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Nation and Migration
POSTCOLONIAL PERSPECTIVES

IN THE APTLY-TITLED NATIONALISM (1997), a book completed just two 
years before his death, the philosopher and critic Ernest Gellner argued that 
nationalism should be understood as ‘a political principle which maintains 
that similarity of culture is the basic social bond’.1 He went on to suggest that 
‘[w]hatever principles of authority may exist between people depend for their 
legitimacy on the fact that the members of the group concerned are of the same 
culture (or, in nationalist idiom, of the same “nation”)’.2 This article attempts 
to disentangle — and to some extent, prise apart — the idea of ‘the nation’ and 
historical narratives of migration in the context of Aotearoa/New Zealand. It 
takes Gellner’s definition of the nation and addresses the following questions: 
What is the relationship between migration and the nation? More particularly, 
do histories and historical narratives of migration reinforce or undermine 
the nation? The article takes a generally discursive and historiographical 
approach, taking into account how, in New Zealand, the connections between 
migration and nation are further complicated by the rhetoric of biculturalism, 
the intervention of postcolonial perspectives and the existence of transnational 
practicalities.
 The frame of reference adopted in this article is informed by an explicit 
postcolonial historical methodology, by which I mean an approach which 
engages in a critical re-reading of the past from the perspective of the twenty-
first century.3 Perhaps not surprisingly, a postcolonial approach towards history 
prioritizes the project of colonization. This priority should not be read as 
endorsing or condoning the policies, practices and institutions enmeshed in 
the colonial project which have given (and continue to give) colonization local 
meaning and relevance. Rather, postcolonial interventions aim to destabilize, 
deconstruct and even undermine this project. It is worth pointing out here, 
too, that the term ‘postcolonial’ is not intended to mystify the past or to signal 
an end-point to colonization. On the contrary, the use of this term indicates 
awareness of the excesses of colonization and an acknowledgment of its 
enduring legacies. The value of a postcolonial approach to historical scholarship 
is that it offers a conscious political perspective, an attitude which assumes 
that colonization is not a relic of the past or a phenomenon of history, but an 
ongoing and continuing process. With its scepticism of claims to conformity 
and its suspicion of master narratives — fundamental assumptions which reify 
and endorse the idea of the nation — a postcolonial method offers a useful way 
of unpicking the relationship between nation and processes of migration.
 But who — or what — is the nation? In the broadest sense, the term refers to a 
group of individuals usually (but not always) living in a defined and recognized 
geographical place. The term ‘nation’ is also used, as Gellner has noted, either 
by extension or metaphor, to describe any group promoting some common 
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interest or identity. The nation is, as many scholars have argued, largely a 
modernist nineteenth-century Western ideal; a vestige of global expansion 
and empire-building as well as a product of modernity and capitalism at a 
particular stage of historical development.4 The nation may also be seen as a 
discursive construct; a rhetorical artifact translated into actuality usually by 
rites/rights of citizenship, frequently by geography (land/whenua/place) and 
increasingly by legal and constitutional jurisdictions. But perhaps the most 
ubiquitous use of the phrase ‘the nation’ is its employment as an alibi for the 
nation-state. The nation-state can preserve and guarantee the existence of the 
nation, police its distinct identity and provide a territory where those practices 
recognized as typical of the national culture and ethos remain dominant. In 
addition, most nation-states appeal to cultural and historical myths to justify 
their past, present and future existence.5 Nations have, therefore, adopted 
various signs, symbols and motifs to assert their distinctiveness from other 
nations. Such assertions may be found through the forms of language, music, 
literature, folklore, mythology and even religion. Individuals, as members of a 
nation, are thought to exhibit national values and share in the nation when, for 
example, they participate in a collectively acknowledged ‘national pastime’. 
This aligns with Benedict Anderson’s frequently cited reading of the nation as 
an ‘imagined community’: a definition that in large part relies on individuals 
believing themselves to be constituent parts of the whole national ‘body’.6 
Finally, the simplest working definition of the nation comes from historian Eric 
Hobsbawm, who described it as ‘any sufficiently large body of people whose 
members regard themselves as members of a “nation”’.7 While this last reading 
of the nation prioritizes the ways in which people define themselves, it is worth 
remembering that nations are, of course, also defined by other, external factors 
and imperatives. 
 Given the above renditions of the nation — which might seem natural and 
even innate — why should we single out this idea for critique? What are the 
problems with the nation and why does the nation now demand scholarly 
attention? The reply to these questions is that appeals to ‘the nation’ and 
‘national identity’ (and by extension ‘nationalism’) have in recent years been 
found seriously wanting. This concern has been most strongly articulated 
by scholars who see ‘the nation’ and its emphasis on a singular identity as 
politically untenable, practically unenforceable and increasingly out of date.8

 From a postcolonial perspective, the idea of the nation with regard to 
history and history writing is deeply problematic. Postcolonial historians 
argue that the nation-state’s emphasis on homogeneity rather than difference, 
the assumptions around the indivisible nature of power relative to the nation, 
and its relationship with constitutional ‘bounded-ness’ further underwrites the 
dominance of the nation. Postcolonial scholars, from Edward Said through to 
Dipesh Chakrabarty, have argued that the nation is largely a product of colonial 
chauvinism and aspirations towards global expansion.9 In the new critical 
histories which have blossomed in the wake of the ‘imperial turn’, the nation 
has also been increasingly exposed as a falsely homogeneous entity; again this 
is largely due to the nation’s insistence on normative practices and intolerance 
of difference.10 The phrase ‘imperial turn’ — itself a product of postcolonial 
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impulses — has been coined to describe the relatively recent revisionist trend in 
imperial (and particularly British) history. As Antoinette Burton has suggested, 
this change of direction may be succinctly defined as ‘the accelerated attention 
to the impact of histories of imperialism on metropolitan societies in the wake 
of decolonization, pre- and post-1968 racial struggle and feminism in the last 
quarter century’.11 
 In addition, a focus on the nation can make history rather insular and 
inward-looking. Ann Curthoys has written of national histories in Australia: 
‘[they] generally tend to focus on what is distinctive about the history of the 
nation, what seems to hold it together… . There is an implicit assumption, that 
this — the discovery of what makes a nation, a people distinctive — is the task 
of national history, rather than a focus on what is shared with histories and 
societies elsewhere’.12 Marilyn Lake has also noted that the writing of history 
is, and always has been, ‘complicit with, and constrained by, modern nation-
building’.13 Certainly, history writing has tended to endorse and empower the 
nation and nation-state. Scholars in North America have also been grappling 
with these issues. Don Doyle and Marco Pamploma’s recent work locates the 
ideas of nation and nationalism in the Americas in much broader contexts,14 
while Thomas Bender’s scholarship unpicks various longstanding assumptions 
around ideas of American exceptionalism and the idea of the American 
nation.15 
 The nation has not only been exposed as a remnant of nineteenth-century 
colonial ambition, testimony to narratives of progress and exploitations: it is 
also a colonizing tool.16 In New Zealand those who have been adversely affected 
by colonizing processes and those who see history through other interpretive 
and cultural frames may well see the nation as a particular Pākehā construct 
from which they feel excluded or within which they feel marginalized. At best, 
therefore, the nation may be defined as an historical category and a matrix 
through which to view and explain the past; at worst, it is understood as being 
implicit in continuing, rather than addressing, the colonial project. 
 In response to these challenges, postcolonial critiques have recently 
focussed on transnationalism (or the adoption of transnational perspectives) as 
a way of teasing out the inherent problems with the nation. Transnationalism 
signals an approach that has been successively described as blending elements 
of ‘comparative’, ‘international’, ‘world’ and ‘global history’ perspectives. 
While there are important distinctions (and disjunctions) between these 
particular approaches, they are characterized by a common desire: the impulse 
to eschew the nation-state as the principal category of analysis. In particular, 
these approaches seek to question and undermine the ethnocentrism that once 
dominated the writing of history in the West. A transnational approach to 
history therefore tends to focus on the shared ties and common features across, 
above and beyond national boundaries.
 Transnationalism has, in other historiographies, been touted as a way to 
deconstruct the nation and so challenge its status as the central organizing 
device in explaining and making sense of the past. As Catherine Hall has 
argued, ‘A focus on national histories as constructed, rather than given, on 
the imagined community of the nation as created, rather than simply there, on 
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national identities as brought into being through particular discursive work, 
requires trans-national thinking’.17 Recently, scholars such as Sheldon Pollock 
and Dipesh Chakrabarty have considered how individuals can exist as part of 
the centre and periphery at the same time.18 On the other side of the coin, what 
might be called ‘transnational realities’ threaten to weaken the hegemonic 
claim of the nation. This is borne out by the movement of peoples, economic 
and political networks, cultural trafficking and of course, the internet. This 
does not mean that transnationalism is simply ‘globalization in disguise’, for 
it emphasizes the interconnections and links which act horizontally as well 
as vertically. 
 New Zealand historical research and scholarship is becoming more 
transnational, both in direction and emphasis. It is rapidly reconnecting with 
world history in terms of practice, methodology and content. As well as working 
collaboratively with historians elsewhere, historians in this country (and of this 
country) are retracing the connections that have always existed between New 
Zealand and the wider world. This means looking at the international networks, 
within the Commonwealth and the British-speaking world, and recognizing 
New Zealand’s participation in various transnational networks, such as 
missionizing efforts, prohibition, suffrage and the labour movement. To a large 
extent, New Zealand’s geographical isolation has been over-emphasized in the 
past; in particular, our distance from established economic markets and the 
centre of various empires. New Zealand is geographically isolated. It was, after 
all, the last habitable land mass on earth to be colonized by human beings. 
And it is fair to say that isolation was more keenly felt in the nineteenth than 
the twentieth century: air travel, the internet and other new technologies have 
since made the world smaller and, to a certain extent, ‘flatter’, to paraphrase 
Thomas Friedman’s best-selling book of the same name.19 But New Zealanders 
have long participated in transnational ‘webs’ of empire and transnational 
networks.20

 As a genre, ‘transnational history’ assumes a comparative approach, 
principally because it takes a contemporary concept that many people understand 
— the nation — and seeks to address moments in the past that were analogous 
to the present. This is where migration and the nation find a connection. For 
some time, migration histories — whether free or forced migratory processes 
— concentrated on the impact of migration on either the destination or the 
place of origin. By introducing a transnational dimension, however, historians 
can examine the impact and reasons for migration at both the point of departure 
and the place of arrival. Moreover, such studies have usefully addressed a 
range of factors which help explain the previously little-acknowledged reverse 
migratory processes; the return of migrants to their land of origin.21 It is here 
that transnationalism is particularly relevant to critiques of migration. In this 
context, the nation occupies an ambivalent and contested space. The migration 
and movement of peoples across national boundaries and borders challenges 
thestatic nature of those boundaries; by literally permeating them, the movement 
of peoples fracture the nation (as an homogeneous unit). If the nation is regarded 
as a politically and constitutionally recognized entity, then the practical acts of 
migration clearly undercut the nation’s claims to dominance. 
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 Arguably, the field of scholarship where both national and non-national 
frameworks are clearly and explicitly prioritized and highlighted is that of 
migration. Within the domain of this historiography, there are many works 
which centre on New Zealand as a destination; where the movements of peoples 
to New Zealand and their experiences here are the main issues.22 In these texts, 
the main focus is on New Zealand society and culture; the country of origin is 
treated as more or less background or a preface to the main story. In other words, 
the real story begins once the migrants arrive at their destination. According 
to this paradigm, migration and colonization occupy separate spheres and thus 
separate histories. Adopting a transnational approach, however, reveals how 
migration has (in settler societies) been a part of the colonizing process and that 
immigrants have in turn been affected by processes of colonization. As noted 
above, a transnational approach also shifts the emphasis to countries of origin, 
locating the histories of immigrants in other national histories and considers the 
connections between those societies.23 So, Irish migrants are understood both 
in terms of Irish history and New Zealand historical experiences, and so on. 
Transnationalism emphasizes the diasporic elements of migration narratives.
 However, the promise of transnational processes such as migratory 
movements weakening and destabilizing ‘the nation’ founders at a very 
particular juncture: the rights of citizenship embodied in the passport. Radhika 
Viyas Mongia argument for Canada is relevant for New Zealand too: ‘[t]o 
suggest that the passport is a technology that nationalizes bodies along racial 
lines is, therefore, to track the itinerary of a process of subject production 
where both terms, “nation” and “state” are implicated in discourses of race’.24 
The passport is not only a necessary document facilitating movement across 
international borders, it is also used for restricting, monitoring and tracking the 
movement of visitors/aliens within the bounded territory of the nation-state.25 
David Pearson has taken a similar approach in his study of citizenship, where 
he argues that among the histories calcified in the story of the modern passport 
there is a history of difference.26

 In New Zealand, the relationship between migration and the nation is further 
muddied by the rhetoric of biculturalism, alongside claims for alternative 
ways of seeing and understanding the past. In New Zealand there may well 
be many ‘nations’, according to Gellner’s definition; yet despite claims about 
recognizing diversity (‘bicultural or multicultural’) there is still one recognized 
nation-state. Even the Waitangi Tribunal, in its most critical reports, has argued 
this case.27 The Treaty of Waitangi is now widely considered as New Zealand’s 
de facto constitution. It promised a sort of bifurcated vision of the future, 
providing for both parties; although the English language version has been 
‘historically’ dominant, the Māori language version is now being accorded 
legitimacy.28 But in terms of understanding ‘the nation’, the Treaty might be 
seen as a sort of limiting instrument, and a tool of control and submission 
rather than one promising possibilities. Many iwi might rightly consider that 
once Treaty breaches have been dealt with, with recompense and apology 
given to them, the Treaty is a ‘dead letter’ and they can move forward to a 
new free-market future. Biculturalism, too, is a highly seductive term: it 
promises liberation by respecting difference, but in reality it can be a sort of 
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ideological straitjacket. Many criticisms have been levelled at what we might 
term the ‘bicultural project’, not the least its insistence on binary difference, 
contestability and, for some, exclusivity.29 
 The emphasis on biculturalism ‘meaning’ or being defined as the relationship 
between Māori and the Crown has to a large extent obscured the degree to 
which the primary contract that is the Treaty of Waitangi exists between tangata 
whenua and tauiwi, a much more inclusive model. Clearly, modern claims to 
plurality would suggest that ‘the nation’ as a composite, singular and united 
body is a fiction. Similarly, claims for self-determination — articulated since 
the arrival of Pākehā on these shores and accelerated after the signing of the 
Treaty — remind us that sovereignty need not be indivisible. There are other 
ways to conceive of holding and sharing power. At the constitutional level at 
least, the idea of the nation in New Zealand is up for debate. 
 Given this, what are the implications for writing ‘New Zealand’ in migration 
histories? We might say that where the nation is relevant, people operate above 
and below it; for instance, at local and regional levels. Nation is just one of a 
number of associational structures that shape the lives of individuals or are 
shaped by them.30 The nation is not the overriding or dominant factor, but 
ought to be understood alongside class, gender, race, community, iwi, family, 
ethnicities and so on. All of these, it ought to be noted, operate across as well 
as against the nation. The challenge for historians in particular is that the nation 
can be easily rhetorically mobilized; it can be readily co-opted for political, 
jingoistic and patriotic purposes. 
 Yet despite (or perhaps, in spite of) academic scepticism of the kind outlined 
above, the nation has a surprising durability, both in terms of public discourse 
and institutional practice. Antoinette Burton has pointed to this inconsistency 
and paradox; that is, the inadequacy but indispensability of the nation.31 Burton 
rightly argues that irrespective of academic and scholarly critiques of the idea 
of the nation, obituaries for the nation are quite premature.32 It is fair to say that, 
across the former ‘British world’, claims shoring up the nation’s durability and 
relevance have multiplied in response to recent postcolonial critiques. While 
we may wish to jettison the nation, in an intellectual sense at least, its existence 
has been woven into the fabric of our society and thoroughly contaminated our 
way of seeing the world. We are, it would seem, still the products of our past. 
 For historians, too, the desire to entirely abandon the nation or escape its 
clutches is riddled with ambivalence.33 As a number of scholars have recently 
shown, the nation has been a central metaphor in the writing of New Zealand 
for well over a century. The work of Chris Hilliard, Fiona Hamilton, Miranda 
Johnson and Jacob Pollock, in particular, has shown how the past has been 
shaped to accommodate and reinforce a collective national identity and one 
where Pākehā might be seen as the instruments of change in the search for 
establishing New Zealand as a nation.34 The nation is (and remains) a central 
and useful organizing device, a default way of thinking about how we order 
and understand the past. A national focus in our historical narratives can also 
be convenient. It guarantees a wide readership in terms of audience and aligns 
with trends in public history writing in particular, which often take national 
themes as their mainstay; for example, in heritage conservation, war history 
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and cultural tourism. Efforts to escape from the framework of the nation as a 
way of understanding New Zealand history are thus fraught with paradox.35 
 For all New Zealanders — Māori and Pākehā, tangata whenua and tauiwi — 
the past is not a foreign country; it is with us still. The engine-room of our shared 
history, when it was formed and how it was shaped, is the nineteenth century; so 
in this context, colonization is a major narrative. This is a fundamental premise 
of a postcolonial approach to history. Postcolonial perspectives on the nation 
have the potential to confuse and unsettle the relationship between the nation 
and migration. However, as noted here too, there is something of a begrudging 
acceptance among postcolonial scholars that however much we might wish to 
completely eliminate the nation from our frames of historical reference, it is 
embedded in realities and thus survives. It is all very well for scholars of Indian 
history to argue for the death of the imperial nation, but in New Zealand, has 
‘our’ Raj come to an end?  
 The resilience of the nation validates the need for its ongoing interrogation. 
Moreover, perhaps the point is not to replace one explanatory framework with 
another — ‘out’ with the nation and ‘in’ with transnationalism — but to accept 
that the end-point is the process, where vigilance, rigorous examination and 
constant questioning of the centrality of the nation ought to be the goal, but in 
such a way that does not valorise or reify its centrality and thus its status. We 
need to learn to live with ambiguity and accept that juxtaposition is enough. 
This is not to succumb to any sort of postmodern ‘defeatism’, but rather 
to suggest that we accept the need for ongoing inquiry. Finally, we need to 
refigure the meanings of ‘New Zealand’ historical experiences in this light and 
so participate in transnational and internationalised historical understandings 
where we do not entirely abandon the local or the national.
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