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New Zealand and the Mau in Samoa

REASSESSING THE CAUSES OF A COLONIAL
PROTEST MOVEMENT
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IN THE HISTORY of Samoa in the twentieth century, two events dominate:
the Mau protest and the early granting of independence — the first in the
Pacific — in 1962. Of the two, the first is by far the more dramatic and has
received more historiographical attention. The Mau protest is widely regarded
by people with the slightest knowledge of Samoan history to be a nationalist
movement of justifiable protest, occasioned by the insensitivity if not
oppression of a colonial power. Indeed, popular perceptions of the character
of New Zealand’s role as a colonial authority in the Pacific are defined by
beliefs about the Mau episode. It overshadows any credit which New Zealand
might have claimed for leading the way in decolonization and for showing
confidence in small island territories as potential sovereign states. However,
neither as a reflection on New Zealand’s colonial policy nor for its duration is
the Mau of the significance with which it has been credited. Its importance
was considerably inflated by contemporary propaganda, which has continued
to influence the judgement of historians, and neither its long-term impact nor
its direct achievements amounted to very much.

The Mau formally began in 1927 after some preliminary grumbling
extending back intermittently to 1919. The only bellicose confrontation took
place on 28 December 1929, when one New Zealand policeman and several
Samoans, including the high-ranking chief, Tupua Tamasese Lealofi, were
killed. In March 1930 the leaders surrendered, and agreed to call off the
protest. Sporadic activity continued for the next few years, becoming
progressively less important. The election of the Labour party to power in New
Zealand in 1935 was accompanied by rhetoric about a new deal for Samoa, but
no substantive changes of policy or procedure took place. However, Mau
chiefs did replace non-Mau chiefs in government positions in Samoa, and
inactive repressive legislation, passed only to deal with the Mau in the first
place, was repealed. The Mau, in short, presented a serious problem to the
administration for only about three years in a 47-year period of government,
and while it made many functions of government inoperable for those three
years, neither life nor property were threatened; nor was the New Zealand
régime in Samoa ever threatened with collapse, let alone ejection.

Nevertheless, the Mau is important in Samoan history for reasons which
have so far been quite overlooked. Notwithstanding the fact that the
movement did not have a rational justification, nor even perhaps a clear
understanding of its objective (variously stated as being self-government or
independence), it did succeed in transcending the long-standing divisiveness
of traditional Samoan political behaviour.
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Throughout the period of its contact with Europeans, attempts to stabilize
Samoan politics had foundered on the same shoal: that Samoan politics was a
never-resolved contest between a victorious party and a vanquished one. As
in Westminster electoral politics, there was always a strong party (the malo),
which enjoyed status and power, and a weak party (the vaivai), which was
humiliated, powerless and resentful. The membership of both groups was
fluid, and the vaivai conspired constantly to overthrow the malo, to become,
in their turn, the malo. All attempts to establish unitary, stable governments
between 1866 and 1899 had come to grief in civil war as the weak party
sought to overthrow the strong.! Fluid though the political groupings were, the
major titles of rank were affiliated with one or other of two sets of orator titles
called Tumua and Pule respectively. The orators were the real power in
Samoa: they were the ones who negotiated, exhorted, and made deals; it was
they, rather than the holders of the titles of rank, who possessed the intimate
knowledge of history and genealogy which allowed them to manipulate
claims for titles and who could arrange alliances. Fundamentally, it was the
unwillingness of the orator-chiefs to surrender their powers which made the
nineteenth-century experiments in government unworkable.

Likewise, the orator groups of Tumua and Pule were the main obstacles to
the consolidation of power by the German colonial regime between 1900 and
1914. Governor Wilhelm Solf recognized that the modernization of Samoa
depended on breaking the power of Tumua and Pule, and similarly, Tumua or
Pule were behind each of the Samoan attempts to throw off German power.?
The power of Tumua and Pule was, however, only suppressed, not broken, by
the German regime. Until it could be broken, or sublimated in a form of
democratic party politics, the modernization of Samoan politics could never
happen. Leaving aside for the moment the question of whether New Zealand
could have broken or did break the power of the orator groups, the
achievement of the Mau was to transcend them. Under foreign government
almost all chiefs, whether orators or not, became vaivai insofar as they were
made subordinate. Hence, whatever else it failed to achieve, the Mau drew
them all together, so that when, after the Second World War, New Zealand
placed decolonization on the political agenda, the continuing rivalry of Tumua
and Pule was not there to hijack the process or undermine the viability of
post-independence government.

Most attempts to explain the origin of the Mau overlook the implications
of the malo-vaivai division, and the rivalries of the orator-chiefs of Tumua
and Pule. These traditional political categories, however, made protest
movements (whether violent uprisings or more muted opposition) against any
government virtually inevitable. Samoans did not need to be misgoverned in
order to rise in protest; it was only necessary that there be a government, and
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