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TOHI RITE 

(Dedication) 

Ka tohia atu koe, ki te tohi nuku, ki te tohi rangi. 

Kia hoaia koe ki te putiki whara, kia tiaia koe ki te manu rere rangi.  

Te rau o titapa kia pai ai koe, te haere i runga ra. 

I rangahaua koe i te po-uriuri, i te po tangotango. 

I rakaitia koe ki te piki kotuku, te rau o te toroa, te huia titama. 

Whakina e tama nga kupu o te riri, nga kupu o tawhiti hemea ka mau mai. 

Ka kapiti runga e, ka kapiti raro e, he pokangu nuku, he pokangu rangi. 

Pou hihiko, pou rarama, tiaho i roto, märama i roto. 

Tena te pou, te poutokomanawa, te pou o enei körero. 

Hui te märama, hui te ora e-e. 

 

(Translation) 

Thou wilt be anointed (tohi) by the blessing of earth and heavens. 

Thou wilt be decorated with top-knot, and be dressed as the flying bird. 

The leaf of titapa (tree) to enable thee, to march forward above. 

Thou wast acclaimed from the depth of darkness, and in the changeable nights. 

Thou has been beautified with kotuku’s feather, and the feathers of toroa and huia. 

Display my son the action of war, and those far reaching words you have learned. 

Heaven will be closed and earth be united and will be at thy command. 

Be ambitious and clear-minded, be shining within three and brightness upon. 

Those the pillar, the main post of wisdom, the post of protector of these saying. 

Assembled brightness, and settle life.  (Mitira, 1972, p. 5) 

 

The above excerpt is a tohi whakawahi taken from the book titled Takitimu.  A tohi 

whakawahi traditionally served three general purposes; “to instil...insight and wisdom, to 

fortify...against the effect of black magic or evils brought about through trespassing on 

sacred places and to implant courage to face and overcome any danger brought about by 

man’s power.” (Mitira, 1972, p. 6)   
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ABSTRACT 

Western health professions have historically struggled with the notion that spirituality 

could be studied empirically.  This trend has changed in recent decades with there being 

a marked increase in the health literature pertaining to spirituality.  For indigenous 

people spirituality is a fundamental attribute of their worldviews.  Mäori, as the 

Indigenous people of Aotearoa, have always acknowledged the importance of wairua, 

(spirituality as defined by Mäori worldviews) to their health and well-being.  This thesis 

aims to explore wairua as an important aspect of Mäori well-being from a psychological 

perspective.  

 

Two research goals underpin this thesis.  The first goal involved developing an 

understanding of what Mäori mean when they talk about wairua.  This was achieved 

through a qualitative study.  While there are implicit shared understandings among 

Mäori regarding the nature of wairua, this study was one of the first attempts to make 

some of those shared understandings more explicit.  The second goal involved 

investigating the relationship between an orientation to wairua and Mäori well-being 

using a newly developed measure.  This was a quantitative study. 

 

Conceptualisations of wairua fell into four themes; direct descriptions, personal 

experiences, personal beliefs and Mäori worldviews.  According to the qualitative 

information, wairua was described as a fundamental attribute that enables Mäori to 

engage with their reality; an intuitive consciousness.  Through wairua Mäori identity is 

expressed, relationships are forged, balance is maintained, restrictions and safety are 

adhered to, healing is transmitted, and the connection between te ao wairua and te ao 

Mäori are maintained.   These aspects of Mäori reality are inclusive and interconnected.  
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The qualitative study information led to the formation of a 30 item self report measure 

named the Kia Ngawari ki te Awatea Orientation to Wairua measure.  This measure was 

used to investigate the relationship between an orientation to wairua and Mäori health 

and well-being.  The results showed that orientations to wairua had relatively modest 

associations with wellbeing when conceptualised and measured in a variety of ways.  

Due to the variability in the results, support for the overarching hypothesis of a 

relationship between wairua and well-being was mixed.  A number of limitations were 

acknowledged with recommendations for future research offered.  The findings of these 

studies have a number of implications for clinical psychological practice with Mäori 

clients.  
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PREFACE 
 
It was another warm Kahungunu summer and my uncle (considered by some to be like a 

tohunga) and I were sitting together yet again discussing yet another of my confusing 

dreams.  But this day was different, his approach was different.  Of course, he was still 

vague with his answers as he had always been, especially with me.  He still redirected the 

conversation so that I answered my own questions, but somehow his ähua was different. 

Toward the conclusion of our talk my uncle turned to me and said, “I know what you are 

going to be doing, I know when you will do it and I know how you will do it, but every 

time you come and talk to me about your dreams and so forth a woman comes in, stands 

between us and says to me you can’t tell her or give her the answers”.  I cautiously reply 

to him, “Nanny? (my grandmother)”.  My uncle nods his head in agreement.  

 

My uncle had never revealed this before! Why did he tell me this? And why now? What 

was I meant to do with this information? I was confused.  “What makes him think I will 

end up anywhere anyway? Well anywhere important that is? Is that what he was saying 

or am I over-exaggerating?”  I had so many questions and I was so confused but I knew 

my uncle was going to do what my grandmother had ordered him to do or not to do in 

this case.  It has been approximately twenty years since I had that conversation with my 

uncle.  I never comprehended that I would be sitting here writing a doctoral thesis about 

wairua for the purposes of fulfilling the requirements of a Doctorate in Clinical 

Psychology.  But nevertheless here we are.   

 

It may not be any surprise then that the inspiration behind this thesis has been heavily 

influenced by my own upbringing and personal understandings.  My grandmother was a 

strong influence in my life.  Her influence, albeit mostly silent in nature, had a very 
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strong impact on who I was to become and as the above story shows even after her death 

she still played an integral role in my life.  I grew up amongst matakite, healers and 

tohunga and spent a great deal of my childhood on marae.  Wairua was present in my 

every day existence.  Whänaungatanga, whakapapa and tikanga were all influenced by 

aspects relating to wairua.  Thus, I learnt from an early age that wairua was an important 

positive element in my life.  

 

My presence at university was very much influenced by experiences relating to wairua 

(but that’s another story). Over the course of my study I learnt a number of important 

factors.  I learnt that generally Mäori experiences, understandings and beliefs of wairua 

existed on a continuum between positive and not so positive.  I learnt that my 

experiences of wairua were more the exception than the norm.  I learnt that wairua was 

not a prominent feature of normal discussions amongst Mäori.  I also learnt what 

colonisation was and how it affected Mäori.  There was no question in my mind that my 

thesis topic would relate to wairua especially in light of the new information I had learnt 

about Mäori worldviews.  For me conducting a thesis relating to wairua was pre-

ordained if you like.  I was fortunate however to find that the Mäori literature also 

indicated that wairua was important.  What was less obvious amongst the literature 

though was how and why.  This thesis provides the beginning of what I suspect will be a 

very long journey but for me a necessary one. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


