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Te Kupenga – Reflecting on the Purposeful Collection, Interpretation, and Stor(y)ing of 

Māori Women’s Knowledges. 

 

Whakapapa – the strands that weave us together. 

This paper reflects on the methodology – Te Kupenga – and explores, from the first-

person, insider perspective of a wahine Māori researcher, the use of this intersecting 

methodology as an approach to gathering, interpreting, and stor(y)ing mātauranga wahine 

(Māori women’s knowledges). The application of this methodology and associated methods 

provided a means to understand the ways of being of physically active wāhine Māori and 

their connections to atua wāhine (feminine deities). The metaphor of the kupenga derives 

from an open weave net, used for fishing or gathering kai (food). This research focused on 

weaving together three approaches that intentionally gathered Māori women’s stories. The 

distinctive philosophies and methods woven together in Te Kupenga allowed the research 

design to keep only what was needed and allowed the rest to pass through the gaps in the 

weave. Ultimately, it enabled an illustration of the power and potential of wāhine – as active 

and sacred holders of the knowledge and blueprints of both ancestors and descendants (Heke, 

2023b).  

What is a kupenga? 

The kupenga is an open weave net constructed using a specific knot and weave whose 

gaps provide a degree of discernment, durability, and flexibility. These nets were often used 

to collect kai (food), so they would serve as the mechanism for collecting, sorting, and 

storing. The gaps in the weave would allow water, dirt, or smaller items to pass through, 

retaining only what was desired (Pendergrast, 2003; Puketapu-Hetet, 1999). 
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Why a methodology with so many holes? 

This methodology is purposefully designed, just as the woven kupenga is purposefully 

designed with the kai it intends to collect in mind. The practical nature of this design allows 

for discernment between what is wanted or needed and what is not. Māori and Indigenous 

Peoples alike, share the creative ability to adopt and adapt technologies and tools beneficial 

to survival and thriving; to repurpose their environment and available resources for their 

intended outcomes (Hudson et al., 2010). For example, our early Māori ancestors who 

travelled from and through the Pacific, would soon discover that the resources they were 

accustomed to in the islands, were not abundantly available in Aotearoa, New Zealand. This 

did not mean they dismissed their existing knowledge but that they were purposeful about 

which practices were used. This methodology acknowledges and applies these creative and 

adaptive aspects of Indigeneity, providing the freedom to discern what is required of 

particular research methods (both Indigenous and Euro-western in origin) and filtering out 

practices that are not (Heke, 2022a).  

Whom does this benefit? 

Inherent in this methodology is the acknowledgement of the power that resides within 

the processes of research. Power can often lie in the hands of the researcher, who determines 

the research, its methods, and the way its findings are translated. Power can lie in the 

institutions that inform the philosophies and practices of the researchers (Smith, 1999; Smith 

et al., 2016). More importantly, the sites, stories, and perpetuation of power, especially within 

research about Indigenous communities, can result in narratives that do not accurately 

represent the aspirations of those communities (Walter & Carroll, 2020). Te Kupenga was 

designed with the intention to address the often-unbalanced power dynamic of research, thus 

prioritising methods that shift the power to wāhine and their potential aspirations. 
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The intention of the research was to empower the embodied stories of Māori women 

who described themselves as physically active. It was a process of reclaiming the power to 

tell our own stories, to control the narrative, and to (re) affirm our connection to our own 

mātauranga (knowledge), whakapapa (lineage), and mana (authority). It involved the 

gathering of stories that aligned with these aspirations and allowing the, often colonially 

informed, narratives of deficit to filter out of the kupenga as unwanted, unnecessary, and 

ultimately unused. In this paper, it is also demonstrated in the use of the first person by the 

author, to position myself as a member of and a voice from this community. 

Kaupapa – an intersecting methodology 

In the original research (Heke, 2022a), Te Kupenga (see Figure 1) incorporated three 

approaches. Each approach would offer a unique way to view the research, while the 

intersecting spaces would present important opportunities to shape the research, its 

philosophy, and its methods. 

Whakapapa provided an important structural component and describes the 

genealogical and relational framework that positions every living and non-living entity as 

interconnected. In essence, it helps make sense of the world by understanding the nature of 

Figure 1 Te Kupenga methodology 
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things and their relationship with each other (Roberts et al., 2004; Royal, 1998). It would 

frame wāhine as descendants and reflections of the divine (Heke, 2022a; Yates-Smith, 2003).  

Mana Wahine theory acknowledged the unique intersecting space inhabited by 

contemporary Māori women. This approach considered the often-political positioning 

between being Māori, being a woman, and the intersecting experiences therein (Pihama, 

2001; Simmonds, 2011). Amongst the many multifaceted dimensions of Mana Wahine, this 

research sought to empower wāhine narratives, (re)claiming the power to tell our stories in 

our own way, as a means to (re)affirm our mana within our contemporary societies. 

Korikori tinana (physical activity) informed the methodology more than merely being 

a variable or behaviour, but as a vehicle of shared space and experience. Beyond the health 

benefits of physical activity (Penedo & Dahn, 2005), in this research it was framed as an 

expression of mana and whakapapa, allowing wāhine to demonstrate their reflections of 

ancestors through their chosen activities. Physical activity became a vehicle for wāhine, both 

researcher and participant, to move and transfer energy together. Whether through physical 

exertion or through conversations, the movement provided a space for stories to be told. 

Tikanga – concepts to methods.  

The concept of this methodology evolved from intersecting lenses on how research is 

viewed to intersecting threads on how research is conducted. The structure of these threads 

enabled an ability to be dynamic, adaptable, and discerning, and the research methods were 

illustrations of that (Heke, 2023b). At each juncture of the research were demonstrations of 

practices that derive from both Indigenous and non-Indigenous methods, but by passing 

through Te Kupenga only what was valued remained. This included data collection 

through Korikori Kōrero (Heke, 2023a), to the culturally adapted data analysis (see Figure 

2), to creative translations (Heke, 2022b) and beyond.  
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I developed the data analysis method, Whakaāria (to make a likeness or theme), 

deriving from the tools of Braun and Clarke’s Reflexive Thematic Analysis - RTA (Braun & 

Clarke, 2019, 2020) and applying a Māori lens informed by the Atua Matua Māori health 

framework (Heke, 2019). As an analytic approach, RTA is used to identify “patterns of 

meaning” and offers tools to aid in making sense of data (Braun et al., 2016, p. 1). This 

provided an opportunity to implement a set of validated tools while engaging in sense-

making from a Māori worldview. Dr. Ihirangi Heke outlines the concepts of 

Mātauranga/Knowledge, Whakapapa/Lineage, Huahuatau/Metaphor, and 

Whakatinanatanga/Action as important processes to understand natural phenomena and our 

relationships with/to them (Heke, 2019). In this research, I adapted these concepts to guide a 

process of coming to know “data”. 

The sense-making process began before data collection formally began, with reading, 

thinking, discussing, and learning (Mātauranga). Then moved to (re)framing understandings 

from a relational and connectedness perspective (Whakapapa). Creativity and critical thought 

Figure 2 Whakaāria - an adapted reflexive thematic analysis 
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lead to categorising and developing metaphors with broad meaning and application 

(Huahuatau). Finally, the embodiment and realisation would occur when put into practice 

through application, writing up and continued dissemination and discussion with 

communities (Whakatinanatanga) (Heke & Vera, 2023). 

Nga Hua(huatau) – collected treasures.  

Wāhine ways of being were expressed through the development of huahuatau or 

metaphorical categories. Shaped by purposeful methods, metaphors are seen to resonate with 

an Indigenous worldview by organising broad principles and having the potential to shape 

powerful reflective representations of life (Marsden & Royal, 2003). Similarly, these 

huahuatau were purposefully and uniquely designed and defined to interpret and understand 

wāhine ways of being. The intention was to better reflect the way Māori may view 

themselves or resonate with how they might prefer to be seen. 

Table 1.  

Definitions of Huahuatau (metaphorical categories) 

Huahuatau Definition 

(1) Ko au te taiao, ko te taiao ko au I am the environment, and the environment is me. 

(2) Ngā taonga tuku iho Treasures passed down, heritage. 

(3) Rakanga Waewae Dexterous or nimble footwork. 

(4) Ahuwhenua 

 

To heap up or mound earth oriented in a certain 

direction, to be industrious, conscientious, to 

cultivate. 

(5) Poipoia te kākano kia puāwai A Māori proverb (whakataukī): Nurture the seed and 

it will grow/flourish. 

 

The huahuatau became illustrations of how wāhine moved about their physical 

activities but also how they moved about their lives. Huahuatau described wāhine as agile 

and able to move between many different spaces and roles – through the concept of Rakanga 

Waewae. They connected wāhine to the natural environment and displayed the reflections 
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between them, illustrated by Ko au te taiao, ko te taiao ko au. They depicted wāhine as 

conduits for knowledge transmission, as avid learners, teachers, and sharers of knowledge – 

Ngā taonga tuku iho. The resourcefulness and creativity of wāhine was depicted through 

Ahuwhenua. Finally, the acknowledgement of latent and active potential within wāhine that 

was likened to a nurtured seed – Poipoia te kākano, kia puawai. The five huahuatau (defined 

in Table 1) now exist as demonstrations of wāhine ways of being that depart from the deficit 

terms often previously used (Heke, 2022a). 

Whakamāori – translating our ways. 

Resisting convention 

Instead of a conventional discussion, the process of drawing connections became 

about translating wāhine ways of being into language that reflected a Māori worldview. The 

sense-making and connecting to current knowledge manifested into the tracing of whakapapa 

or genealogy, from the feminine to the divine. The metaphors allowed a way to understand 

wāhine and ultimately a way of understanding of atua wāhine (feminine deities).  

Through poetry, came a sense of freedom in interpreting, translating, and then 

transmitting a sense of knowing. I wrote freely about what I came to understand about atua 

while also infusing what I had come to know and interpret about wāhine. One piece would 

describe the fresh flowing waters of a divine feminine ancestor, Parawhenuamea, as reflected 

in our social relationships and behaviours – like a river, we’re shaped by the many elements 

around us. Another acknowledged our Earth Mother, Papatūānuku, and our obligations to 

each other, through reciprocal care. One more would wonder at the multi-faceted, multi-

talented, and multi-purposeful Hineteiwaiwa, whose divine power pulls the tides, gentle hand 

guides childbirth, and strategic acumen leads armies (Heke, 2022b). Each written word, 

penned in resistance to convention, would allow a closer, more personal connection with the 

whakapapa of wāhine, from atua to ancestor to descendant.  
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From the written to the embodied.  

The practices of embodying and realising can “become self-affirming, culturally 

affirming and ultimately decolonizing” (Campbell, 2019, p. 2). Making sense of these 

concepts and metaphors would always require a collective element. It would require an 

embodying of wāhinetanga (womaness) through wānanga (deliberation), through collective 

kōrero (conversations), through creativity. The first of many embodiments resulted in a 

wāhine wānanga (facilitated gathering of wāhine) to express and share our perspectives. The 

gathering allowed us to connect and reflect the environments we were in; to shift between 

spaces and don the many feathers woven into our kākahu (ceremonial cloaks) (Smith, 2017); 

to be creative and resourceful; to learn, teach, and share mātauranga with each other; to 

nurture each other as seeds of potential, and to foster flourishing (Heke et al., n.d.).  

Whakatinanatanga – realising intentional attention.  

The realisation of Te Kupenga (Figure 3) now resides, not merely within a research 

project, but within the many seeds of potential planted each time an Indigenous student, 

scholar, or community engages with it. Although still evolving, the response from presenting 

this work at a number of international conferences and a facilitated wānanga has been 

Figure 3 Te Kupenga - Realised and stor(i)ed 
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profound. The ability to demonstrate Indigenous research to Indigenous researchers and 

students and have them reflect upon its relevance to their Indigenous self, is (re)affirming and 

exemplifies the distinct need for contemporary Indigenous methodologies in our 

contemporary Indigenous research. 

The impact of sharing this methodology includes, receiving encouraging feedback 

from a Torres Straight Island woman now considering the relevance of one her own 

ceremonial treasures as a frame for her future research. I discussed my work with a group of 

Indigenous doctoral students of nursing, in Texas, later hearing that Te Kupenga had been 

applied in one of their recent assignments. Through these shared spaces and perspectives, I 

have grown potentially life-long friendships and working relationships, centred on being 

Indigenous, being women, and being drawn to weave our Indigenous stories, together. Te 

Kupenga was designed as a framework for conducting research, but its application and 

influence extends beyond that. Te Kupenga (along with other Indigenous methodologies) can 

be a mechanism for collecting and stor(y)ing the taonga or treasures we discover as 

Indigenous researchers, in community. 
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