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Abstract In Aotearoa-New Zealand there continue to be enduring challenges from

Māori scholars and communities about the ethics of Pākehā educational researcher

involvement in Māori communities. This paper critically discusses how under-

standing forms of Pākehā paralysis is an important component of creating sus-

tainable and inclusive educational research capabilities with Māori. It suggests that

applying the concept of non-stupid optimism is a powerful idea in this pursuit.

Drawing on a recent study of what Pākehā are learning from their engagement in

kaupapa Māori educational research, the article identifies a set of non-stupid dis-

positions and capabilities that address Pākehā paralysis, and strengthen Māori-

Pākehā research relations into the future. Non-stupid optimism offers a new

knowledge contribution regarding Māori and Pākehā research dispositions and

capabilities.

Keywords Māori educational research � Pākehā paralysis � Non-stupid optimism �
Research dispositions and capabilities

Introduction

For over 20 years Māori educationalists have continued to critically re-examine and

re-claim research methodologies, pedagogy, curriculum, and notions of ‘educational

excellence’ in order to ensure that Māori thrive into the future (Nepe 1991; Smith

1999; Mikaere 2013; Hutchings et al. 2012). Since the 1980s, some Māori
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educationalists have suggested that Pākehā and non-Māori1 can have an important role

in ensuring that Aotearoa-New Zealand’s education system better serves the

aspirations of Māori communities (Walker 1990; Walker 2011; Hoskins 2012). It is

timely to critically reflect and engage with Pākehā educational researchers about their

roles in creating learning systems that go beyond a superficial engagement with

mātauranga Māori and diverse Māori educational aspirations.

Contemporary Māori systems of learning, Māori calls to action, and policy

directions from the Crown have challenged many Pākehā to think about how to

engage with these discourses (Hill and May 2013; Glynn 2013; Jones 2012; Furness

et al. 2013; Smith 2012). National educational strategies such as Ka Hikitia (2013–

2017) and Tau Mai Te Reo (2013–2017) have intensified the focus on ways to

‘accelerate Māori student success’ and create a ‘culturally responsive education

system’ (Ministry of Education 2013a, b).

My interest in exploring what Linda Smith (2005) has termed the ‘‘tricky

ground’’ of indigenous research methodologies arises out of my Pākehā family

involvement in kaupapa Māori educational initiatives in the mid 1980s and early

1990s (Barnes 2006). These formative experiences benefited me culturally (gaining

a level of familiarity with tikanga and fluency in reo Māori), while also embedding a

commitment to supporting and advancing mātauranga Māori. As a Pākehā

educational researcher I have become curious about the dispositions and capabilities

required to bean ‘ally’ in relation to Māori educational aspirations. This opens up

the future-building question: what are the most effective ways for Māori and Pākehā

to work together in order to create a socially and culturally just educational present

and future?

This paper is divided into two sections. In the first section I critically reflect on

my own research experiences of ‘‘Pākehā paralysis’’ (Tolich 2002). I then discuss

how understanding forms of Pākehā paralysis, and the many ways of working with

and through it, are important components of creating sustainable and inclusive

educational research approaches between Māori and Pākehā.

The second section explores the idea of ‘‘non-stupid optimism’’ as a pragmatic

and critical researcher disposition (McWilliam 2014). Non-stupid optimism

involves a weighing up of scepticism and hope about present and future educational

dilemmas (Selwyn and Facer 2012). Here I introduce a suite of dispositions and

linked capabilities for non-stupid optimism in educational research with Māori that

can address Pākehā paralysis.

1 I use the terms ‘‘Māori’’, ‘‘Pākehā’’ and ‘‘non-Māori’’ throughout this paper. I recognise these

categories are not homogenous. There are distinct and diverse cultural and ethnic markers that can

describe contemporary Māori, Pākehā and non-Māori identities. Here, I describe ‘‘Pākehā’’ as those

people of European descent who call Aotearoa New Zealand home. I identify as a third generation

Pākehā. Culturally, socially, and politically, the term ‘‘Pākehā’’ relates to our historic and evolving

contemporary relationship with ‘‘Māori’’, who are recognised as the indigenous people of Aotearoa New

Zealand. ‘‘Non-Māori’’ refers to those people who are neither Pākehā or Māori, but recent immigrants to

Aotearoa, also known as ‘‘Tauiwi’’.
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At Home with My Pākeha Paralysis

As a ‘‘Pākehā product’’ of early kaupapa Māori educational efforts, and now a

researcher contributing to a kaupapa Māori education team, I have found Pākehā

paralysis a critical issue in need of inquiry. I write about this issue as a researcher

who has continued to wrestle with paralysis intellectually and emotionally. I have

also observed paralysis when my Pākehā colleagues in non-Māori institutions

attempt to address Māori educational aspirations. These personal, professional and

organisational observations inform my thinking about this issue. For the purposes of

this paper I describe Pākehā paralysis in the following broad way:

Emotional and intellectual difficulties that Pākehā can experience when

engaging in social, cultural, economic and political relations with Māori

because of: a fear of getting it wrong; concern about perpetuating Māori

cultural tokenism; negative previous experiences with Māori; a confusion

about what the ‘right’ course of action may be.

I suggest that Pākehā paralysis in educational research is bound up in two ideas

and human experiences: 1. knowledge and privilege; and 2. emotional flux.2 I argue

that knowledge, privilege and emotional ups and downs are linked.

The notion of Pākehā paralysis came to prominence through the work of social

scientist Martin Tolich (2002). Tolich made the following observations as a result of

his work on a University ethics committee (pp. 165–176):

As Pākehā they [postgraduate students] had learned that they had no place

researching Māori. At no time had they been taught how to consider cross-

cultural research… Confusion stems from, on the one hand, a phenomenon I

refer to as Pākehā paralysis: Pākehā inability to distinguish between their role

in Māori-centred research and their role in research in a New Zealand society,

which involves Māori among other ethnic groups.

In response, Tolich (2002) argued that ‘‘the focus of the solution [to Pākehā

paralysis] is to acknowledge that this problem is not Māori-centered research but a

Pākehā problem’’ (my emphasis, p. 168). Secondly, he suggests that cultural safety

guidelines developed in the 1990s ‘‘provides a home-grown remedy to this problem,

facilitating Pākehā to study Māori and to endorse the Treaty of Waitangi’’ (p. 176).

Since Tolich’s observations and suggestions about Pākehā paralysis as a research

problem, explicit responses have been scarce. I posit that addressing Pākehā

paralysis continues to be important for two primary reasons:

1. Ethics of Pākehā engagement with Māori Power relationships continue to

permeate Māori and non-Māori relations across a number of public and social

spheres (McIntosh and Mulholland 2011; Moewaka Barnes et al. 2013; Came

2 These are two components of Pākehā paralysis. There are many more dimensions that could be

explored, but are out of the scope of this article.For example, social psychological explanations of

cognitive dissonance and its relationship to paralysis could be another area of exploration. See Harmon-

Jones and Mills (Eds) 1999.
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2014; Smith and Turner 2013). Resulting tensions have sparked debates about

whose interests and voices are legitimated or not in educational discourses

(Jones and Jenkins 2008). Patterns of dominance and sub-ordinance create an

ethical minefield about how Pākehā can ethically engage with Māori on

educational issues. This complexity generates Pākehā paralysis by impeding

Pākehā researcher agency, holding back expertise and resources, thereby

putting the hope of new ethical relationships with Māori at risk.

2. Pākehā contributions to systemic educational change There is a broad

consensus that in order to ensure Māori educational success, educational and

learning systems must be more culturally inclusive of diverse Māori students

and their whānau (Ministry of Education 2013a, b; Bright et al. 2013). For this

vision to be achieved Pākeha have to be involved in positive educational change

with Māori, as power imbalances (resource distribution, institutional decision-

making) are currently in favour of Pākehā. Pākehā paralysis can potentially

hinder the roles Pākehā can take in positively transforming these monocultural

and monological educational systems that reproduce poor learning outcomes for

Māori and educational inequity. At its worst, Pākehā paralysis results in Pākehā

choosing to opt out of improving our educational system because ‘‘it’s too

difficult and not my problem’’.

Overall, Pākehā avoidance of addressing diverse Māori educational aspirations

cuts off creative educational capabilities for the future, and limits the potential in

thinking through how things might be done differently (see Hipkins et al. 2014).

Knowledge and Privilege: When Bicultural Intentions Fall Short

When the indigenous person fails to address the needs or wishes of the well-

meaning, would-be collaborator-colonizer the latter experiences a shock.

(emphasis added, Jones and Jenkins 2008, p. 477).

How do contested knowledge and practices form conditions of Pākehā paralysis

in education? Jones and Jenkins (2008) discuss how debates about knowledge and

privilege in Māori-Pākehā research collaboration can result in feeling an ‘‘unbear-

able exclusion’’ where the

resulting anxiety for the new [Pākehā] outsider is not from loss of social power

so much as loss of ability to define the conditions of the socio-political space

within which, they believe, getting to know each other becomes possible. The

terms of engagement are no longer controlled by the dominant group. (original

emphasis, Jones and Jenkins 2008, p. 477).

I have come to realise that despite the best of intentions and my ‘bicultural

capability’, the power to define the conditions of my research relationships with

Māori is tenuous. This realisation was particularly cogent during recent evaluation

work I undertook with a hapū, focusing on an education and cultural wellbeing

programme (Selby and Barnes 2013). I was invited to formatively evaluate this

hapū-based initiative. Offers had been made by the hapū to various local Māori
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researchers and evaluators, but these were not taken up, so they asked me to

evaluate the programme. I was known to them: I held existing personal and

professional relationships with hapū organisers; I was living locally; and I had a

‘track-record’ of commitment to Māori wellbeing. Key hapū organisers saw that I

brought with me a degree of externality: I was not from the local area, I am Pākehā,

and I hold a level of fluency in reo and tikanga Māori. Members of the organising

committee3 believed that these factors worked in their favour.4

In this hapū-based context I deliberately applied what I perceived to be an

inclusive evaluative theory and practice (Barnes 2007). I co-constructed my

evaluative methodology and questions with the programme organising committee.

The evaluative approach aimed to uncover information that would enhance the

structure of the wellbeing programme in the future. Formal written evaluation

reports provided a type of accountability to the hapū, interested whānau, and the

philanthropic funder. I felt confident that the co-construction process resulted in an

evaluative methodology that was developmental, holistic, open-ended, strengths-

based, and relevant to diverse whānau. While some of the dynamics I explore here

are not unfamiliar to many researchers and evaluators, I was critically aware that

working as a Pākehā in a rural hapū setting is generally uncommon.

Over a 4 year period I gathered information and made myself known to whānau

by attending regular hapū hui and participating in marae and hapū-based activities.

This level of engagement built reciprocal relationships between me and many

whānau. I believed that this approach was consistent with ethical methods used in a

range of critical and indigenous research methodologies (see Denzin et al. 2008).

However, I quickly became aware that my information gathering was restricted. I

was limited to talking with those people who had voluntarily ‘bought into’ the

programme, or who knew me well on a personal basis. I was conscious that there

was a portion of whānau that did not engage with me in the evaluative process. I was

missing important information from a wider cross-section of whānau. I reflected

about why some whānau choose to participate in the evaluation, and others did not.

What more could I do? At the time, I thought if I could just ‘access’ these whānau I

could identify how the programme could become more inclusive, thereby enhancing

its reach and potential.

Regardless of my ability to engage in culturally responsive ways by valuing and

utilising mātauranga Māori, and co-constructing the evaluative approach with hapū

organisers, the terms of my engagement were ultimately out of my control.

Sincerely engaging with members of the hapū about the evaluation and ways of

working was not enough. The reality was that an evaluation (signifying judgement)

was being conducted by a middle-class Pākehā male (signifying outsider). This

automatically meant there were limits about which whānau would, or would not,

share their experiences with me. I was in an unconscious position of power by

3 This committee consisted of hapū leaders such as kaumātua, mātua and rangatahi.
4 While I am reflecting on my own identity and capabilities here, it is important to acknowledge that

Māori undertaking this task would face similar but distinct challenges in working with their own hapū.

Similarly, Māori working in a geographic location that they do not whakapapa to also raises different

opportunities and limits.
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passing judgement about what the hapū and whānau were or were not doing, and

whether it was effective or not.

There was no explicit challenge from hapū members about my role as a Pākehā

undertaking evaluation of their initiative. Quite the opposite: I continue to work with

many of the hapū on a host of educational issues. Yet, I have become keenly aware that

wider social, cultural and political factors did shape and limit my engagement with

diverse whānau. I realise I held a naı̈ve belief that a participatory evaluative approach

sensitive to hapū tikanga, would transcend complex hapū relational dynamics, and

wider socio-cultural politics of evaluation and identity! I can now confidently describe

this set of beliefs as a form of stupid optimism. Being a sole Pākehā undertaking

evaluation in a hapū setting can create all sorts of limitations, possibilities and nuances.

Based on this experience I began to question if, in the future, I could effectively

engage in Māori educational issues because I might get it wrong. ‘It’ concerns the

way I can effectively come to understand, and be in relationship with, diverse Māori

on particular educational issues that affect positive change. Underpinned by a

yearning to be ‘right’, this intention can unwittingly mask a type of Pākehā privilege

that I hold. Clare Land (2013) shares insights about the subtle dynamics of cultural

privilege with Margaret:

…putting yourself into a position where you can’t be criticised, or not doing

anything so that you can avoid criticism, is actually an expression of privilege.

You choose not to do anything so you can’t get it wrong. I hadn’t thought about

that as a privilege before. I had thought that it’s important to try not to get it

wrong-but if you don’t act or you won’t talk so that people can’t later say that

what you said was wrong, then that can be an expression of privilege. It’s about

protecting your own privilege by not being criticisable. (Margaret 2013, p. 172).

The ability to avoid situations where one’s knowledge, assumptions or expertise

may be challenged demonstrates one way that power can operate. For Pākehā

engaging with Māori in educational research this can happen in many forms: some

Pākehā can avoid (consciously or unconsciously) the complexity of language,

identity and culture in methodologies and methods; alternatively there can be

ambivalence or unease about ways to ‘correctly’ address ‘Māori’ issues. If

challenged by Māori about these apparent deficits in research approach, momentary

embarrassment and an emotional charge can be generated. In these situations

Pākehā can become immobilised or find themselves in a state of panic: the grip of

paralysis takes hold. Alternatively, Pākehā can become defensive and distrustful.

Either way, both parties retrench, inhibiting the ethical responsibility to traverse the

tricky ground together and address the problems with respect to intellectual and

emotional differences. Next, I provide some observations about the impacts that

these fluctuating emotions can have during Māori-Pākehā research processes.

Emotional Flux: What We Do with Emotion Matters

Exploring the different ways that some Pākehā have approached their work with

Māori, I have become interested in what Ahmed (2004) has termed ‘‘the cultural

politics of emotion’’:
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Through emotions, the past persists on the surface of bodies. Emotions show

us how histories stay alive, even when they are not consciously remembered;

how histories of colonialism, slavery, and violence shape lives and worlds in

the present. The time of emotion is not always about the past, and how it

sticks. Emotions also open up futures, in the ways they involve different

orientations to others. It takes time to know what we can do with emotion (p.

202).

Huygens (2011) observes that when Pākehā experience Māori counter-narratives,

such as those about the impacts of colonialism, intellectual and emotional shock

waves can take place. In these situations, Pākehā may start to experience ‘‘fear of

change, feelings of responsibility and guilt about their cultural group asserting

control of society to the detriment of Māori’’ (Huygens 2011, p. 75). Huygens found

that these shock waves require emotional work, which is an important part of

Pākehā educators developing a ‘‘decolonisation practice’’ (Huygens 2011). How

different Pākehā work with and through these circulating emotions will directly

influence our dispositions and capability during research with Māori communities

now and into the future (Ahmed 2004).

My participation in Māori educational spaces has always included an emotional

double-bind. On the one hand there is a sense of intellectual excitement and cultural

fulfillment. To think, plan and work with different Māori colleagues in ways that

legitimate and value their educational knowledge and experience is exciting and

challenging. I see my contribution as a means of ‘giving back’ to Māori by applying

what skills and knowledge I have towards a more just and inclusive learning system.

My position is informed by reciprocal and accountable relationships to Māori as

Pākehā (see Came 2013; Huygens 2007).

On the other hand a sense of cultural and political discomfort can also creep in.

As noted earlier, anxiety can revolve around getting ‘it’ wrong, or being challenged

by different Māori (and some Pākehā) about my position in Māori research

processes. Resistance and disapproval has largely revolved around what and who I

represent.5

Added to this are the ethical questions that arise if the ability of diverse Māori to

gather autonomously, determine their own tikanga and ways of organising, and

generate knowledge to their benefit is inhibited by non-Māori researcher imposi-

tions (see Bishop and Glynn 1999, pp. 101–107). These challenges bring up

emotions of vulnerability and tension between Māori and Pākehā researchers. For

Pākehā this can be uncomfortable because we can experience a loss of Pākehā

privilege (choice and control). We may also find ourselves being the object of anger

or resentment from Māori. These emotions can be directed towards Pākehā because

of our previous and/or present actions or inactions, and/or what we represent. In this

way interpersonal relations can inherit wider cultural political tensions (see Davis

2010). I have had to be critically reflexive about being a Pākehā male working with

diverse Māori. I often ask myself: what are the potential and pitfalls of my

5 Some may argue that Pākehā heterosexual men and/or a Pākehā organisation undertaking Māori

research are not needed in order to adequately fulfill the relevant tasks culturally, intellectually,

professionally or politically.
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participation (individually and institutionally), and how might this impact on a

process (those involved), and outcome (the validity of findings)?

To work in spaces outside of Pākehā normality (dominance) requires a degree of

letting go and being comfortable with discomfort emotionally and intellectually.

This entails intellectual diligence, emotional maturity, and an awareness of how

power circulates, as Ahmed (2004) reminds us:

The objects of emotions slide and stick and they join the intimate histories of

bodies, with the public domain of justice and injustice. Justice is not simply a

feeling. And feelings are not always just. But justice involves feelings, which

move us across the surfaces of the world, creating ripples in the intimate

contours of our lives. Where we go, with these feelings, remains an open

question (p. 202).

In summary, working the spaces in-between Māori and Pākehā educational

research entails the creation of conditions where disagreements, emotional flux, and

living with doubt are recognised as normal. Impermanence and complexity are

inevitable. Arriving at this recognition takes intellectual and emotional work over

time, which is challenging. Yet to ignore these difficulties perpetuates a monological

learning system that preserves epistemological racism (see Scheurich 2002).

Avoiding Pathologising All ‘Pākehā’: Four Caveats to My Position

The adjective ‘paralysis’ is not intended to create deficiencies in Pākehā people or

institutions; rather, I use it to describe a phenomenon that arises in particular

cultural-political relationships between diverse people or groups. Paralysis

manifests differently because it relies on an encounter with difference. As a

category it is inclusive of the intersections of ethnicity, sexuality, age, class, gender,

and (dis)ability. Paralysis’ does not affect all Pākehā in the same way when working

with Māori in education. At the same time, paralysis need not always be ‘a bad

thing’: it can be an important part of the self-reflection and conscientisation

processes of individuals and organisations. This form of paralysis generally involves

‘critical incidents’ where Pākehā are prompted, because of their research

interactions with Māori, to seriously reconsider their own cultural assumptions

and better understand Māori explanations of social and cultural reality (see Huygens

2007). I now discuss four caveats to my position, that there can be positive roles for

Pākehā in Māori educational research.

First, I do not suggest that roles for Pākehā in Māori educational issues are

guaranteed, easy or straight forward. The integrity and distinctive transformative

potential of Māori educational standpoints, in all their diversity, must remain

determined and controlled by Māori. The why and how of Pākehā engagement with

Māori educational discourses will differ due to the distinctiveness of localised

working relationships, and wider cultural-political relations.

Second, as non-Māori there can never be ‘one right way’ to conduct research

with Māori on educational issues. Diverse educational researchers continue to

wrestle with the best ways to address inequities and Māori well being in our
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education system. A growing number of Pākehā are reflecting on their research with

different Māori groups about educational issues (Milne 2013; Woller 2013; Glynn

2013; Lewis 2014; Barnes et al. 2013). A number of Pākehā educationalists are also

involved in a broad range of initiatives to ensure that ‘culturally responsive’

leadership and pedagogy are in place (Bishop et al. 2014; Hohepa and Robinson

2008). Indeed, Pākehā and non-Māori interest and engagement with Māori

educational discourses exist historically, in the present moment, and in the

foreseeable future (see Metge 2008).

The third caveat regards positioning at the intersection of diverse identities. It is

widely acknowledged that ethnicity, class, age, gender, sexuality and (dis)ability

profoundly influence how educational issues are addressed and engaged with

(Chacko 2004; Macartney 2011; Haraway 2003). My position is influenced by being

a middle-class heterosexual Pākehā male, with some practical and intellectual

experiences of working in a variety of Māori research approaches. My approach to

working with Māori could be similar or totally different to other Pākehā because of

my culture and identities. The interlocking of personal identities coupled with

institutional rules and power affect the way educational issues are addressed

between different Māori and Pākehā educationalists (Fisher 2010).

The fourth caveat, and related to the third, is the reality that Pākehā identity is

diverse. While many Pākehā may share European ancestry and call Aotearoa-New

Zealand ‘home’, Pākehā identity is heterogeneous and diverse. I derive my

understanding of Pākehā identity through Bell’s (2004) assertion that ‘‘Māori and

Pākehā are constituted in relation to each other, developing over time to distinguish

the indigenous inhabitants of Aotearoa from the European immigrant settlers’’

(original emphasis, p. 4). I share Fine et al. (1997) anxiety that whiteness, or in my case

Pākehā, not become an identity that is reified, fixed, singular and monolithic (p. 11).

Simply, my position is informed by the belief that neither ‘Māori’ or ‘non-Māori’ is

stuck with what currently ‘is’. Research interactions can leave both groups changed,

and this process evolves and deepens over time due to our multiple interactions.

Non-stupid Optimism & Pākehā Research Praxis

Acknowledging the conditions that can give rise to Pākehā paralysis is an important

part of moving from cultural rigidity, to find a more reciprocal, nuanced and just

relationship between Pākehā and Māori in education. This section applies the idea

of ‘non-stupid optimism’ towards this vision in educational research. Non-stupid

optimism involves a balancing of scepticism and hope about present and future

educational dilemmas (Selwyn and Facer 2012).It is an idea that can be described as

one part of the reflexive turn in research methodologies (Foley 2002).

According to McWilliam (2014) non-stupid optimism emerged out of discussions

with educational critical theorist Patti Lather, and aims to avoid the blind optimism

of positive psychology, and the pessimism of Foucault.6 Non-stupid optimists are

critically aware that different sets knowledge and skills are required at different

6 Personal communication, March 2014.
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times in order to address common and distinctive educational challenges. Non-

stupid optimism is open to the inevitable ups and downs of working the spaces in-

between Māori and non-Māori. It is sensitive to how knowledge and power operate

individually and institutionally; but is not immobilised by these realities.

McWilliam (2014) describes non-stupid optimism as an idea that it is concerned

with many shades of learning in research:

…learning happens in leaps and surprises and regressions, not just as linear

forward development-so making lists of pluses and minuses or dos and don’ts

or strengths and weaknesses does not make much sense as a research outcome.

Methods that allow irony and nuance are therefore to my mind more valuable.7

Non-stupid optimists are interested in research approaches that are expansive,

and they look towards what might be possible despite the political and cultural

constraints (see Davis et al. 2008).Their research capabilities go beyond naı̈ve

optimism by challenging technocratic concepts of Pākehā ‘bicultural competence’

in educational thinking and practice. Non-stupid optimism avoids what Kemmis

(2010) calls technē: ‘‘constructing rules for practitioners and others to follow’’ (p.

15). Non-stupid optimists do not aim to meet well-intentioned generalised cultural

standards; rather they are concerned with addressing the cultural, political and

research realities of each situation. Subsequently, the capabilities required for non-

stupid optimism in Māori–Pākehā educational research cannot always be ‘scaled up’

or generalised across contexts. They are a broad set of abilities that must be worked

out in context, and reflected on in practice.

Non-stupid Optimist Capabilities

What follows is an introduction to five interconnected research capabilities that

draw attention to how non-stupid optimism can underpin, and potentially transform,

Pākehā research praxis (thinking and doing) with Māori in education. These

capabilities are based on learning themes drawn from interviews with four different

Pākehā educational researchers with over 20 years experience of working with

Māori on a range of educational research issues (see Barnes 2013). An in-depth

description and analysis of these capabilities in practice are the workings of a future

paper:

(1) Value one’s cultural identity Pākehā researchers become involved in Māori

educational research in varying ways. This capability speaks to Pākehā

valuing the richness, paradoxes and challenges of their own cultural identity,

while also acknowledging that diverse realities exist amongst Māori too.

When Pākehā value the multiple ways our cultural identity can be expressed

in a research relationship with Māori, we strengthen our capability to become

more proactive in the relationship. This proactive approach is not naı̈ve, but

critically aware of the power-dynamics that shape Māori–Pākehā terms of

engagement in research. A self-aware valuing of one’s personal identities

7 Personal communication, March 2014.
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enables Pākehā researchers to enact what Mikaere (2011) has called a ‘‘leap

of faith’’: where we construct a ‘‘positive source of identity and pride’’, rather

than being ‘‘forever linked to the shameful role of the oppressor’’ (p. 119).

(2) Recognise the politics and use of reo and tikanga Māori The use and

understanding of reo and tikanga Māori by Pākehā is permeated with ethical

uncertainty and positive potential. Clarifying the motivations and potential of

Pākehā learning and using reo and tikanga Māori in our research work, while

realising the politics of accountability to Māori, are a crucial but underes-

timated part of the capability to use both during research activities (see

Barnes, Nelson and Margaret 2013).On the one hand Pākehā learning of reo

and tikanga Māori can be supported by various Māori research colleagues.

For example, encouragement is underpinned by some Māori beliefs that in

order for reo and tikanga to thrive, Pākehā must be part of diverse

revitalisation efforts (Higgins and Rewi 2014).On the other hand, the use of

reo and tikanga Māori by some Pākehā in educational research continues to

be a source of unease, and in some cases complete opposition. This primarily

reflects anxiety that Pākehā use of reo and tikanga could be used to further

consolidate power, and naively misappropriate Māori culture. Pākehā must be

able to critically discern when, how and to what purpose we use reo and

tikanga Māori in our research thinking and practice.

(3) Be comfortable with complexity More often than not educational research is

a messy and chaotic business (see Cohen et al. 2008). Dynamics of power,

privilege, and paralysis can create confusing and stimulating research

scenarios between Pākehā and Māori researchers. In these circumstances,

Pākehā can be tempted to look for a research ‘recipe’ or ‘formula’ in order

to find a sense of ‘cultural safety’. In practice however, working in liminal

spaces unveils all sorts of contextual intricacies that are not always easily

for seen, culturally safe or solved by a technocratic cultural competencies

approach (see Kincheloe 2005). Rather, the capability to be flexible,

adapting to ups and downs is crucial. Flexibility is not necessarily about

idealistically ‘going with the flow’. This attitude would negate the

imperative to critically reflect and contribute as research unfolds. Devel-

oping the capability to accept cultural complexity involves clarity about

one’s intentions and negotiating change as it evolves. When Pākehā

acknowledge and work with our own discomforts, new forms of learning

and change take place. These can strengthen our resilience in the face of

cross-cultural research conundrums.

(4) Sustain the self Since ‘‘being with’’ cultural complexity in Māori–Pākehā

educational research involves traversing twists and turns, sustaining oneself

personally and professionally is also a fundamental capability. This involves

being open to the depths of mātauranga Māori, while acknowledging what

different Pākehā can contribute (or not) at different times. The sustainability

and effectiveness of relationships with Māori often requires considering if the

‘right person’, or mix of people, are in the relationship. These sorts of issues

are not straightforward, in-part because they are largely dependent on the

different personalities involved, and the wider research context. Addressing
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the idea and practice of sustainability in relationships with Māori, means

Pākehā can be more effective in applying a range of expertise and knowledge

at various times, and under a range of circumstances.

(5) Commit to evolving and long-term relationships For Pākehā researchers an

appreciation of ‘long-term relationships’ with Māori is analogous to

understandings of ethical accountability (see Came 2013; Furness et al.

2013). Relationship building in educational research takes time. Long-term

relationships professionally or between Māori and Pākehā institutions can be

characterised by issues that move beyond the personal into the structural. No

matter what the context of relationship building with Māori, experience

suggests that sustaining relationships over a long period has proven more

effective than spreading oneself too thin, or dipping in and out (see Smith

1999). Indeed, a strong commitment to research relationships is often a key

part of Māori determined research methodologies and has been theorised by

kaupapa Māori researchers (see Berryman 2013). These relationships

demonstrate loyalty to the vision and genealogy of the research, and a

respect for the skills and integrity of those involved as co-researchers and

participants.

If improvements to the educational wellbeing of Māori are to be gained, then

Pākehā educational researchers must be prepared to explicitly explore and

strengthen our research dispositions and capabilities to work with Māori. By

paying close attention to the nuances required to do this research work, Pākehā can

proactively respond and learn from invitations from Māori for an improved

relationship in educational research.

Conclusion

More and more Pākehā researchers are attempting to work with diverse Māori in

order to ‘‘accelerate Māori student success’’ and improve the ‘‘cultural responsive-

ness’’ of our education system. For many Pākehā educational researchers what this

policy imperative means in practice remains uncertain. I argue that non-stupid

optimism is one powerful idea that can enhance the ways Pākehā respond to this

ambiguity and work through paralysis.

Non-stupid optimism offers a pragmatic and critical way of working with the

challenges and potential of Māori and Pākehā engagements in educational research.

It creates space for Pākehā educational researchers to critically reflect on what

dispositions and capabilities are needed to effectively undertake research with

Māori in order to address educational dilemmas. Non-stupid optimism encourages

strategic questions about how power and control, individually and institutionally,

shape our research engagements with diverse Māori and vice versa. This brings into

sharp relief the intellectual and emotional diligence required in order to work

through Pākehā paralysis. In this way non-stupid optimism is a new knowledge

contribution regarding Māori and Pākehā research capabilities: it creates
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opportunities to revitalise the zones of imagination between Māori and Pākehā

educational researchers.
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References

Ahmed, S. (2004). The cultural politics of emotion. New York: Routledge.
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tūmanako: Critical issues for whānau in Māori education. Wellington: NZCER Press.
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Māori learning success. Paper presented at the Tuia Te Ako, Ōtaki.
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Wellington: Ministry of Education.

NZ J Educ Stud

123



Moewaka Barnes, A., Taiapa, K., Borell, B., & McCreanor, T. (2013). Māori experiences and responses
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