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Abstract
More than two hundred years after the onset of colonisation, it is becoming clear that traditional Māori society accorded great importance to sexual diversity in all its manifestations. With regard to same sex relationships, there is mounting evidence that these were not only condoned but that they played an important role in the overall structure of Māori society. Evidence today suggests that people in same sex relationships were revered within their communities. Parallel evidence from other countries indicates that a similar situation existed in other indigenous cultures.

This paper reports on the findings of the Māori Sexuality Project with particular reference to a form of sexual expression that has come to be known as takatāpui. In contemporary usage, the term embraces all non-heterosexual forms of sexuality. In a historical context the term was used to describe ‘an intimate companion of the same sex’. An analysis of contemporary and historical information, combined with an understanding of the influences of Western colonisation, allows us to re-interpret Māori sexuality according to the genuine needs and concerns of Māori society today. This in turn will assist in healing some of the damage brought about by the imposition of a colonialist interpretation of Māori sexuality. In the face of ongoing colonisation, it is vitally important that an accurate view of sexual diversity be disseminated so that Māori and indigenous communities can embrace sexual diversity rather than exclude those who are perceived as different because of their sexuality. This paper challenges communities to reflect on our pre-colonial past in a way that will inspire us to embrace Māori who identify as takatāpui rather than exclude them. 
Historical context

Evidence that exists today suggests that pre-colonial Māori society embraced and celebrated sexuality in all its diversity. At the same time, examination of other indigenous societies provides corroborating evidence that this was the case in other communities before the onset of colonisation (Jacobs et al, 1997), a process which continues today in a manner that suppresses and distorts the truth about indigenous expressions of sexuality from both an historical and contemporary perspective. 

Historical evidence of the diversity of Māori sexuality can be found in a number of different locations which include artworks, written documents and oral accounts. In pre-European Māori society it was common practice to record genealogical histories and familial relationships in artwork known as whakairo. Māori communities throughout New Zealand have used carvings as a principal means of recording tribal histories that go back many generations, usually to an eponymous ancestor. Today, some of these carvings survive and the body of treasure is augmented by contemporary artisans who continue this important ancestral tradition. Tragically, much of this body of taonga or treasure was destroyed or lost to Māori soon after the arrival of Europeans. Under the colonising influence of the new arrivals, great efforts were made to subvert the processes that Māori had used for generations to record the rich diversity of relationships that existed in Māori society. Numerous examples exist of carvings being mutilated, with offending genitals being removed in order to satisfy the prudish gaze of the coloniser. Museums in New Zealand are full of examples of emasculated male figures with scars that now replace penises. Artworks that depicted same sex relationships were destroyed or more fortunately removed from New Zealand and taken to the other side of the world where they could satisfy the eyes of curious onlookers in museums. Ngahuia Te Awekotuku (2003) has provided illuminating examples of the avaricious appetites of the early colonisers who returned home weighed down with examples of fine artworks that now reside in museums across Europe. In particular, she cites examples of carvings that depict same sex relationships among Māori as well as other examples of people who enjoyed multiple sexual partners. 

Some artworks fell into the hands of collectors and today, many of these also languish in museums around the world. While it can be argued that these works should be returned to their homes in New Zealand, we can be grateful that these treasures have survived since they provide important evidence of sexual expression that is far more diverse than the narrow views of sexuality that derive from narrow western paradigms and which some people continue to espouse. 

The depiction of same sex relationships in Māori carvings is slowly being uncovered and brought to our attention thanks to the expansion of research into Māori sexuality. In her keynote address to a national hui of takatāpui in New Zealand (2004), Ngahuia Te Awekotuku presented examples of art that celebrated the diversity of multiple relationships in pre-European Māori carving. As she has explained, many examples of same sex relationship among Māori have recently been re-discovered in European museums. While these treasures bear design nuances that locate them in a variety of different tribal locations throughout New Zealand, there is a commonality in the fact that these images appear to celebrate sexual diversity, especially that which relates to same sex relationships. 

A fine example of the celebration of same sex sexuality resides today in the Museum of Anthropology which is attached to the University of Florence. At the end of a dark, cluttered room in this museum is situated a small array of exhibits which originate from Polynesia. Included among these poorly displayed exhibits are a number of taonga from New Zealand. The only acknowledgement to the origin of these exhibits consists of a small sign which states that these treasures were taken from New Zealand during James Cook’s third voyage to the Pacific. This voyage took place in the late 1700’s, well before the influx of English settlers, a process that began in earnest after the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840. Of particular interest to me is one particular exhibit which portrays two male figures which are conveniently joined at the penis. The convenience of this linkage lies in the fact that the penises serve as a handle of the lid of a waka huia, an ornate carved box that was designed to hold and store precious items such as adornments and other jewelry. The box was obviously well used as can be seen from the fact that the handle is far more shiny that other parts of the box. The overwhelming question for people today has to be, “Why were same sex couples depicted on items such as this if homosexuality were not accepted, indeed celebrated within pre-European Māori society?” Based on the evidence before us, there can be only one answer to such a question. Same sex relationships within Māori status did have special significance which, I believe was based on the fact that such relationships were in fact accepted, nurtured and celebrated. 
This celebration of same sex relationships stands in marked contrast to the view espoused by Hirini Mead (2003) in his discussion of tikanga Māori and its application in modern society. While he appears to misunderstand the meaning of homosexual desire within a contemporary context, he also fails to appreciate the meaning of same sex relationships within traditional Māori society. His claim that such relationships were merely tolerated is at odds with the celebratory tenor of their depiction in art works from the past. Mead is correct in saying that our understanding of tikanga today is heavily influenced by western paradigms which led to the suppression of important knowledge from our past. He is correct when he refers to the Crown and Christianity as the two agents which were instrumental in suppressing this knowledge and in the process repudiating key elements of our social structure, an important point that has been made by other commentators on sexuality. As an example, Herdt (1997:178) has written

Unfortunately, the same western values were far too often exported to other cultures and imposed on them like a colonial regime imposes tax levies on a captive people. We see now that all such violations of the sexual lifeways of other peoples are not simply about sexuality; they are efforts to subjugate and justify the superior politics and religion of the colonising culture. 

Nowhere has this colonial influence been more profound than in the area of sexuality, a domain that continues to be highly contested and regulated by religious bodies throughout the world. Mead appears to have ignored this aspect of our colonial past when he describes same sex relationships as “friendships [that] were tolerated by the community as they are today”. The depiction of sexuality that we see in Māori artwork would suggest that sexuality in all its diversity was celebrated (Te Awekotuku, 1996). With regard to same sex relationships, it is  highly unlikely that these would figure on carvings if they were merely tolerated, as Mead suggests. If we take away the religious interpretations that have been subsequently applied to Māori sexuality, it is more likely that same sex relationships were in fact celebrated and seen as integral to the diverse networks that made up Māori whanau, hapu and iwi. 

Contemporary context

Within a contemporary context there is mounting evidence that same sex relationships are more than just tolerated within Māori society. Despite protestations to the contrary, particularly on the part of extremist Christian groups, there is now evidence to show that takatāpui have always played a key role in their whanau, hapu and iwi. The changes in the political climate of the country as well as the burgeoning research in the area of Māori sexuality have provided evidence that calls into serious question claims by people that takatāpui and same sex relationships are not part of Māori society. Recent changes to the legislation relating to same sex relationships have seen numerous people within the Māori community taking a public stance in support of same sex relationships. 

Just as important to the lives of takatāpui is the emerging research that is being conducted in New Zealand. The Māori Sexuality Project has provided us with an opportunity to investigate the historical and contemporary meanings that Māori attach to sexuality. This project provides the first opportunity to gather the wide diversity of meanings that Māori attach to sexuality and the role that it plays in their lives. Other research into takatāpui identity and health complements and corroborates findings from the Māori Sexuality Project. Currently, other projects in New Zealand which look at issues related to takatāpui include the Māori Men’s Health Project and the Takatāpui Identity Project, both of which have received funding assistance from the government 

What the data show
The term takatāpui is recorded in the Williams Dictionary of the Māori Language which was first published in 1834 (Williams, date). According to the definition provided in the dictionary, the term was used to describe “an intimate companion of the same sex”. Today the term has been reclaimed and is used as a term of self-identity by gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender Māori. The term today is used in a predominantly English-speaking environment and carries with it a strong statement about one’s sexual and cultural identification and attachment. In fact, the term is given considerable currency in the face of overwhelming pressure against the use of the Māori language (Murray, 2003) and despite the mechanisms and strategies that have been implemented to foster and encourage the use of the Māori language.  The recent establishment of a Māori language television service, for example, has provided a context in which to broadcast a wide-ranging television series that profiled the takatāpui community in New Zealand. This programme has provided a venue in which the Māori language is used to debate and discuss issues related to Māori sexuality. While the primary audience is those who speak the Māori language, this programme also provides a vehicle whereby takatāpui isssues can be positioned within mainstream society. 

Programmes such as this have led to a greater awareness of Māori sexuality and has raised the profile of a group of people who, until now, have had to struggle to have their particular needs and concerns given due consideration. At the same time, there have been a number of research projects and reports which have focused on the place of takatāpui within contemporary Māori society. The first report into the health needs of takatāpui dates back to just over ten years ago. In their report to the Public Health Commission, Herewini and Sheridan (1994) highlighted the fact that takatāpui face discimination within contemporary society and drew attention to the fact that this has a negative impact on the health and well-being of takatāpui. Over a decade later and more than two decades in an epidemic that has devastated gay communities around the world, there is mounting evidence to suggest that attachment to one’s cultural identity can provide protection against a range of infections, including HIV (Aspin, 2000). As we give due consideration to the fact that more can be gained from focusing on the positive rather than the negative, it is worth noting that current research into Māori sexuality has given emphasis to the protective mechanisms instead of perceived deficits. 

The Māori Sexuality Project set out to investigate the historical and contemporary understandings of Māori sexuality, with the express purpose of documenting the diversity of Māori sexuality at this point in time. This approach gives due recognition to the fact that sexuality is socially constructed and that its meaning changes over time, according to the historical and political connotations that are attached to it (Weeks, 1985). In his commentary, Weeks alerts us to the fact that sexuality and identity can be used to regulate human behaviour and in the process, subvert the diversity of sexuality that exists within a society. Colonial influences of the past two hundred years have attempted to disguise the fact that sexuality was far more diverse than some commentators would have us believe. As recently as the 1970s, influential voices in the field of psychiatry were making claims that homosexuality did not exist in pre-European Māori society (Gluckman, 1976).  Today, in the twenty-first century, similarly influential voices in the Māori community are making the same claim, with certain among them saying that they look forward to a time when there will be no homosexuality within Māori society.
 As unreal as this may seem, given the increased acceptance of sexual diversity in some societies, it is sobering to know that there are elements within the New Zealand political landscape who campaign on the basis that they will repeal the Homosexual Law Reform Act which was passed in 1987.
 Such a move would see a return to the penalisation of all sexual acts between adults of the same sex and would inevitably lead to a significant erosion of the advances in social justice that have occurred in recent times. 

The prevalence of political and social influences such as these within our communities means that it is even more important that sexuality research be conducted within Māori and other indigenous communities. In the face of ongoing colonisation of indigenous people, it is vital that research be conducted, preferably by indigenous researchers so that accurate accounts of our history can be recorded to counter the misinformation that is generated by agents of colonisation such as Christian institutions. In her account of research with indigenous people, Linda Smith (1999:28) mounts a strong argument for indigenous people to be at the heart of research that impacts on the lives of indigenous people. For hundreds of years, outsiders have been conducting research with indigenous people and interpreting our world according to narrow Western views and paradigms. As she explains, 

Indigenous peoples want to tell our own stories, write our own version in our own ways, for our own purposes. It is not simply about giving an oral account or a genealogical naming of the land and the events which raged over it, but a very powerful need to give testimony to and restore a spirit, to bring back into existence a world fragmented and dying. The sense of history conveyed by these approaches is not the same thing as the discipline of history, and so our accounts collide, crash into each other. 

Research into takatāpui identity and its impact on health and well-being is one way of readdressing some of the past wrong that have been wrought by inappropriate research into Māori sexuality. The recent projects into takatāpui have highlighted a range of issues that will have a beneficial impact on takatāpui themselves as well as on the familial and tribal networks from which they come. 

To date, takatāpui men who have participated in research projects embody specific qualities and features that separate them from other Māori men. 

Overwhelmingly, men who identify as takatāpui indicate a strong attachment to their Māori cultural networks. While this has not always been the case for many men who identify as takatāpui, today this cultural connection is a central part of these men’s lives. It could be said that claiming takatāpui identity has provided a mechanism by which these men have been able to reconnect with the cultural part of their identity. As one participant has stated,

One of the things I have is a place in the community. I can be of service to the community I work in. I can be of service to the Māori community in some of the things I do, and the wider community which is part of me. And one of the things is to be able to say I am gay, which is part of me. 

At the same time, it is important to remember that Māori gay men, like other gay men around the world, often claim any one of a range of identities. The data from Male Call/Waea Mai, Tane Ma, the first national New Zealand survey of men who have sex with men, indicated that most Māori men claimed gay and homosexual as markers of identity, with only a third of all Māori respondents claiming takatāpui as a preferred term to describe their sexual identity (Aspin et al, 1997). While the numbers of men who identified as takatāpui were small (57 or 31%), these men did stand out from the other Māori respondents in that they were more likely to be city dwellers and they felt more connected to the gay community than other Māori men. It is findings such as this which suggest that takatāpui men have a strong sense not only of their cultural identity but also of their sexual identity. If these are factors in ensuring good health and well-being, then it is imperative that greater numbers of Māori men have access to the takatāpui networks and identity. Moreover, it is vital that research provide answers that assist Māori to identify those factors which contribute to a strong sense of one’s identity. At the same time, men who prefer to be part of same sex relationships must be permitted to participate in their cultural environments along with all other men. 

Many men who identify as takatāpui point to the fact that they feel very much part of their whanau, hapu and iwi networks. This contrasts markedly with the experience of many gay men who report rejection and dislocation from their families when they tell them about their sexuality. Much good would come from facilitating strong family connections so that takatāpui might benefit in the same way as other members of their family. 

There is also evidence that takatāpui identity provides a mechanism for confronting the racism that Māori men encounter within gay communities. While this in itself does not diminish the amount of racism which is leveled at Māori men, it does provide strength to persevere and to claim one’s space within contemporary society. When efforts are made within the gay community to bring about change that would benefit Māori stakeholders of New Zealand’s community-based AIDS organisation, it is disturbing to read comments such as the following on gay community websites in New Zealand.

“Leave the bullshit politics to Tama (sic) Iti and the old scrotum (Turia) down south. We have enough problems among our people with out that old bitch, confusing moko gender sexuality identities. … Bitch needs a reality pill.”

Such comments are a salient reminder of the level of racism that exists within New Zealand society and are further reminder that the needs of Māori gay men may not be best met within mainstream organisations. 

The use of takatāpui as a preferred term among Māori men and women in New Zealand has increased over the last twenty years. It is a term that derives from our ancestors and as such, it binds us to the past as well as the future. The term is especially important today because it assists people who suffer marginalisation and discrimination to see themselves as integral members of Māori society. Takatāpui are demonstrating ways in which Māori society can celebrate rather than merely tolerate the wonderful diversity of Māori sexuality and society. 
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� See New Zealand Herald, 5 June, 2004, in which the lead article outlines the views and comments of the recently appointed Bishop of Aotearoa, Whakahuihui Vercoe. The banner headline reads “ A World Without Gays” and the article claims that homosexuality was not a part of traditional Māori society and that many people within the Māori community looked forward to the day when this would be the case again. 


� The Destiny Party, an affiliate of the extremist Christian church of the same name, has made public statements in which they say that they will repeal a number of laws which have made a significant contribution to increased social justice in New Zealand for marginalized and oppressed minority groups such as gay men and sex workers. 
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