for its application to Māori 
culture. There were slave women, free women of low rank, and even some of 
high rank, who were sometimes regarded and treated in this way. The trader 
J.S.Polack twice met a young woman in the Bay of Islands in the 1830s. The first 
time she was in an advanced state of pregnancy. The second time she had given 
birth, but the child was dead. She told Polack she had killed it by the process 
known as romi, roromi or romiromi, compressing the nasal passages till the 
infant died of suffocation. In horror at this evidence of infanticide, Polack asked 
her, 'How if your mother had done the same to yourself? ' . Her reply was: '1 
should have been pleased at it; I should not have been the poor miserable Thing 
I have been, to be knocked about by a Master or Husband. ' Polack thought that 

9 For example, the women ' s committee of Heretaunga adopted a resolution that women should 
stop drinking spirits. Huia Tangata Kotalii, 25 August 1894, p.3. 

10 ibid.. 12, 26 January 1895. 
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this woman was not a slave but a member of the ' middling class'.11 This type of 
incident was recorded frequently in missionary records. 

In the contact period, when alliances with Pākehā were highly valued for their 
trading benefits, chiefs sometimes forced their women into relationships. The 
missionary William Colenso remonstrated with the chief Tuahu of Waimārama 
for 'selling' his daughter to a whaler at Rangaiika, near Cape Kidnappers.12 

Physical force was probably unnecessary; it was a time-honoured chiefly 
prerogative, exercised by both men and women of high rank, to make choices of 
marriage alliances, permanent or temporary, for their daughters. It is hardly 
necessary to document this statement; even a cursory glance through Ngā 
Mōteatea would reveal numbers of waiata composed by women whose marriage 
choices were so constrained. Division of labour was also as strongly gender-
determined among Māori women of any rank as amongst their Pākehā contem-
poraries, and remained so throughout the period being discussed. 'Women ' s 
work ' was a concept little challenged, even by the leaders of the women's 
movement . " Ceremonial roles were perhaps even more determined by gender, 
save that in certain districts such as the East Coast and Hawke 's Bay/Wairarapa, 
women of high status and ability occasionally spoke on the marae.14 The 
apposition of the concepts tapu and noa, and the complexities of their relations 
to gender, have been discussed by others.15 

While most Māori women, like their European counterparts, were restricted 
in their choices of occupation and frequently treated as chattels, this was not true 
of all Māori women. Māori society embraced a world view determined by 
whakapapa; people reckoned their kinship to each other, including their seniority 
or inferiority, by descent from former common ancestors. Descent from bilateral 
senior lines conferred senior status which was, by definition, not confined to 
males. In a society which recognized the pre-eminent rank and status of some 
women, all women could not be regarded as inferior to all men. 

In the contact period, women of pre-eminent rank such as Tāmairangi of Ngāti 
Ira and Ngāti Kuia, Hinematioro of Ngāti Porou, Waitohi and Topeora of Ngāti 
Toa and Ngāti Raukawa, Turikatuku of Ngā Puhi, and Ngākahuwhero of Te 
Rārawa personified mana over land and people in their communities and descent 

11 Joel Polack 's evidence given on 6 April 1838. 'Report from the Sclect Committee of the House 
of Lords appointed to inquire into the Present State of the Jslands of New Zealand, 8 August 1838'. 
British Parliamentary Papers, IUP, Vol. NZ I: 84-5. 

12 3 March 1845. William Colenso, Journals 1841-54. (Hocken Library MSS Vol.64), Vol.1, 
AlexanderTurnbul l Library (ATU), Wellington. 

13 Akenehi Tomoana once said that because the men had failed, the women should try to seek 
solutions for the Maori people; she went on 'He aha koa ko te mahi me te tikanga kia rite i a tatou?' 
(What does it matter what the work and the custom proper to us is?) Hitia Tangata Kotahi, 12 January 
1895. p.2. 

14 For example, Niniwa-i-te-rangi of Kehemane and Pāpāwai, Wairarapa. often spoke on 
ceremonial occasions in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. See Te Puke ki Hikurangi, 
21 June 1898, 15, 29 May 1905, 29 February 1912. 

15 E.g., by F. Allan Hanson in 'Female Pollution in Polynesia? ' , Journal of the Polynesian Society, 
9 1 . 3 (1982), pp.335-82. 
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groups.16 They were 'wāhinerangat ira ' , women of chiefly rank and power; some 
were ariki, the apex or contemporary focus of several senior lines of descent, in 
which resided spiritual forces of awesome potential. These women took part in 
debates, made decisions binding on all their people, male and female, possessed 
mana and were tapu.17 These properties were not confined to males. Tāmairangi 
and Hinematioro were carried from village to village in litters by teams of men; 
there is oral evidence that human sacrifice was part of the tribute owed to 
Hinematioro; she was occasionally presented with the flesh of infants.11* While 
people of other cultures or times might recoil from such behaviour, it is evidence 
of the extreme lengths to which her community would go to protect her and pay 
her the deference they felt she was owed. 

Women who were as powerful and respected as these were to be found in 
Maori society throughout the nineteenth century. Claudia Orange has pointed 
out that at least five women of rank signed the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840, and 
other women protested that there had not been more women 's involvement in the 
Treaty negotiations.19 In the 1840s and later, in Heretaunga, Hawke 's Bay, 
Hineipaketia was the 'person of highest rank' and the 'Queen, as they term her. 
she being the Principal person of the whole District'. Her lines of descent from 
Kahungunu and Te Whatuiāpiti made her senior to her husband, PQhara, and to 
her cousin Te Hāpuku, both of whom were regarded as two of the five highest 
ranking chiefs of central Hawke's Bay. Hōri NianiaTe Aroatua, himself of very 
high rank, was 'puffed up because he is the "brother" [cousin] of Hineipaketia 
(the person of greatest rank in the whole District)'.20 In 1850 Te Hāpuku had to 
get her permission to sell the Waipukurau block.21 From 1854 into the 1870s 
Hineipaketia pursued a course of land selling, exercising her mana over land and 
people as though they were her personal property.22 This was an abuse of power 
developed in a transition period in which introduced concepts caused confusion 
among chiefs, allowing them to confound their unilateral right to 'tuku whenua ' 
(make gifts of land usually limited to temporary use rights) with the power to 
alienate it permanently without consulting their descent groups. But it demon-
strates the kind of power some Maori women could exercise. 

The Māori women's political movement associated with Kotahitanga devel-
oped from the ranks of powerful women like these. While its rank and file 
included women of more ordinary status, its leaders were women of rank in their 

16 For biographical sketches of these women, see DNZB, Vol. I, Wellington. 1990. 
17 Judith Binney has described the avoidance behaviour proper to relations with Pinepine Te Rika, 

the tapu wife of Rua Kenana. Judith Binney, Gillian Chaplin and Craig Wallace, Mihaia. The Prophet 
Rua Kenana and his commmunity at Maungapohatu, Wellington, 1979, p.58. 

18 The East Coast informants who gave this information wish to remain anonymous. 
19 Claudia Orange, The Treaty of Waitangi, Wellington, 1987, p.90. Orange has identified other 

possible women signatories, personal communication. 
20 Colenso Journals, 13 June 1849, 30 April, 28 May, 20 November 1850. 
21 Diaries and Notes 1848-50; Journal entry for 16 December 1850, Donald McLean Diaries, 

Draft Letters and Maori Notes 1844-67, ATU. 
22 'Hineipaketia ' , the author 's essay in DNZB, Vol. 1, pp. 190-1. 
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own right and often in that of their husbands as well. Their husbands were often 
either members of the Council of Paramount Chiefs (Te Rūnanga Ariki or Te 
Whare o Runga) or the leaders of the Kotahitanga government which operated 
as the executive of the lower house, the RQnanga Nui or general assembly (Te 
Whare o Raro). 

In H a w k e ' s Bay these leaders included2 1 (besides Akenehi Tomoana , wife of 
the host at Waipatu — a member of one of the highest ranking families in 
Heretaunga — Hēnare Tomoana) , Wikitoria Te Ua (Uamairangi), wife of 
Taranaki Te Ua, Hēnare T o m o a n a ' s nephew; Pukepuke Tangiora, a woman of 
Ngāti Te Mihiroa, of very high rank herself,24 and the wife of the prominent Ngāti 
Kahungunu leader, Mohi Te Atahikoia.2 5 T w o other leaders, Ema and Horiana 
Tiakitai, were women of the family of Tiakitai and Te Teira Tiakitai of 
Waimārama. Before his death in 1847, Tiakitai was reckoned one of the five 
highest ranking principal chiefs of H a w k e ' s Bay.26 In Wairarapa the leading 
women were Niniwa-i-te-rangi, chieftainess of Ngāti Hinewaka and a cousin of 
Hikawera and Tamahau Mahupuku, her mother Ani Kanara, and two of the three 
wives of Tamahau Mahupuku, Ārete (or Hārete) Mahupuku, and Raukura 
Tamahau , a woman of very high rank in her own right.27 The chairperson of the 
Komiti Wāhine o Tāmairangi , named for the Tāmairangi discussed above, was 
Wikitoria Te Maari , a member of the family of Piripi Te Maari, chief of 
Rfikaiwhakairi and other Wairarapa hapū, who was leading the fight against the 
C r o w n ' s acquisition of the Wairarapa lakes.28 In Taupō the president of the 
w o m e n ' s commit tee, called Waiheketua, was Takarea Te Heuheu, and the 
members included Te Rerehau Te Heuheu and Rangiamohia Te Herekiekie 
besides many other women of rank.29 

These were only some of the 'wāhine rangatira ' leading the movement . Many 
of them accompanied their husbands to the immense hui held in the late 1880s 
in Te Tiriti o Waitangi . the house purpose-built at the Bay of Islands under the 
leadership of Heta Te Haara. These were preliminary sessions leading up to the 
formal setting up of the Māori parliament in April 1892, and its first session at 
Te Waipatu, Hawke ' s Bay in June of the same year. 

These women were politicized by these immense hui, by the drama and 
symbol ism associated with them. At Te Waipatu on 14 June 1892 there were 
close to a thousand men and women, not counting children, present on the marae 

23 Names taken from the hui at Te Hauke in January 1895, Huia Tangata Kotahi, 12,26 January 
1895. 
24 Information from Charles Mohi of Hastings. 
25 Mohi Te Atahikoia, Whakapapa Book, copy in private possession, by permission of Ema 

Lemuels and Patrick Parsons. 
26 Colenso Journals, entry for 8 January 1845. 
27 Information from Miriama Morris of Pāpāwai, quoted in the Wairarapa Times Age, 26 August 

1963, f rom the collected papers of Keith Raymond Cairns. 
28 Te Puke ki Hikurangi, 26 April 1898, p.5. See also 'Te Maari-o-te-rangi ' , DNZB, Vol. I. pp.467-
8. 

29 Te Puke ki Hikurangi, 21 February 1899, p.7. Rangiamohia 's genealogies in the senior ariki 
tapairu line o fNga t i TOwharetoaare recorded by her son, John Te Herekiekie Grace in Tuwharetoa, 
Wellington, 1992 reprint, pp.539-42. 
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when the official party of Hawke's Bay and Wairarapa chiefs approached, 
preceded by Te Keepa Te Rangihiwinui (Major Kemp) 's band playing the 
national anthem; they carried the flag of the Treaty of Waitangi, the book or Deed 
of union which the chiefs had signed in the house, The Treaty of Waitangi, and 
the Bible. The chiefs processed to the flagpole and ceremonially raised the flag. 
Prayers were offered and Hcnare Tomoana, ex-MHR and future Legislative 
Councillor, as chairman of the marae committee and the official host, made a 
speech of welcome. He announced the purposes of the hui: the unification of the 
Maori people, and a debate on the Treaty of Waitangi and Section 71 of the 1852 
constitution. The Kotahitanga leaders hoped to draw from these sources the 
authority for Māori people to govern themselves through their own institutions. 

Through public speeches such as these, Māori women were made aware of the 
aims of Te Kotahitanga and the issues that confronted their people. There is no 
evidence that Maori women were permitted to attend the debates in the meeting 
house; it seems from internal evidence in the minutes that they were excluded. 
But these sessions were only part of prolonged mass hui. The atmosphere of these 
meetings, the intense debates carried on after the sessions were officially closed, 
the interaction among far-flung groups of Maori, all engaged at home in similar 
struggles with their land and other problems against the same colonial system, 
contributed to the political awareness of the women. 

During the 1893 session of the Kotahitanga parliament the women present set 
up their own informal committee. Little is recorded about it save the events in the 
parliamentary session of 18 May 1893. In the morning the Speaker, Hēnare 
Tomoana at this time, announced that Meri Mangakahia 's motion would be read, 
requesting that women have the right to vote. R. Aperahama suggested that she 
be brought into the house to explain her motion. H.K.Taiaroa supported the 
motion saying that many women owned land, but that the men had all the power 
to create laws. The women had also collected money for the Kotahitanga 
movement, therefore they should be given the right to vote." 

In the afternoon Meri Mangakahia spoke to her motion. Her speech indicated 
that one of the principal concerns of the women was that the men had on 
numerous occasions appealed to the Queen over the problems affecting the 
Maori people and their land with little result. She drew attention to the potential 
of an appeal by Maori women to Queen Victoria, possible if women were 
numbered among the Kotahitanga members, since the Queen was also a woman. 
Her speech confirmed that the other main concern of Maori women was control 
over their own property.12 

The position of Maori women with regard to the ownership of property was in 
great contrast to that of their Pākehā contemporaries. In Maori society before and 
after contact, use-rights over land and resources were 'owned ' or held by women 
as individuals as well as by men, subject only to the overriding right of the tribal 

30 Paremala MaorioNiu Tireni, Olaki 1892. NohangaTuatahi | Firs! Silting1.1 Tu Ki Te Waipatu, 
14Hune 1892. pp. 1-2. 
31 Paremala Maori - Waipatu, 1X93, Taite, 18 Mei 1893, 10 a.m.. p.62. 
32 ibitl. 2 p.m., pp.62-63. 
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community and the mana (authority) of chief over the land and people. Inherit-
ance was bilateral; eel weirs, rat runs, bird and berry trees, cultivations and other 
forms of property could be handed down from either parent to specific children, 
male or female. Gifts of land and resources were often made by parents to their 
daughters on their marriage. These lands remained the property of the women, 
not their husbands, and they could hand them on to some or all of their children. 
Residence was often on the wife ' s lands, rather than the husband's, for at least 
part of their married life. Although the husband, or the extended families of both 
husband and wife, might assist the owner to work on and collect the resources 
of that property, it remained hers, and decisions regarding it were hers to make.33 

The position of Māori women with regard to property was preserved into the 
colonial and land court eras. Hamiora Mangakāhia 's mother, Riria Pōnau (or 
Pōau), for example, was the chief woman of rank at Whangapoua, on the 
Coromandel peninsula, with control over timber lands there. In the 1830s it was 
she who, together with her cousin Te Ngarahu, let the kauri-cutting contracts in 
the area.34 Many other examples could be given. Women in significant numbers 
signed early deeds of purchase between Crown and Māori. On the first page of 
signatures to the Waipukurau deed, for example, in a total of 142 names, there 
are 30 which are identifiably female. The number of female signatories may be 
much higher, as many Māori names cannot be classified by gender.35 The second 
page of signatures to the Ahuriri deed has 39 signatures of women, not including 
female children, out of a total of 142.36 

. The control and ownership of property by women was recognized in the Land 
Court era after 1865. Women often gave evidence, sometimes conducted cases 
for others including male claimants, were often grantees under the ten-owner 
system as established by the Native Land Act 1865, and when, under the 1873 
Native Land Act, the names of all owners of blocks were recorded on the back 
of the certificates of title, theirs were included. No distinctions were made on the 
basis of gender. 

But other sections of the complex land laws threatened women's position; 
customary Māori tenure with regard to women was progressively undermined. 
Unsuccessful attempts had been made by Europeans to gain control of the lands 
of their Māori wives by challenging clause 22 of the Native Lands Act 1869." 
This clause concerned conveyances of property by married Māori women, 
allowing them to be as valid and effectual as if signed by a feme sole.™ But in the 

33 This section is condensed from the author 's Ph.D thesis, 'The Origins of Ngāti Kahungunu' , 
Victoria University. 1991. pp.303-6, 348-53. 

34 Māori Land Court Minute Books, Reel 71B. Coromandel Book 1. pp.217, 221,223, 261,263. 
Micro Collection 6, ATU. 

35 H. Hanson Turton. Maori Deeds of Land Purchases in the North Island of New Zealand. Vol.11, 
p.484. 

36 ibid., p.489. 
37 By William Alexander Cannon, forexample , with regard to his wife ' s share in four Hawke 's 

Bay blocks; he laid unsuccessful complaints before the Hawke ' s Bay Native Lands Alienation 
Commission in 1873. Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives. 1873, G-7, pp. 14-
15. 
38 NZ Statutes 1869, pp. 92-93. 
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Native Land Act 1873, clause 86, it was provided that husbands should be party 
to all deeds which the law required to be acknowledged before Commissioners 
executed by married women.3 9This clause was still in force in 1876. That year 
Samuel Williams wrote to Sir Donald McLean complaining that the successive 
Native Lands Acts threatened great injustice because of this clause: 

W e all of us know that according to Nat ive usage and custom a Nat ive w o m a n can 
deal with her land without re ference to her husband and Native w o m e n w h o have 
had their lands brought under these acts have in very many instances dealt with 
them without their husbands signing the deed they not consider ing that their 
husbands had any voice in the mat ter and the husbands consider ing that they had 
no right to interfere (.] 

These marr ied w o m e n are now being told that according to Engl ish law they cannot 
deal with their own lands without their husbands being parties to the deed. In regard 
moreove r to past t ransact ions v igorous ef for t s are now being made by certain 
individuals to induce them to repudiate contracts which they have entered into in 
that way and to make fresh a r rangements with other persons . . . . 

Williams then related two anecdotes to illustrate his point: a woman separated 
for many years from her husband found that he was being used as a tool to force 
her to accept a lower rental for her land; another woman was prevented by her 
relatives from marrying as she was a grantee in a valuable block — they wished 
to retain control of it within the family.40 There is little to suggest that he would 
have done anything about it, but in any case McLean died later the same year, and 
the clause remained unaltered on the statute books until 1881. 

That year Māori women's rights were further undermined. Māori women, 
validly married according to Māori customs and usages,41 were made subject to 
'the law of New Zealand' with regard to 'hereditaments ' or the ways in which 
they might leave their property.42 Since the Married Women ' s Property Act43 was 
still three years away, this could have been a disaster. But the following year the 
mistake was realized, perhaps, and clause 4 of the Native Lands Amendment 
Act, 1882, included the following 'erase the words " . . . shall then be guided by 
the law of New Zealand," and substitute, in lieu thereof, "shall decide according 
to the law of New Zealand as nearly as it can be reconciled with Native 
custom'".4 4 ' Native custom' , of couse, permitted Māori women to deal with their 
own land. 

This was the status quo regarding Māori women ' s property rights in 1893 
when Meri Mangakahia made her plea to the Kotahitanga parliament. The 

39 NZ Statutes 1873, p.252. 
40 Samuel Williams to Sir Donald McLean, 4 July 1876, Williams Family Papers, Acc.75-1. Box 

I :D00251 15.4.75, Folder 2, ATU. 
41 The marriages of Maori were specifically excluded from the operation of the Marriage Act. 

1880, unless they chose to be registered under that Act. 
42 NZ Statutes 1881. p. 113, clause 3 of the Native Succession Act 1881. 
43 Maori women were not specifically excluded from the operation of that Act. 
44 NZ Statutes 1882, p. 181. 
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women 's concern was touched off by the (fiercely debated) movement within the 
Kotahitanga ranks to bring all remaining Maori land under the control of the 
Kotahitanga government.45 The women feared that their independence with 
regard to property was again to be threatened, this time by the Māori rather than 
the colonial parliament. Meri told the House: 

1.There are m a n y N e w Zealand (Maori] w o m e n whose husbands have died and 
w h o own Crown granted land or land which is not held under European title 
Lpapatupu land which had not passed through the Native Land Court |. 

2 .There are many N e w Zealand w o m e n whose parents have died, w h o have no 
brothers , and w h o have Crown granted or papatupu land. 

3 .There are many competent , marr ied New Zealand w o m e n whose husbands do not 
know how to deal with their land. 

4 .There are many w o m e n whose parents are aged, and w h o are competent women 
o w n i n g Crown granted and papatupu land.46 

There was no debate on Meri 's motion in 1893. Akenehi Tomoana supported 
it, but suggested that the matter be put aside until 'kia riro rawa me te Honore i 
nga tane katahi ano ka pai te korero i tenei motini. ' Translated literally, this 
means 'in order that the men may finally (completely) take (obtain) the Honour, 
then indeed it will be proper to debate this motion'.47 It is difficult to understand 
what Akenehi had in mind when she said these words; did she mean that Maori 
women 's suffrage should be discussed after the men had achieved their goal of 
creating a union and achieving mana motuhake?4li Other interpretations are 
possible. Hēnare Tomoana, her husband, was a leader of the more conservative 
faction within Te Kotahitanga; Akenehi may have been responding to his wishes 
to postpone debate on this issue while the various factions attempted to resolve 
their differences over the limits of Maori self-determination. 

The issue of women ' s suffrage and representation was taken up again in the 
1894 session of the Kotahitanga parliament at Pākirikiri, Tūranga (Gisborne). At 
this session the women did not obtain all they wished, but a bill was passed 
authorizing them to set up their own committees.41 ' A great (lowering of women's 
committees took place at this time, radiating outwards from Te Waipatu to 
Wairarapa, the West Coast, Taupō and the Bay of Plenty, in most of the areas that 
the Kotahitanga movement was enthusiastically accepted.511 From this time, 

45 On 9 May 1893 Tamahau Mahupuku registered his dislike of the portion of the bill which 
proposed to bring Maori land under the control of the Kotahitanga parliament; this began a serious 
split in the Kotahitanga ranks which was still evident in 1898 and 1899 during the debates over 
Seddon's Native Land Boards Bill, eventually passed in 1900 as the Native Lands Settlement and 
Administration Act. 
46 Paremata Maori - Waipatu, 1893, p.63. Translated by the author. 
47 ibid. 
48 Separate authority or self-determination. 
49 Te Puke ki Hikurangi, 21 December 1897, p. 1. col.2. 
50 No evidence has been found for women's committees in the Ngā Puhi or Ngfii Tahu areas. 
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Kotahitanga reports indicate that the views of women were more frequently 
canvassed, and their signatures were sought for petitions to parliament.51 Some 
of these committees were set up as the women's division of the Kotahitanga 
movement.52 Others were local marae committees of women under the authority 
of Te Kotahitanga.51 Only one comprehensive report of the proceedings of these 
committees has been found, but the form of the brief reports sent to the papers 
and the titles of the executive officers suggest that their sittings were on the 
Westminster parliamentary and committee models, with a speaker, motions and 
bills voted on and passed. The speeches recorded at the conference at Te Hauke 
show that Maori women retained to some extent the set speech patterns used by 
the males — mihi to living and dead, followed by the main matter of the 
discourse. If the speeches at Te Hauke are complete rather than summarized, they 
got down to business rather faster than their male counterparts, with less 
rhetorical flourishing.54 Internal evidence in the Kotahitanga minutes for 1895 
suggests that women held their own sessions during the Kotahitanga hui. the men 
sometimes going so far as to vacate the house for them. On 26 March 1895, five 
women 's committees met. They included the Komiti Wāhine o Hinepare (Ngāti 
Kahungunu), the Komiti Wāhine o Whakaotiranga, the Komiti Wāhine o 
Hinemoa, the Komiti Wāhine o Whakaue , and the Komiti Wāhine o 
Rongomaipāpa; the last four were tribally divided comittees of Te Arawa. They 
met to unify their procedures and aims.55 

In her eulogy to Tamahau Mahupuku, published in Te Puke ki Hikurangi after 
his death, Niniwa-i-te-rangi described the setting up of a women ' s committee in 
Wairarapa in 1894. It was atypical, the initiative in this case coming from the 
men. Tamahau was planning to make Pāpāwai the setting for Kotahitanga 
sessions (an ambition he achieved both in 1897 and in 1898). In 1894 the people 
of Pāpāwai celebrated Christmas at Taupapanui marae, a place near Maungārake. 
Tamahau and other elders, making use of the authority granted at Pākirikiri, set 
up a Komiti Wāhine for Wairarapa called Hinehauone (or Hinehauore); it was 
to be a 'branch' (peka) of Kotahitanga, but took the form of a women 's marae 
committee. The specific task of this committee was laid down: it was to prepare 
to welcome the Treaty of Waitangi (the Kotahitanga parliament) to Pāpāwai in 
1897. Wircmu Whatakorari was deputed to take the request of the women for a 
Kotahitanga session at Pāpāwai to the Taupō sitting of Kotahitanga in 1896; he 
did so, and the Pāpāwai site was agreed to. Tamahau then asked the women to 
take responsibility for the arrangements at the Pāpāwai marae; the men would 

51 E.g. Huia Tangata Kotahi, 18 August 1894, p.3. 
52 For example, the Women ' s Committee of Ngāti Pikiahu, called Mahinerangi, also described 

as the women ' s committee for the West Coast, was set up 'i raro i te mana o Te Kotahitanga o te iwi 
Maori o Aotearoa me Te Waipounamu. me te mana hoki o Te Tiriti o Waitangi." Te Puke ki 
Hikurangi, 28 November 1897. There was a Komiti Wāhine of Heretaunga, also known as Te 
WhakataukTa Hinepare, and a Komiti Wāhine of Rotorua. Huia Tangata Kotahi, 11,25 August 1894. 
The Taupō and Wairarapa groups have been mentioned above. 

53 Huia Tangata Kotahi, I I August 1894, p.4. 
54 ibid., 12. 26 January 1895. 
55 Atf«f>rioMHr/V<'Hi,NohangaTuawha[Fourth Sitting) i tuki Rotorua, 7 Maehe 1895, 

p. 16 (26 March 1895). 
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provide the meeting house and formal venues; the women were in charge of 
providing sufficient accommodation. Niniwa recorded that the women began 
their tasks in September 1896, and the accommodation houses were fully 
completed by March 1897; the opening day of the hui was to be 14 April. She 
herself was sent by Tamahau as a Pāpāwai ambassador to the West Coast (North 
Island), to invite the Women ' s Committees there to attend the session.56 

At the 1897 session of Te Kotahitanga the women finally achieved one of their 
other aims. The matter of women 's suffrage had been raised at Tokaanu in 1896; 
the Taupō women ' s committee had submitted a bill on the subject. It was raised 
again at Pāpāwai, and finally passed.57 They did not, it seems, ever achieve their 
other aim, of women standing freely as candidates on the same footing with men. 
However, there are references in the minutes of the 1898 session at Pāpāwai to 
'mema wāhine' (women members), and both Niniwa-i-te-rangi and Meri Te Tai 
Mangakāhia took small parts in the formal discussions that year.5* 

The level of debate among Maori women of this period, as reflected in their 
letters to Te Puke Ki Hikurangi and other papers, was intellectually and 
politically sophisticated. This was hardly surprising. The various Maori news-
papers of the period, even the less political, more Anglican versions such as Te 
Plplwharauroa and, later, Te Kōpara, provided contemporary Māori of both 
sexes with a forum for vigorous intellectual debate. The Maori speech forms 
used retained the rhythms of oral debate but demonstrated the language's 
versatility as a vehicle of written communication. Allusions to ancestor stories, 
proverbs and genealogy give a unique quality to the women 's debates (as well 
as to the men 's ) on the political realities of the time, but did not obscure the 
participants' familiarity with contemporary issues.59 Women did not confine 
themselves to letters. The strong tradition of women' s composition of waiata was 
carried over into the political arena. Meri Te Tai Mangakahia 's letter and waiata 
celebrating the appearance of a new Māori newspaper in 1898, Te Tiupiri, was 
featured on a whole page: 

Tangi te riroriro tuarua rawa mai , 
T īk ina mai t i rohia tēnei anō au, 
Te kohi atu nei i te kōkōuri ; 

56 Te Puke ki Hikurangi. 16 July 1904, pp. 1-5. 
57 ibid., 21 December 1897, p. 1, col.2. No minutes have been found from the Taupō session; Huia 

Tangata Kotahi had ceased publication early in 1895, and this information is from the first issue of 
Te Puke ki Hikurangi in late 1897. 
58 Te Puke ki Hikurangi. 21 June 1898, report of the proceedings of the Kotahitanga session on 

10 June 1898: Niniwamade a speech of welcome and Meri Mangakāhia asked a question in question-
time. 
59 See for example, the two-column letter of Hera, chairperson of the Rūnanga Kuia o te Kura-

a-Mahaki, in Te Puke ki Hikurangi, 15 March 1899, p.3. It compares the details of three versions of 
Seddon's draft bill on Maori Land Boards then being debated amongst Māori, including a Kingite 
version and one each from the radical and conservative factions within Kotahitanga; it concludes that 
the conservative version would win because it was favoured by the government. This is done in a 
context of allegorical allusion to the relations between ancestors; the three versions of the bill are 
discussed as though they were race horses. 
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Nā runga ana mai, te puna o te aroha, 
Tēnei tō tohu, ka mau ki te rangi, 
Miria mai au, te miri Rukutia; 
Hīa mai au, te h i a Tonganui . 
Makatitia iho ki te Tiriti o Wai tangi ; 
Whano mauru ana te aroha i ahau.6 0 

This paper is limited to the activities of Māori women in association with the 
Kotahitanga movement of the 1890s. There is no room here to explore the threads 
of evidence connecting the movement and individuals within it to the strong 
Māori women's movements of the twentieth century. But such threads exist. The 
politically sophisticated and well- organized leadership of the women of the late 
nineteenth century can be regarded as an elite. The twentieth-century move-
ments saw the extension of political activity to a much wider group of women, 
but rank as well as force of character and political acumen were still aspects of 
their leadership. 

A N G E L A B A L L A R A 
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60 Te Tiupiri (The Jubilee), 7 March 1898, p.6. (Macrons added, and word division according to 
contemporary convention.) This was an adaptation of an old waiata, a version of which is published 
in A.T. Ngata, Ngā Mōteatea, Wellington, 1959. Vol. I, pp.218-19, Song 65. Translated freely, 
Mere's version is as follows: 
The grey warbler's song is heard a second lime 
Come and seek me; I am still here 
Bring me up out of the darkness 
High up to the springs of yearning 
This is your sign, bringing me to the heights 
Caress and prepare me, the caress of Rukutia 
Draw me up, a catch like Tonganui 
Thrust downwards to Ihe Treaty of Waitangi 
That my eased compassion may pour out of me. 
Meri uses the language of sexual passion to say that the Treaty of Waitangi is at the core of her being. 
Rukutia was the atua of weaving; Tonganui was the house fished up by Māui. 


