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Food, warfare and the impact of Atlantic capitalism in Aoteoroa/New Zealand

This  paper deals with the relationship between food systems and modes of warfare among Maori in the period immediately preceding and following significant European ‘contact’ in the late 18th century, and the implications of this relationship for the nature and consequences of Maori resistance to European occupation in the mid 19th century. Though the paper concentrates on the Maori, it is substantially framed by a comparison to patterns of European-indigenous interaction in Australia – in particular by the question of why the application of ‘terra nullius’ rationales for European occupation were less extreme in the New Zealand than in the Australian case. I suggest that neither general ‘Lockean’ arguments about the nature of indigenous land use, nor the specific issue of the Treaty of Waitangi, offers an adequate explanation of the relative success of Maori in asserting their rights as prior occupants of the land.  A more plausible explanation lies in Maori success in endowing the Waitangi treaty with retrospective significance by their remarkable military and political resistance during the New Zealand Wars.

This certainly does not mean that Maori fought for their land and Australian aboriginals did not. Both populations offered impressive military resistance to European occupation, given the imbalance of technological and organizational resources on the European side. However, Maori resistance in the mid-19th century looked much more ‘state-like’-from a European perspective, with extraordinary military achievements in defending substantial territories - and important strategic points guarding these territories - against professional military forces equipped with advanced military technologies and logistical techniques. To understand why Maori were able to resist in this way, it is crucial to look at the interplay between food production and military organization on either side of the onset of substantial European contact, when both these dimensions of the Maori social order were transformed by the rapid diffusion of new food sources and new weapons across the New Zealand archipelago.

