
The Two Worlds of Anne Salmond in 
Postmodern Fancy-Dress 

ANNE SALMOND'S Two Worlds is perhaps the biggest single-handed, one 
volume history book ever to be produced about New Zealand and, judging from 
the acclaim and attention it has commanded, it is believed to be the most 
prestigious one as well. Though acclaimed because it is beautifully produced and 
readably written, it has not yet been subject to much searching criticism because 
it seems that people are more interested in erecting monuments to the past than 
in an intelligent appraisal of it. The wave of acclaim on which this book has been 
riding is fanned by the fact that Salmond is not only 'politically correct' in wiping 
out, or at least belittling, the fact that the European invaders of New Zealand 
belonged to a non-tribal and selectively highly literate culture, which was more 
complex than that of the native inhabitants, but also fashionable by having 
hitched herself to a new style of writing about the past. Until the middle of this 
ceqtury historians believed that the past was something that lay back there, ready 
made, waiting to be discovered. It was made up of so many facts which historians 
had to unearth and, when unearthed, put together in the right chronological 
order. According to this view, historians either got the facts and that order right, 
or they did not. This naive view has faded away. The past, it is now seen, is a 
construction by observers, either contemporary or modern. Each observer 
abstracts and selects and tells a story from his or her angle and that story is never 
a final story. New experiences, new interests, new cultures force new selections 
and new abstractions and it is now widely recognized that every time a historian 
looks back, he or she sees a different past. The old view, according to which the 
historian is like a seismograph who records what actually happened or merely 
transcribes the past, is canvassed by fewer and fewer historians and of them 
Gertrude Himmelfarb1 in America and Geoffrey Elton2 in England are just about 
the last representatives. Postmodern historians believe that there is not just one 
story and one truth; but countless stories and that their truths cannot be assessed 
in terms of their correspondence to what actually happened, for the simple reason 
that nothing identifiable happened, over and above the stories that are and were 
told.1 However, these postmodern faddists forget that while there is indeed 

1 See her 'Telling it as you like it', Times Literary Supplement, 16 October 1992, pp. 12-15. 
2 See, most recently and unrepentantly.his 'Comment on B.G. Mogilnitsky', in Henry Kozicky, 

ed.. Western and Russian Historiography, New York, 1993, p.79. 
3 See Peter Munz, The Shapes of Time, Middletown, 1977, Chapters 2-3 and Peter Munz, 'The 

Narrative', in M. Bentley, ed., The Writing of History, London, forthcoming. 

60 



THE TWO WORLDS OF ANNE SALMOND 61 

nothing over and above the different stories, there are ways by which one can 
account for the different viewpoints from which these stories are told. 

Salmond has copied this postmodern approach well and uncritically and her 
massive book attempts to tell of the first encounters of Europeans and Maori from 
two different points of view — the European and the Maori point of view — and 
studiously avoids all metahistorical discussion of how these two different views 
are related or why they differ. If a recent issue of the American Anthropologist4 

is anything to go by, such reliance on the finality of uncritical self-representation 
has become American anthropological orthodoxy. One does not have to go back 
to Elton, a traditionalist historian and unregenerate disciple of Ranke if there ever 
was one, who holds that if there are contradictions in the sources, they must be 
resolved, because over and above the stories told, there is the reality of what 
actually happened and that it can be found if the contradictions in the sources are 
resolved.5 There is no need to go back to Elton and Ranke: all one needs to do is 
to realize that the differences in any two or more stories can be explained in terms 
of a metanarrative which goes behind them. 

The information the book contains is not substantially new, and the stories 
told are certainly not revolutionary. The interest of the book lies elsewhere. The 
book is about the diversities of cultures and the irrepressibility and finality of 
these diversities. It therefore has to represent these diversities in a non-evolution-
ary manner because an evolutionary ranking of these diversities would show that 
they are neither final nor irrepressible. The case in favour of such finality of 
diversity is not argued in so many words. Instead Salmond tells a story about the 
past and takes it that the past so represented will speak for itself and make it clear 
that these diversities are irrepressible and final and not related to each other in 
an evolutionary way. In this sense she does seem to revert to the hoariest way of 
writing about the past — that is to the way in which 'the facts' are taken to speak 
for themselves, rather than taken to be represented by somebody in order to make 
a case. Looked at critically, the book betrays an uncertain touch. On one side, it 
is fashionably postmodern because it lets the agents represent themselves; and 
on the other, it presents a non- or counter-evolutionary argument, thus over-
riding implicitly the limitations of the testimony of the people she is professing 
to allow to represent themselves. 

Apart from this basic ambiguity of method, there is something wrong with this 
non-evolutionary mode which takes all diversities as final and irrepressible. The 
fault is in the way in which the facts are presented, not in the facts. Let me start 
with a remark at the very end of the book, in an Appendix on Sources, on p.436. 
Salmond writes that European visits were of 'marginal interest to tribal histori-
ans, since the European protagonists were external to the genealogical networks 
that provide the key principle for ordering tribal historical accounts'. The Maori 
were not good observers. They remained caught in tribal genealogies and that 
was all that the past and the present meant for them. Their interest was neither 

4 Vol. 94, 1992, esp. p.812. 
5 G.R. Elton, 'Two Kinds of History', inR.W. Fogel andG.R. Elton, Which Road to the Past?, 

New Haven, Yale, 1983, p.84. 
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historical nor sociological; but, on Salmond's own testimony, confined to the 
bonding effect the recital of genealogies has on a clan or tribe. Thus they were 
not able to take an interest in the Europeans, who were coming to threaten and 
eventually destroy the indigenous style of life. This is a serious matter, for a 
society in which people are unable to discern and diagnose life-threatening 
events is lacking in something that is essential. In this inability, Maori were 
several steps further back than the Aztecs of Mexico, who did take notice of the 
Spaniards, but initially misinterpreted them as 'white gods', come to provide a 
boon. As subsequent events showed, this Maori lack of interest turned out to be 
less damaging than the Aztec misinterpretation. In any case, given the limited 
purposes of genealogies in their social context and the exclusive preoccupation 
with preserving social bonds of a clan or tribe in an environment which had been 
so far comparatively benign because of scarcity of population, this lack of 
interest is perfectly legitimate and understandable. But it does stand in striking 
contrast to the endless curiosity displayed by the European invaders. Even before 
they set sail, they knew they were about to encounter new things and had brought 
with them naturalists and scientists in order to ensure a good record — even 
though it would be a record from a European point of view — of what they were 
about to find. The Europeans, in other words, were not just interested in 
collecting and cultivating folk-lore to ensure the continuity of their own social 
order; but had their eyes wide open for information other than what happened to 
be socially useful for the stability and survival of their own society. 

And this brings me to the opening sentences of the first chapter on p.24. 
Salmond writes that 'in claiming to have discovered the land, the Dutch over-
reached themselves, for "Zeelandia Nova" had been settled since about 800 A.D. 
when the Netherlands was still a patchwork of marshes interspersed with 
medieval towns.' I will come back to the rhetorical device she employs of putting 
the discoverers down by historical disinformation about the Netherlands. At first 
one must concentrate on the ambiguity of her meaning of the word 'discover'. 
She claims that the Dutch were not the first to have discovered New Zealand. In 
one sense this is true. Polynesians had arrived long before Tasman and had what 
would be more correctly described as 'found' it. But whether 'found' or 
'discovered', there was a difference. First, Europeans discovered the Maori; but 
the Maori did not find Europe, until the English showed it to them. Second, even 
if one speaks of a Polynesian discovery of New Zealand and supposes that the 
earliest navigators found their way back to where they had come from in order 
to bring in women and supplies, this knowledge was lost. We do not know when 
it was lost, but it certainly had been lost long before Tasman's arrival.6The reason 
why one cannot say that they had discovered it is that they had no universal 
schema by which to describe and locate their discovery. The islands they had 
stumbled on were, therefore, literally, found, but not discovered. 

6 K.R. Howe.Where the Waves Fall, Sydney, 1984, p.24. G. Irwin, The Prehistoric Exploration 
and Colonisation of the Pacific, Cambridge, 1992, p. 110, considers the possibility of return voyages 
but doubts whether they could have taken place. Similarly, W. Lewis, We, The Navigators, Canberra, 
1972, pp.305-6. 
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One might imagine that it is a mere quibble whether one calls the Polynesian 
landfalls a 'find' or a 'discovery'. But it is far from a mere quibble when one 
wants to understand the differences in the attitudes of the finders and of the 
discoverers. To the former this was a once-off experience, which did not alter 
their world picture or their understanding of themselves; to the latter it was 
further proof that the earth was round, that its islands or continents were not yet 
all known but soon would be, and it was an exercise in seamanship, astronomy 
and geography because they were able to return to Europe and tell others about 
it. 'To discover' implies that one is able to put one's find on the map. It is true 
that the Polynesian landings were an addition to knowledge; but a very small and 
very locally limited addition. The Tasman sightings filled in lacunae in a vast 
general picture of the world, which had nothing much to do with the strictly local 
cultural conditions in the Netherlands which had prompted Tasman to sail. 
Tasman enlarged the world and did not just add one more chant or ritual dance 
to the self-legitimizing features of his own culture. He transcended it. All the 
same, there is a telling contrast which Salmond not so much as mentions. 
Polynesian sailors were incredibly intrepid because they were prepared to sail 
into the unknown. European sailors were never intrepid. They hugged the 
coastlines and sailed out into the Atlantic only when they thought they 'knew' 
what they were up to. When Columbus' discovery, for example, did not live up 
to his bookish expectations, he refused to believe his eyes.7 Polynesian sailors, 
unhampered by books, were a great deal more enterprising and receptive of 
novelty. Salmond wipes out the differences and impoverishes the past. 

There is another disturbing feature in her discussion of how the Polynesians 
came to find New Zealand. On p.30 she refers to the debate as to whether the 
canoe sagas are mere myth or have a historical nucleus. She says that it is only 
Europeans who are worried about the distinction, which does not 'illuminate 
Maori tribal thought'. She appears to be ill-informed about European work in this 
area. In Europe as well as in the Middle East, there are sagas which have been 
variously seen as myth and as history. But the more research is done, the more 
it turns out that especially the sagas of Homer and of the Old Testament have a 
very real and hard historical kernel and that it would, therefore, in the light of 
these findings, be completely reasonable to understand Maori sagas about the 
early canoes in the same way, that is, as mythologically telescoped memories of 
real historical events, or as F.M. Cornford put it in 1907, as the 'infiguration' of 
history into myth." Here is a clear case where European scholarship about the 
Iliad and the Old Testament is indeed likely to illuminate Maori myths in a way 
which is by no means detrimental to Maori, even though it may be true, as 
Salmond claims, that Maori thought is not illuminated by it. 

These striking imbalances between the 'two worlds' Salmond is so eager to 

7 See e.g. Valerie I.J. Flint, The Imaginative Landscape of Christopher Columbus, Princeton, 
1992; Anthony Grafton, New Worlds, Ancient Texts: The Power of Tradition and the Shock of 
Discovery, Cambridge, Mass., 1992; I.B. Cohen, 'What Columbus "Saw" in 1492', Scientific 
American, 267 (1992), pp.56-62. 

8 F.M. Cornford, Thucydides Mythistoricus, London, 1907; reissued, 1965, p. 131. 
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describe are not only glossed over but obfuscated.This obfuscation is at the heart 
of the matter of her book. It is as if she had taken her cue from a letter written in 
1868 by Titokowaru to Whitmore: 'the name of England was given to you for 
your tribe. I was made a Maori, and New Zealand was the name given to me . . . 
there was a space fixed between us of great extent — the sea. You, forgetting that, 
jumped over from that place to this. I did not jump over from this place to that."' 
Titokowaru is saying that the English and Maori are two iwi; that they are 
comparable and that the English iwi are misbehaving when the Maori iwi are not, 
and that there is no good reason, given 'iwidom', why the English should break 
the strictures of 'iwidom'. The point is that Titokowaru misunderstood the 
situation. The two societies were not comparable. Maori societies were, in Karl 
Popper's sense, 'closed' societies without any incentive to sail around the world 
to observe the transit of Venus and without the population density that would 
have tempted or encouraged anybody to set out for new lands. By contrast, 
England was densely populated, with lots of people curious enough to explore 
and with even more people eager to conquer and enrich themselves at other 
people's expense if necessary, and with some people deluded enough to think 
that it was their mission in life to spread what they called civilization. In short, 
England was not an iwi, but a society which had evolved beyond the tribal stage 
such as that of the Celtic or Anglo-Saxon cultures, which would indeed have 
been more comparable to the iwi cultures of eighteenth-century Maoridom.1" 

Though she does not quote him, Salmond is writing as if she was taking 
Titokowaru's assessment of the situation at face value. It does not occur to her 
that his assessment was mistaken and that he had misjudged the situation. 
Salmond would argue that Titokowaru was an indigenous and local witness and, 
ethnohistorically speaking, what he said, goes. She is not alone in her conviction 
that ethnocentric testimony is the final truth. This conviction, and the blind belief 
that ethnocentric testimony, far from being suspect as a form of self-interested 
legitimization of a parochial culture, is the final court of appeal, is nowadays 
widely canvassed among certain schools of anthropology and history." If one 
wants to transcend the judgement of these local witnesses and interpreters of 
their own cultures, one needs an over-arching theory or metanarrative of evolution 
which would show why local self-identification, though both valuable and 
intelligible, cannot be the final word. Such metanarratives are being dismissed 
by Salmond implicitly and explicitly by every one of the mentors whom she lists 
(p. 15), and to whom I shall return below. Foucault, one of her avowed mentors, 
goes so far as to maintain that given the absence of an evolutionary metanarrative, 
any attempt to criticize or reject views like Titokowaru's assessment of the 
situation would amount to a wanton act of terrorism — the sort of intellectual 
imperialism inflicted by military conquerors on their helpless victims. Judge-

9 James Belich, / Shall not Die, Wellington, 1989, p.207. 
10 See Peter Munz, 'Early European History and African Anthropology', The New Zealand 

Journal of History, 10, 1 (1976), pp.37-50. 
11 See, for example, Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth, Boston, 1989, pp. 1-4; J. Skorupski, 

Symbol and Theory, Cambridge, 1976, p.47; J. Fabian, Time and the Other, New York, 1983. 
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ments of this kind are nowadays repeated endlessly. Lyotard, equally confident 
that metanarratives are a delusion, calls such criticism of indigenous testimony 
a 'rape' and Edward Said in a famous book on Orientalism 12 has argued that the 
belief that there are metanarratives which would allow rational criticism of 
indigenous judgements is a typical product of western imperialism. He com-
pletely overlooks the fact that those western imperialists have used evolutionary 
metanarrative not only to classify oriental people but also to override the 
indigenous judgements of their own, western, ancestors by classifying them as, 
say, 'medieval'.13 Such modern reclassification of indigenous self-identification 
is not confined to imperialists, but is the dictate of second thought and a refusal 
to accept people at their own self-valuation! 

But there is more to come. In her desire to tell us that Titokowaru or somebody 
who thought like him, was right and that the two worlds were much of a 
muchness, Salmond becomes guilty not only of disinformation, but of actual 
misrepresentation. As far as the world of the Maori is concerned, she tries, on 
p.39, to describe the fundamental changes that took place in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries as nothing more than a gradual adaptation to changing 
circumstances. Following Janet Davidson,141 take it that what is called Maori 
culture took shape at that time and, until that time, the Polynesian migrants and 
settlers could not be described as specifically Maori. The evidence for this late 
formation of 'Maori'-style culture is so overwhelming that not even Salmond 
can make out that it was more indigenously rooted than Davidson allows. But 
unlike Davidson, Salmond is determined to describe its newness as a gradual 
adaptation and does so in words which do not convey the impression that there, 
was a break in continuity. She cannot disregard the evidence, but she can 
rephrase it in order to minimize the disappearance of the culture of the earlier 
Polynesian migrants and the emergence of the much more recent 'Maori' culture. 
Instead of stressing the self-destructive hunter-gatherer habits of the earliest 
migrants, she puts it positively: 'climatic changes may have played their part, but 
hunting . . . and forest clearance for stands of fernroot and cabbage trees, garden 
and villages were almost certainly more significant factors. The settlers . . . were 
. . . forced to adapt to changing conditions.' By switching from negative to 
positive locution, she manages to stand the process on its head and succeeds in 
creating the impression of perfect continuity due to the ready ability of people 
to adapt themselves. In reality the hunter-gatherer cultures of the initial migrants 
had dug their own grave and new generations, after the fourteenth or fifteenth 

12 New York, 1978; see also his 'Representing the Colonized', Critical Inquiry, 15(1989), p.211. 
13 See Peter Munz, 'What's Postmodern, Anyway?', Philosophy and Literature, 16 (1992), 

pp.333-53. 
14 The Prehistory of New Zealand, Auckland, 1984. Davidson distinguishes three separate periods 

(to 1200 A.D.. 1200-1500 and 1500-1769) but is guarded about the degrees of abruptness of the 
changes between them. She states on p. 146 that horticulture goes back to the period before the twelfth 
century and that the most 'marked changes in subsistence patterns relate to hunting' (p. 147), but on 
pp. 177-8 she points to the changes in burial customs, and on p.l 11 she explains that the east 
Polynesian forms of fishhooks, adzes and ornaments remained in use until the fourteenth or fifteenth 
centuries. See also A. Fox, 'A New Look at Maori Carved Burial Chests', Antiquity, LIV (1980), p.7 
for a two-fold division. 
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centuries, were forced to lead a more settled life and thus develop the Maori 
cultures which Tasman and Cook found, and which were by then barely two 
centuries old. In Salmond's world such novelty can have no place, for the 
genuine 'discoverers' of our islands arrived ready made with their cultures which 
they have practised, complete with some adaptations, ever since, so that what 
Tasman and Cook found was very ancient indeed. At a pinch one might argue that 
the inhabitants of New Zealand encountered by Tasman and Cook differed more 
thoroughly from their earlier ancestors than Cook differed from his Anglo-
Saxon forebears, for Cook belonged to the same agrarian society to which his 
Anglo-Saxon ancestors had belonged and was living in an England which was 
then only just on the verge of the transition to an industrial society. However this 
may be, Peter Wilson has shown,15 that as a rule the move to some form of 
agriculture and to a more sedentary life produces profound changes in culture 
and it is highly unlikely that the Polynesian inhabitants of New Zealand should 
have formed an exception. In minimizing those changes, Salmond seems to be 
following in the ideological footsteps of nineteenth-century nationalist histori-
ans like Kingsley, Froude, Freeman and Green, who constructed a past for 
Britain in which their own liberal protestantism had arrived full blown with 
Hengist and Horsa.16 

And this brings me to the next point — Salmond's gross disinformation about 
Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In order to balance the 
European invaders with the earlier Polynesian migrants, she makes out that the 
England of early modern Europe was a country in which there was little but 
poverty and starvation, and in which lots and lots of people were hanged or 
branded for stealing food and money, and those who were not hanged, were 
given to believing in magic and witchcraft. She does mention the Royal Society 
and the accumulation of wealth on pp.89ff. and admits that 'England was 
regarded as a remarkably free and open society by European contemporaries'. 
But note the word 'regarded'. She cannot get herself to say that England was 
open and free, that is, different from the taboo and ceremonial-dominated Maori 
societies and she therefore insinuates that only other Europeans so regarded it. 
All this only after she has painted in Chapter Two (pp.45-60) a caricature of 
England in those early modern centuries. In at least one case, her picture of the 
Netherlands in the year 800 A.D., when Polynesians 'discovered' New Zealand, 
is downright false, for she says (p.24) that the marshes were interspersed with 
'medieval towns'. There were marshes; but they were not, at that time, inter-
spersed with medieval towns.17 In this particular case, it would have suited her 
rhetoric better if she had got her facts right, for at that time Tasman's ancestors 
were indeed incredibly backward or undeveloped. But it is indicative of her style 
of writing that the flow of her argument is untroubled by misapprehensions. 

In discussing the equivalence of the two worlds, it would have been more 
telling had she made direct and specific comparisons between, for example, 

15 The Domestication of the Human Species, New Haven, 1988. 
16 See R.W. Chambers, Thomas More, London, 1938, p.389. 
17 See e.g. Peter Munz, Life in the Age of Charlemagne, London, 1968, p.9. 
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institutions of conviviality — a Maori marae and London's eighteenth-century 
generous cultural infra-structure. In London there were coffee houses with 
newspapers, bookshops, theatres, lending-libraries, reading clubs and philo-
sophical societies, where people could meet and talk informally about every-
thing under the sun. This infra-structure led eventually to the erosion of just about 
every taboo one can think of.18 A marae too was a community forum; but the 
community was a formal institution and the marae belonged to a descent group. 
This descent group has rights in the marae and on the marae. With few 
exceptions, that descent group has owned and occupied land in the district for 
generations.'1' Here too there was mingling, but it was formally restrictive and 
circumscribed and the mingling served to reinforce existing taboos, not to 
question them. 

But instead of discussing what Salmond ought to have done, let me continue 
with what she has done. Where Maori are concerned, she is sensitively and 
explicitly mindful of diversity (p.431) and stresses that one cannot generalize, 
even though they were numbered in thousands only. But where Europe is 
concerned, a continent considerably larger than the whole of New Zealand, and 
populated even in the seventeenth century by many millions of people, she 
disregards countries and regions and years and throws her information together 
as if the entire continent were homogeneous. Thus in order to paint as devastatingly 
black a picture as possible of Europe as a whole, she cites (on p.51) figures of 
population decline in Germany during the Thirty Years' War (1618-1648), 
which were indeed staggering (the population of Germany declined from 16 
million to 6 million in those 30 years!), in the same breath as an occasional eye-
witness account of a region near Paris (which is very much farther from, say, 
Magdeburg than Wellington is from Auckland) where there was local devasta-
tion in 1652 as a result of the Fronde, a mere skirmish compared to the Thirty 
Years' War; and does not so much as mention that England was spared the 
horrors of the Thirty Years' War altogether, and had suffered in the middle of that 
century nothing worse than a short and limited civil war which had no effect on 
population density. 

But let me return to her description of England. I do not deny that the single 
and separate pieces of information about superstition and the cruelty of punish-
ments and about poverty are all true. But the question is whether the assembly 
of these several pieces amounts to a meaningful picture as it could have been 
experienced by anybody. There is no mention of the liberating effects of the 
Reformation, of the rebellion against the attempted absolutism of the Stuart 
kings, of the commercial expansion. I do not even doubt that there were people 
in England at that time who only saw these gruesome details, which were indeed 

18 For London, see Michael Reed, The Georgian Triumph, London, 1984, especially the chapter 
"The Urban Landscape'. For Paris, see F. Deibel, ed., Goethes Gesprache mit Eckermann, Leipzig, 
1908, Vol.1, p.387 and Charles de Montesquieu, Oeuvres Completes, Basle, 1799, Vol.V, pp.76-77. 
For Berlin, the metropolis of the country from which the Forsters had come, see Mme. de Stael, 
Germany, English translation, London, 1813, Vol.1, pp. 165-9 and G.F. Rebmann, Kosmopolitische 
Wanderungen durch Deutschland (1793), ed. H. Voegt, Frankfurt, 1968, p.75. 

19 See for instance, Joan Metge, The Maoris of New Zealand, London, 1967 p. 179. 
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plentiful and harsh. By contrast, the scientific discoveries and the increase in 
productivity which led to the expansion of trade receive only two short para-
graphs on p.58, and even then Salmond does her best to belittle these striking 
developments which made Europe so different from the rest of the world, by 
stressing that the scientific advances were confined to a 'conservative male elite' 
(read: 'they were of no value'), and that the trade was slow because the roads 
were poor. It would have been more relevant to point out that no matter how poor 
the roads, there was enough surplus production to allow trade, when at the time 
in New Zealand people were still living in an economy devoted mainly, even if 
not exclusively, to self-sustenance. If one wants to describe the encounter of two 
worlds, one needs to cast one's net sufficiently widely to make the picture of 
England recognizable to more than one underprivileged and deprived section of 
the population. Since she has chosen to reconstruct the past by letting the people 
speak for themselves, she could so easily have allowed Britain to be represented 
by Daniel Defoe, whose Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain was 
written in the years 1724-1726 and revised, among others, by Samuel Richardson 
in a 1742 edition. Though it makes no claim to be exhaustive, it is by far the most 
graphic account of the country during the decades immediately preceding 
Captain Cook. As it is, Salmond's description of England is as 'true' as a 
description of a car which states that it consists of nothing but six wheels: four 
wheels to run on, the spare-wheel, and the steering-wheel! 

Why does Salmond construct such discourses? Why these disinformations? 
The answer comes from herself, in the chapter entitled 'The Research', where 

.she confesses (on p.15) that in wondering about the relationships in which 
different systems of knowledge might stand to one another, she allowed herself 
to be guided by 'Heidegger, Foucault, Ricoeur, Gadamer, Habermas, [MaryJ 
Hesse, Derrida, Eco and others.' Although this list reads like a Who's Who in 
Postmodernity, it oddly includes Heidegger (who was a German philosopher 
who kept confusing ontology with psychology) and it omits thinkers at whose 
feet Salmond has been sitting apparently without knowing it, people like Roland 
Barthes, Francois Lyotard, Thomas Kuhn, Edward Said and Paul de Man, all of 
whom would have helped to confirm her in her prejudices and methods. But the 
omissions do not matter all that much because the list is likely to be glossed over 
by most readers of history books, who are not well acquainted with books on 
philosophy and the methodology of science and literature. But taking the list at 
face value, it does provide some specific information about Salmond's philoso-
phy of history and her attitude to the past. 

Salmond rightly states that the people on her list have something to say about 
systems of knowledge. The names on her list have become postmodern house-
hold words. The only thing she does not add is that these people are not neutral 
inquirers and do not present a spectrum of opinions but have something very 
specific and revealing to say about why there are different systems of knowledge, 
how these systems are to be compared and evaluated, and why they cannot be 
related to one another. But the explanations of the differences in systems of 
knowledge that these thinkers provide should not, I trust, be considered final. In 
the pre-/?osfmodern world of good sense, belief or knowledge systems are 
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distinguished according to whether they are true or false. Not so in the postmodern 
world, in which there are no determinate meanings and in which concepts like 
truth and falsity have no place. Apart from Heidegger, whom I surmise she threw 
in for good measure and who has nothing to say on this matter, and with the 
possible exception of Habermas, Salmond's thinkers are all promoters of ethical 
and cognitive relativism and do not believe that there is such a thing as cultural 
evolution, let alone any other metanarrative which would permit an explanation 
of the differences between cultures. By comparison with such postmodern 
relativism, Franz Boas' and Ruth Benedict's classical anthropological relativ-
ism could almost be considered rational because it was based on findings which 
were interpreted to be 'relative'.20 As against this, postmodern relativism is 
ideological because it results from the construction of non-referential discourses 
which, by definition, manifest differences that are inexplicable. More specifi-
cally, she would have learnt from Ricoeur that cultures are like texts;21 and 
Derrida would have taught her that since all writings, including cultures 
identified as texts, are subject to the vagaries of interpretation, their meanings 
are incessantly deferred. For this reason no text and no culture can have an 
absolute or determinate meaning because words never refer to a world but, as 
signifiers, always signify only a signifier, never the signified. The signified 
disappears and the signifier has to be liberated from it.22To think or do otherwise 
is to cling to the iogocentric paradigm of signification'. Postmodern women 
writers — Salmond writes very much as a woman as her derogatory comments 
(p.58) on seventeenth-century European universities (which were 'male domi-
nated') show — often amend Derrida's 'Iogocentric' to read 'phallogocentric'. 
They wish to imply that the superstitious suggestion that words might have 
rational meanings is a male prejudice women are not guilty of. 

The third major name on her list is Foucault, who would have taught her that 
methods of knowledge (epistemes) change not only from society to society but, 
in Europe, every hundred years. In his The Order of Things, he argued that in the 
nineteenth century people began to see the world in historical terms and that, for 
this but for no other reason, everything came to be explained in evolutionary 
terms. By disregarding, for instance, the fact that Darwin's evolutionary 
taxonomies explained more than Linnaeus' stationary taxonomy, and that this 
was the reason why evolutionary theories, Darwinian or non-Darwinian, gained 
ground, Foucault manages to look upon all evolutionary and historical modes of 
understanding as mere nineteenth-century fashions, duly superseded in the 
twentieth century by non-historical and non-evolutionary explanatory models 
for no better reason than that they happened to be politically palatable. 

For the sake of experiment, let me apply Derrida to what Salmond has to say 
about Maori sources (p.436). According to Derrida, if it is true that for Maori 
genealogists (read: 'historians') Europeans were of marginal interest then the 

20 For this classical, pre-ideological relativism see Peter Munz, Our Knowledge of the Growth of 
Knowledge, London, 1985, Chapter 4. 
21 e.g. P. Ricoeur, 'The Model of the Text: Meaningful Action Considered as a Text', in P. 

Rabinow and W. Sullivan, eds, Interpretive Social Science, Berkeley, 1979. 
22 e.g. Of Grammatology, English translation, Baltimore, 1976. 
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Europeans were of no interest. The potentially signified fact that they were, and 
that genealogists are insufficiently equipped to deal with that interest, is 
irrelevant because Derrida has liberated us from the illusion that signifiers 
signify. All we have is the signifier, which says that they were of marginal 
interest. Next, Salmond writes that 'by far the most useful accounts were those 
collected from elderly tribal eye witnesses by early European settlers'. She adds 
that they vary in 'reliability'. But if she had taken her Derrida seriously — and 
since she claims on p. 15 that she found him a useful guide, we ought to assume 
that she did — then the question of reliability cannot enter into the argument. For 
by these accounts their authors simply construct discourse in order to represent 
themselves, and we neither need nor ought to wonder about the reliabil ity of such 
discourses. If she were charged with misrepresenting Europe in the way I have 
indicated above, she could readily reply, relying on Derrida, that she was merely 
constructing discourse, the value of which consisted in the fact that it was a native 
New Zealand self-identification, a way in which New Zealand anthropologists 
represent themselves to themselves, and that it had nothing to do with what 
actually might have happened in Europe. The question whether it was valid or 
not, was irrelevant, because such discourse did not refer to anything. For, indeed, 
according to Derrida's postmodernism, a text is a text is a text and there is nothing 
but the text. However, I would object that if Salmond is in the business of self-
representation, the least she ought to have done is to allow eighteenth-century 
Englishmen to represent themselves by using, for example, Defoe's above-
mentioned work. 

Everyone of these postmodern thinkers she confesses to have consulted in 
order to understand why and how Maori and European systems of knowledge are 
different, would all have taught her that the differences are accidental. Above all, 
they all would have told her that science was a form of European fiction and in 
no way different, let alone more advanced, than the chants or dances of people, 
alleged for wholly selfish reasons by racist imperialists, to be more 'primitive'; 
and that any theory of evolution is itself an example of such fiction. There are 
Maori ways of looking at the world and of understanding it and there are 
European ways, they would say. In all cases, people use their understanding of 
the world in order to buttress or represent their cultures to themselves,23 and it is 
only to be expected that there are many different ways of doing so. But no way 
is earlier or later, or more primitive or more advanced, let alone more true than 
any other way. In this view, cultural diversity is original and final, even as 
Linnaeus' species were24 before Darwin produced his evolutionary metanarrative, 
which showed that species are unstable and transient.25 Indeed, Salmond tells us 
on p.432 that cultural diversity in New Zealand 'as elsewhere in the world, has 
proved irrepressible', and that Maori culture has not been submerged by global 
culture. New Zealand may indeed be unique and the recent horrors in what used 

23 See for instance Stephen Turner, 'Post-Modern Ethnography', in J. Clifford ed., Writing 
Culture, Berkeley, 1986, p. 123. 
24 'There are as many species as there were created different forms in the beginning', Karl von 

Linne (Linnaeus), Fundamenta Botanica, Amsterdam, 1736, p. 15. 
25 Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species, Ch.2. 
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to be Yugoslavia provide short-term evidence in favour of her belief in tempo-
rary irrepressibility. But globally and historically speaking she is, in the long 
term, most certainly mistaken. Everywhere and for thousands of years diversity 
has proved eminently repressible, otherwise we would still be living in those 
small communities of no more than 25 to 35 households which were the rule in 
early agrarian societies.26 Every single community alive today — and this goes 
for Maori tribes as much as for modern England and the United States of America 
— is the result of either violent or peacefully gradual repression or absorption or 
amalgamation of smaller, earlier communities. One way or another, cultures in 
conflict eventually cease to be in conflict and as time goes by even multi-cultural 
societies become mono-cultural. For Salmond to admit this in New Zealand in 
the last decade of the twentieth century would, however, not be 'politically 
correct'. In painting a picture of the meeting of two worlds in the eighteenth 
century as if these two worlds represented two different but comparable cultures 
she is really disguising the fact that one of the worlds had evolved farther away 
from the initial condition than the other; and that, because of the differences in 
that distance, the culture of the one world was very much repressible or at least, 
likely to become volatile. What is really at issue and what she is trying hard to 
disguise by her way of constructing the past, is the brute reality of cultural 
evolution. 

Darwin or no Darwin, we are all descended from black Eve and every single 
culture which has ever existed is a departure from the culture of black Eve, 
whoever she was.27 There is uncertainty and there is controversy as to the 
mechanisms of these departures. According to Marx they are powered by the 
contradictions internal to every society and according to others, they are driven 
by natural selection, and according to nineteenth-century historians, they result 
from the developmental law of the progressive stages of evolution: savagery-
barbarism-civilization; magic-religion-science; nomadism-pastoralism-agricul-
ture-commerce. Whichever way evolution is propelled, it recognizes cultural 
diversities, explains them and why they are not final, and provides a legitimate 
way of ranking them according to their distance from the points of the origin — 
which must have been in all cases the earliest hominids. All known cultures as 
well as all unknown ones can be located on this evolutionary scale and their 
differences can be accounted for in terms of their distance from black Eve. The 
links between changes in culture and the passage of time are not random. It goes 
against the entire record of archaeological evidence as well as against all reason 
to think otherwise and to make out that the world consists of so many cultures 

26 Gordon Childe, What Happened in History, Harmondsworth, 1942, p.66 and C. Renfrew, 
Before Civilization, Harmondsworth. 1976, p. 128. 
27 I am using the notion 'black Eve* metaphorically to indicate that all existing cultures are 

descended or transmuted from a common stock. See W.H. Durham, Coevolution, Stanford, 1991, 
p. vii. To speak literally, while it is still uncertain whether there was one single point of origin or more 
than one (see A.C. Wilson and R.L. Cann, 'The Recent African Genesis of Humans', Scientific 
American, 266 (1992), pp.22-27 and A.G. Thorne and M.H. Wolpoff, 'The Multiregional Evolution 
of Humans', ibid., pp.28-33), 'the genetic evidence now seems to favour the monogenesis view': 
Colin Renfrew, 'Archaeology, Genetics and Linguistic Diversity', Man, 27 (1992), p.449. 
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which encounter each other on equal terms. Some cultures are farther from black 
Eve than others; and cultures which have become so thin as to generate 
universally valid science rather than parochially legitimizing and self-represent-
ing chants, are the farthest removed ones.28The Linnaean belief in the ultimate 
originality and inviolability of each culturally diverse community has also 
produced a weird, postmodern view of science as nothing but the ideology of 
western society — a belief which, if her derogatory remarks about the growth 
of knowledge in the seventeenth century quoted above are anything to go by, is 
shared by Salmond. According to this postmodern faith in the inviolability of 
cultural diversities, what we describe as 'science' and what we regard as 
universally valid, culture-transcending knowledge, is simply a European way of 
chanting, and the exact analogue of the Cashinahua chants which legitimize the 
Cashinahua as Cashinahua and ensure that people who have different chants are 
not to be trusted or married or eaten with, and designate all the others as outsiders 
who are ready prey. If science is simply a European way of chanting or an 
ideology used by western societies to identify and legitimize themselves,2<) it can 
safely be disregarded and the theory of both natural and cultural evolution with 
it. 

With these tacit and sometimes not so tacit beliefs, Salmond would have done 
better to drop Heidegger from her list of gurus and added Francois Lyotard and 
Kuhn instead. For Kuhn and Lyotard between them have, as much as Foucault 
himself, been foremost in popularizing this notion of relativism and of the 
finality of cultural diversity. As Kuhn puts it, there is nothing much to choose 
between Einstein and Ptolemy, except that in Einstein's theory the course of the 
planets is easier to calculate. We get almost the same results by Ptolemy's 
methods and by his assumption that the earth stands in the centre of the universe. 
When Kuhn, in 1962, wrote these lines, which would have suited Salmond's 
non-evolutionary view of history and of the relationship between the European 
invaders and the earlier discoverers of New Zealand down to the ground, 
calculators were not yet readily available and Kuhn himself admitted at that time 
that, for practical convenience, there is something to be said in favour of Einstein. 
But since then, with the ready availability of calculators in every home, this 
purely practical advantage of Einstein's science over Ptolemy's science has 
disappeared and I therefore surmise that Kuhn would gladly support Salmond's 
contention that when Maori and Europeans first met, they were on equal ground, 
with similar intellectual and cognitive equipment and with similar ideas about 
the world which differed purely accidentally because they happened to suit their 
respective cultures. Kuhn, and if not Kuhn then Foucault, would have led her to 

28 There are countless ways, mostly, to Salmond's likely satisfaction, quite derogatory, of 
describing the inhabitants of these thin cultures: Marcuse's 'two-dimensional man'; Riesman's 
'other-directed man'; T.S. Eliot's 'dissociation of sensibilities'; Lasch's 'narcissist'; Musil's 'man 
without qualities'; Weber's 'disenchanted man'. One of the best and most neutral descriptions is in 
Ernest Gellner, Plough, Sword and Book, Chicago, 1988, p.68: modern societies are forever 
'expanding and corrigible' and for this reason the knowledge they hold is 'not available for the 
underpinning of social organization'. 
29 See note 20. 
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believe that the European way of sailing and mapping the world and of 
approaching indigenous cultures, which were limited in their perspectives by a 
very narrow horizon, was in no way more 'true' nor more universally applicable 
than the Maori way of doing these things. At least Salmond has been open and 
has put her cards on the table by mentioning the sources for her paradigm that all 
societies and all cultures are on an equal footing and that the notions of 'more 
advanced' and 'less advanced' have no referential meaning because they are 
derived from a chant which Europeans happen to have adopted to represent 
themselves to themselves. 

What she does not discuss in that or any chapter is whether Foucault, whom 
she mentions, and Lyotard and Kuhn, whom she does not mention, are sound 
guides. It appears that she is under the impression that these postmodern thinkers 
have solved the problem as to how different systems of knowledge or belief are 
related or, rather, not related to one another. Could it be that she is simply 
ignorant of the fact that there is much modern thought which rejects these facile, 
politically motivated doctrines of Foucault and Derrida, of Eco and Ricoeur? If 
she takes her stand with these people, she ought, to say the least, have produced 
some evidence that she has also examined the counter-arguments and, perhaps, 
found them wanting. But as things stand, she appears simply as an uncritical 
camp-follower — which is a poor show for a professional anthropologist. At 
least one of her teachers to whom this book is dedicated, Ralph Bulmer, would 
not have approved of such blatant partisanship. In my view, the thinkers she 
mentions are not good guides because they are all people who have wildly over-
reacted against some genuine flaws in the universalism of modernism. The ways 
in which Salmond deals with the concept of discovery, with the picture of 
seventeenth-century England, and the comparatively recent formation of Maori-
style culture, are proof that the general paradigm she uses does not go readily 
with the information we have. An evolutionary paradigm would have been more 
explanatory and more instructive. Societies or cultures which are isolated and 
under no particular challenge from population density tend to remain attached to 
dogmatic beliefs and to the practice of taboos. As Robin Horton1" has well 
explained in the case of African societies, this has nothing to do with deficient 
genes and is not due to what Levy-Bruhl used to call a primitive, pre-logical 
mentality and Sir James Frazer, a superstitious belief in magic. The early cultural 
evolutionists had identified 'early' with 'stupidity', or with 'lack of intelligence', 
or with 'childishness'. In this nineteenth-century shape, the notion of evolution 
had a racist flavour and was not only insulting to people who are closer to black 
Eve than others and exploited by imperialists, but also, almost certainly, incorrect. 

A valid concept of evolution is based on a totally different and non-insulting, 
unpatronizing explanation of the limitations of the early mind and does not lend 
itself in any way to imperialist propaganda. When scholars like Salmond reject 
evolution, they usually do so because they believe that we are still saddled with 

30 'African Traditional Thought and Western Science', in R.B. Wilson, ed.. Rationality, Oxford, 
1970. 
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an obsolete, racist, Victorian view of evolution11 in which 'early' was equated 
with 'childishness'. It is perfectly true that in the Victorian nineteenth century 
there was such a thing as 'classical evolutionism' closely allied to 'social 
Darwinism', which served as the lackey of crude capitalism and imperialism.32 

But we are no longer living in the age of Queen Victoria, and instead of jumping 
on the postmodern bandwagon which is nothing more than a belated overreac-
tion to the Victorian age, it is time scholars like Salmond caught up with modern 
thought and revised their view of evolution. 

The limitations of the early mind are the result of isolation and of absence of 
the kind of contact which would expose beliefs and taboos to criticism. Societies 
and cultures, which for demographic and political reasons are exposed to contact 
with others, are more likely to question their own traditions, change their taboos 
and develop eventually a more universal system of knowledge — that is, beliefs 
which are more than validations or legitimizations of their own parochial 
cultures. In a nutshell, this is the heart of cultural evolution. But even when it is 
recognized that 'early' is a structural, not a genetic category, there remains 
another hurdle which has made historians and social scientists resistant to the 
idea of evolution — and Salmond is in good, though nowadays fast-diminishing, 
company here — because it has too often been confused with the idea of progress 
towards a certain goal. But this link with the notion of progress is aconfusion and 
has predisposed people unfavourably and needlessly against the paradigm of 
evolution, because 'progress' is indeed a dubious concept: it is, for example, 
highly questionable, whether technological achievements can be rated a progress 
over communal dancing when the former tend to go with anomie and alienation 
and the latter with a comfortable feeling of belonging. However this may be, the 
notion that there is progress has nothing to do with evolution because all one 
needs for an understanding of evolution is the notion that cultures have moved 
away, in some parts of the world faster and further than in others, from early 
conditions. The movement is neither steady nor controlled by natural selection, 
and in that sense is different from purely biological evolution. Above all, the 
distance of any culture from black Eve has nothing to do with morals. If anything, 
it may even stand in inverse proportion to levels of morality. Rousseau, for one, 
certainly thought so! Whether these initial, early conditions are seen as the 
conditions of the Garden of Eden or just hunter-gatherer habits can remain a moot 
point. Some have moved further than others and some, as is well known in 
Australia, have hardly moved in that direction at all. At any time, some are further 
removed from those early conditions than others. One can even avoid the word 

31 J.W. Burrow, Evolution and Society, Cambridge, 1966 has failed to distinguish between 
theories of evolution to which Victorian, racist and imperialist prejudices were attached and 
scientifically sound theories of evolution some of which have fortunately survived the Victorian age 
and most of which are actually post-Victorian. Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory, Oxford, 1983, p. 144 
has done well to point out that the modernism the postmodern thinkers are attacking is not 'modern', 
but a straw target, left over from last century and has nothing in common with genuine modern 
thought. 
32 G.W. Stocking, Victorian Anthropology, New York, 1987. p.325. 
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'advanced' and look upon the whole process entirely in terms of adeparture from 
an initial condition. 

I would suggest, in passing, that one can rank the distance of societies from 
black Eve according to their exclusiveness. The earliest societies were totally 
exclusive and would not admit people other than those who belonged to their 
descent group. Next came societies which would admit people through marriage; 
and at the other end of the scale, farthest removed from black Eve, there are 
societies which potentially include anybody who wants to be included. Ranking 
in these terms is completely neutral and value-free. All it says is that while one 
cannot 'become' a Maori, one can 'become' a New Zealander, and that, for that 
reason, there is a structural difference between these two kinds of societies, and 
that that difference defines the distance of these societies from black Eve and that 
the actually exclusive structures are earlier than the potentially inclusive struc-
tures. Since this criterion is neutral, there can be no question of 'progress', only 
of progression. If one wants to link such progression to moral considerations, it 
would probably be more correct to call it a regress than a progress. But whatever 
criteria one likes to choose, the distances from black Eve can be ascertained 
because evolution, including cultural evolution, is a reality of life. 

If one wants to understand the coming together of two different cultures, as 
Salmond does, one must take into account, as Salmond does not, the different 
distances they have moved away from the earlier forms. Salmond has explicitly 
rejected evolution. 'Contemporary literature on traditional thought is still 
bedevilled", she writes, 'with implicit sometimes explicit evolutionism'.31 If she 
had her way, it would soon cease to be so bedevilled! I suppose she rejects 
cultural evolution in the face of overwhelming evidence because by making all 
cultures more or less equal she thinks she can heal wounds and pour oil on 
troubled waters and be 'politically correct'. But in the long run, there is no point 
in burying one's head in the sand: a distortion of reality brings about its own 
nemesis even if one does not quite yet know what shape that nemesis will take. 
This matter is not just of academic interest. Although she is demonstrably wrong 
in saying that cultural diversity is irrepressible, New Zealand is a country in 
which the indigenous culture has not yet disappeared completely so that there is 
achance of some mutual acculturation. This represents a nearly unique situation 
and an opportunity which has to be handled with care. Inadequate interpreta-
tions, no matter how opportunistic and temporarily 'politically correct', will 
cloud the issues and make more trouble and heartbreak than they alleviate. 

P E T E R M U N Z 
Wellington 

33 'Maori Epistemologies', in J. Overing, ed., Reason and Morality, London, 1985, p.259. 
Salmond's weird belief that evolutionism is outmoded can only have been derived from her reading 
of Foucault. Most other literature on the subject would have taught her otherwise. 


