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In coming to understand the wider epistemological considerations that are 
intricately involved in the research process for Te Matapunenga1, I have taken a heuristic 
approach that has attempted to strand together the various insights from selected authors 
that have emerged through the course of my own investigations. The purpose of these 
investigations has been to aid in the conceptualisation, and articulation of a/some Meta - 
theoretical description(s) of some of the issues that are central to the overall design of Te 
Matapunenga. The scope of my investigations has covered two significant dimensions 
that will contribute to the development of an epistemological framework for Te 
Matapunenga. The first dimension will examine the juxtaposition of orality and literacy 
as two distinct mediums of language that have been important factors in the cultural/legal 
development of the Maori - where I have been able to identify various psycholinguistic 
factors inherent within each of the above. These factors play a significant role in 
influencing an individual/collectives decision making while also being obliged to 
conform to society’s norms and conventions. The second dimension is concerned with 
translation theory - the extent to which ideological and political norms can impact on the 
decisions of the translator and therefore influence the process and finished product of the 
translation itself.  
 
Te Matapunenga 
 

The title of the proposed compendium originates from the word punenga, which 
means clever, intelligent, always seeking and acquiring useful2 knowledge. The lexeme 
Mātā preceding the word punenga can mean a number of things when used with different 
words. Its primary meaning however is Heap, layer up and/or Receptacle packed with…3 
and when used in conjunction with Mātāwaka for instance its intended meaning is the 
gathered canoes in reference to the people gathered at an event. It can be then construed 
that what is proposed for Te Mātāpunenga is a receptacle that is always seeking and 
acquiring useful knowledge. The useful knowledge in this case that is being sought is the 
customary law of the Maori. 
 
What it is that is claimed to be custom and hence law in terms of the obligations and 
rights embedded in Maori socio – legal phenomena has been the background of research 
for Te Matahauariki. Whether the individual has been coerced into action by supernatural 
consequences, or his/her own social pressures - each relevant concept will be closely 
examined for its context in the wider socio – legal framework of the Maori. In so doing, 
we concentrated and decided upon a list of key terms to be arranged in alphabetic order in 
the published work as a general macro – structure to guide the entries.  Each entry will 
attempt to convey the general meaning of the concept, the context of the document from 
where the entry was recorded, a citation of the source, a translation if the entry selected is 
written in Maori, and a short comment that discusses the concept at hand. The last 

                                                 
1 This project is part of a wider research programme on Laws and Institutions for Aotearoa/New Zealand 
being undertaken by the Matahauariki institute, the University of Waikato and supported by a grant from 
the Foundation for Research, Science and Technology. 
2 I would note that the words useful knowledge for the meaning of punenga as important for any decisions 
in the future regarding its content.  
3 Williams Dictionary, pp 185 
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component of written comments will be subject to editorial scrutiny ensuring that any 
overgeneralizations, misreading, and possible pitfalls encountered during the translation, 
and/or even the transcriptions are quickly eradicated. 
 
Orality and Literacy 
 
The introduction of the phonetic alphabet into the consciousness of the preliterate Maori 
would have had considerable effect on the religious modus operandi of the Maori. The 
full extent of which will not be discussed here however. Our major concern in this 
discourse is to verbalize some of the cognitive features that emerged through its 
penetration into the collective mentality of the Maori. Moreover, to at least gain a partial 
glimpse of the Maori conceptual response that would have occurred as a result of their 
interiorization of the phonetic alphabet.  
 
Marshall McLuhan, a pre-eminent scholar wrote the seminal and pioneering work called: 
“The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making Of Typographic Man” he, like others (Levi Strauss: 
1962; Goody & Watt: 1963; Havelock: 1963; Ong: 1967) stimulated the intellectual 
interest in the subject of orality/literacy that has continued to this day. Notwithstanding 
its contemporary developments, these authors articulated a lot in the 1960’s that still has 
relevance today which in some ways are still ahead of their time. At the very least I 
would like to revisit some of their insights particularly, Mcluhan and Walter Ong4, that 
will hopefully show some of the underlying issues confronting Maori and New Zealand 
as a whole, while trying to grapple with different epistemological systems. 
 
In McLuhan’s introduction, he presents the underlying theme for the Gutenberg Galaxy:  
 

“ That the abstracting or opening of closed societies is the work of the phonetic alphabet, and not 
of any other form of writing or technology, is one theme of The Gutenberg Galaxy. On the other 
hand, that closed societies are the product of speech, drum and ear technologies brings us at the 
opening of the electronic age to the sealing of the entire human family into a single global tribe. 
And this electronic revolution is only less confusing for men of open societies than the revolution 
of phonetic literacy, which stripped and streamlined the old tribal and closed societies.”5 
 

He argues the point that until these technologies were invented  “the very instantaneous 
nature of co – existence among our technological instruments has created a crisis quite 
new in human history “6 The obvious crisis that McLuhan refers to is discussed in the 
above quotation – which in short, describes a natural phenomenon currently affecting 
human evolution. Similarly for Ong these technological innovations opened up a whole 
new arena of interpreting cultural and religious history. Centring his discourse around the 
development of the sensorium and how “Cultures vary greatly in their exploitation of the 
various senses and in the way in which they relate their conceptual apparatus to the 
various senses”7 he suggests that the “…present sensorium is dismayingly mixed and we 
                                                 
4 Ong Walter “The Presence of the Word Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious History” (1967) by 
the same author: “Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word” (1982). 
5 Mcluhan pp 8. 
6 Ibid pp 5. 
7 Supra at n 4 pp 3. 
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are hard put to understand it, but for the first time in history of mankind the possibility of 
some kind of understanding is opening up. This itself gives us a unique opportunity to 
become aware at a new depth the significance of the word.”8  
 
For Maori, not dissimilar to other cultures  - the full realisation and extent of the impact 
the written word has had on his/her consciousness still remains obscure. The inevitable 
nostalgia that has arisen towards our oral roots is a natural consequence of writing and its 
cognitive impacts being subsumed within the Maori thinking faculties. The emphasis on 
the text and/or written word as an expression of thought isn’t as crucial as other mediums 
of communication as Maire Tau explains: 
 

“The thoughts of a community are not limited to the written word. Spatial layout of the marae, the 
village, one’s body movements, the iconography of the community – all these represent forms of 
thought in a language that exceeds the text.”9 
 

The irony of course that is embedded in all criticism of the written word and its 
associated cultures is that, it is the very technology of writing that brought about the 
critiquing of the word and culture(s) into existence. Ong is succinct when he says: 
“…there is no way directly to refute a text. After absolutely total and devastating 
refutation it says exactly the same thing as before.”10 He also says “…Awareness of the 
succession of the media stages and wonder about the meaning of this succession are 
themselves product of the succession”.11  
 
Of particular fascination also is McLuhan’s view on the detribalising effects of literacy: 
 

“No pictographic or ideogrammic or hieroglyphic mode of writing has the detribalising power of 
the phonetic alphabet. No other kind of writing save the phonetic has ever translated man out of the 
possessive world of total interdependence and interrelation that is the auditory network. From that 
magical resounding world of simultaneous relations that is the oral and acoustic space there is only one 
route to the freedom and independence of detribalised man. That route is via the phonetic alphabet, 
which lands men in varying degrees of dualistic schizophrenia.”12 

 
In an abstract way it is sensible to believe that writing can create a clearer sense of the 
“Other” that also could be perceived as the “dualistic schizophrenia” that McLuhan refers 
to. This doesn’t however preclude the existence of the ability to self-reflect in oral 
cultures; it instead proffers the idea, that until the advent of the phonetic alphabet, the 
sensorium of the oral man situated knowledge as opposed to abstracted knowledge. The 
abstraction of textualized knowledge into its many component parts as it has been 
classified today into its many different disciplines reflects the cascade effect of 
knowledge, beginning to accumulate, splinter, and polarize, characterising knowledge as 
the textual labyrinth as it is today. Olson supports this view when he says: “Writing has 
an enormous advantage in that it allows the accumulation of texts that go far beyond the 
                                                 
8 Supra at n 4 at pp 9. 
9 Tau, Te Maire “Matauranga Maori as an Epistemology” in Histories, Power and Loss: uses of the past: A 
New Zealand Commentary (ed) Andrew Sharp & Paul McHugh 2001, p 69. 
10 Ong Walter, “Orality and Literacy: the technologizing of the word” (1982)  
11 Supra at n 4 pp 17. 
12 McLuhan Marshall, “The Gutenberg Galaxy: the making of typographic man” (1962) p 22. 
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storage capacities of any knower”13 This essentially shaped the genre of literary criticism 
that, albeit distinguished the inherent autobiographic nature of the written word. 
Naturally, the constant criticism of each other’s thoughts and ideas throughout 
typographic history has seldom - had any peaceful response. As Goody suggests: 
 

“The history of writing can hardly be dissociated from the history of censorship, either of the 
blatant kind exercised directly by the organs of power, or of the more insidious kind, self-
censorship, when authors or publishers (whose interests may be opposed) themselves anticipate 
the wishes of outside forces, whether of their own patrons (if that kind of support or protection is 
needed) or of more general political pressures.”14 

 
The emergence of the textualized Self that has slowly been pieced together through the 
cumulative power of the written word - has effectively swamped mans capacity to 
spatialize his identity according to his immediate environment. The freedom of thinking 
that came through the introduction of the phonetic alphabet is now viewed suspiciously, 
as the close association of both hegemony, and the written word, has endeavoured to 
modernize and glocalize the preliterate according to a preordained set of cultural beliefs. 
Hence, the opportunity cost of extending the senses, or of developing the faculties of one 
over another is far too ambiguous of a venture to be dismissive about. Similarly for those 
epistemological systems derived from a particular orientation of a specific sense - would 
react drastically when faced with this predicament. Ong describes these subliminal 
processes exceptionally well: 
 

“When the exquisitely organized worlds of thought and speech (with their natural affinity for each 
other) are further ordered by reduction to segmentation, to spatial surface, the possibility of control 
and organization of the world represented through thought and word become overpowering”15 
 

Although the scope of the research design for Te Matapunenga is to merely record the 
contributors explanations16 as to what constitutes customary law, the fact that a lot of the 
information to be used has been drawn from written sources implies that, to a certain 
extent, that the abstraction of Maori identity and his frameworks of law have already 
began to ferment within a literates consciousness. Whether Maori will begin to view 
themselves as a fixed textual personality confined to the margins of a page with its visible 
demarcations of time, space and identity will determine and challenge the capability of 
Maori to critically harmonize (as opposed to critically analyse) the wider implications of 
the written word.  
 
Translation Theory 
 
The evident step from oral consciousness to that of the literate isn’t necessarily a small 
one. As it has been shown the hiatus between these two dimensions is a vast one – with 
infinite possibilities of interpretation. Similarly enough, the transfer of the meaning of a 

                                                 
13 Olson David R, “Literacy as metalinguistic activity” in Literacy and Orality (ed) David R. Olson & 
Nancy Torrance (1991) pp 253. 
14 Goody Jack, “The Power of the Written Tradition” (2000) pp 157. 
15 Supra at n 4 pp 136. 
16 That is, the views of the authors the material used to illustrate the various entries. 
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word from one culture to a completely different culture is also loaded with infinite 
possibilities of interpretation. It is enough to say, at this time that the current theoretical 
foundation for translation studies resides at a juncture where the two major disciplines of 
linguistics and cultural studies are seeking at least a conceptual amalgamation of sorts.17 
Tymoczko has made optimal use of the metaphor of the telescope and the microscope in 
characterising the development of the two significant ideologies that has emerged in 
translation studies over the last decade.  The microscope or the domain of linguistics 
(Baker: 1992; 2001) reveals the small-scale textual elements that are embedded in the 
word and sentence. The telescope or the cultural domain (Herman’s: 1985; Lefevere: 
1992; Toury: 1995; Chesterman: 1997; Robinson: 1997) focuses on the political and 
ideological constraints on the translator and the material being produced. She concludes 
that both disciplines must take a position of mutual reinforcement where they are 
“…acting as confirmation and substantiation of one’s conclusions”18  
 
Given this call for a convergence of existing research methodologies for Translation 
studies essentially shows how ambiguous an endeavour of devising a research tool that 
will always end up being eclectic, discursive, and metaautonomous as the parameters of 
language are perpetually in motion. None but George Steiner could have summarized the 
essential nature of language as he does: 
 

“Each and every language construes the facticity of existential reality, of ‘the given’ (les donnees 
immediates) in its own specific way. Each and every window in the house of language opens on to 
a different landscape and temporality, to a different segmentation in the spectrum of perceived and 
classified experience. No language divides time and space as does any other…no language has 
identical taboos as any other…no language dreams precisely like any other.”19 
 

Realising the above compels one to discard any tendency towards prescriptivism, 
whereby methodologies are reified to the extent they either suffocate a language, by only 
promoting sterile linguistic dissection, or excessive usage of ones poetic license, where 
the translator himself has taken author – ity. The inclination to show clarity, 
transparency, and accountability at the vanguard of cross-cultural fertilization has many 
impulses - politics and power being centred at the nexus of these influences.  
 
Douglas Robinson, the author of “Translation and Empire: Post Colonial Theories 
Explained” (1997) refers to Richard Jacquemond and how he hypothesized over the 
various power differentials that characterise the problems of translating. He quotes: 
 

(1) A dominated culture will invariably translate far more of a hegemonic culture than the latter 
will of the former; 

(2) When a hegemonic culture does translate works produced by the dominated culture, those 
works will be perceived and presented as difficult, mysterious, inscrutable, esoteric and in 

                                                 
17 Maria Tymoczko in “Connecting the Two Infinite Orders Research Methods in Translation Studies” in 
Cross Cultural Transgressions Research Models in Translation Studies II Historical and Ideological Issues 
(ed) Theo Hermans, (2002) St Jeromes Publishing. 
18 Ibid at p 24. 
19  Steiner George, “What is Comparative Literature” An Inaugural Lecture delivered before the University 
of Oxford on 11 October 1994 p 9 – 10. 
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need of a small cadre of intellectuals to interpret them, while a dominated culture will 
translate a hegemonic culture’s works accessibly for the masses; 

(3) A hegemonic culture will only translate those works by authors in a dominated culture that fit 
the former’s preconceived notions of the latter; 

(4) Authors in a dominated culture who dream of reaching a large audience will tend to write for 
translation into a hegemonic language, and this will require some degree of compliance with 
stereotypes.” 

 
 
Jacquemond’s own theorizing across theses power differentials has led him to posture the 
existence of a ‘colonial moment’ whereby the translator looks at the external forces 
guiding his/her decisions while translating. In the colonial moment he says that:  
 

“…translators working into the dominated language-culture are servile mediators who integrate 
foreign objects without question; translators working in the other direction into the hegemonic 
language culture, appear authoritative who keep the other culture at a non-contaminating distance 
at the same time as they make it acceptably comprehensible”20 
 

As soon as the translator realises these type of pressures that are subliminally coercive is 
brought the translator to a post colonial moment where he/she is able distinguish between 
the political consequences of those decisions. Moreover, the translations will not be 
perceived as being produced in a vacuum, unaffected by space and time.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The research scope of Te Matapunenga will no doubt become duly affected by a lot of the 
theoretical issues that have been discussed above. The final decision for the selection of a 
meaning for a particular word, the structuring and possibly restructuring of sentences, the 
omission of particular words for translation and transcription purposes, are all decisions 
that are located at the micro-textual level. They will all definitely impact on the general 
macro-structure of the document depending on how each decision at the micro-level is 
decided. Conversely, decisions made at the macro-level, for instance the already selected 
list of terms has arbitrarily designated these as what constitutes the key elements of a 
general customary framework of law for Maori. Although the list is flexible in nature the 
starting and end point of the list will determine what will be included/excluded. Bridging 
the epistemological divide will require a dispassionate resolve that will help develop a 
state of awareness where the impacts of textualization, translation and globalization are 
seen as being part of a wider process of metalanguage expansion and therefore the 
expansion of metacultures.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                 
20 Robinson Douglas, “Translation and Empire Post Colonial Theories Explained” (1997) pp 36. 
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