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To paraphrase John Donne, “no word is an island entire of itself”.2 Words are relational; they share 

an etymology or whakapapa of meaning through an intergenerational family of word-

relationships. Language is important, and we need to take care in choosing the words we speak or 

write or sing, and equally in guarding against their misuse. Words have authenticity and speak 

truth to a way of seeing or knowing the world through lived experiences that connect us to places 

and people. Naming the world, or our place in it, is an expression of embodied experiences and 

collective histories. Names signify relationships to this specific river; this bend in the river; that 

particular rapid. Indeed, to conceptualise rivers in an abstract way was inconceivable for much of 

human history. 

 

Yet, other words convey a different projection, one that separates, isolates and assumes human 

dominance and mastery over nature: ownership, property, rights, productivity, et cetera. In her 

recent book, Tupuna Awa: People and Politics of the Waikato River, Marama Muru-Lanning 

investigates how Māori, the Crown and the electricity-generating power company developed 

unique ways of talking about the Waikato River.3 She examines the politics of language and the 

role it plays in transforming identities, power relations and socio-political hierarchies. 

 

I argue that we need to be alert to the takeover of words by mere ‘terms’ that enter our discourse 

in order to sell a product or corrupt ideas. Whereas words convey a richness in symbolic meaning 

and can be both precise and analogous, in contrast terms are like signs manufactured to 

manipulate.4 We ought to remain ever vigilant to the proliferation of terms, such as ‘wadeability’, 

‘swimmability’ and ‘allocation’, because in promoting such terms in national conversations about 

the future of rivers in New Zealand, we unconsciously adopt the political discourse in which they 

entered our vocabulary.5 In so doing, we normalise this abstract standard of ‘swimmability’, and 

                                                      
1 Social scientist at the Cawthron Institute, Nelson, New Zealand. Email: charlotte.sunde@cawthron.org.nz 
2 Donne, J. (1624). Meditation 17, Devotions upon Emergent Occasions. The original prose is: “No man is an iland, 
intire of it selfe…” 
3 Muru-Lanning, M. (2016). Tupuna Awa: People and Politics of the Waikato River. Auckland: Auckland University 
Press. 
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inherently accept the trade-offs implied in the government’s proposed new target to make: “90% 

of rivers and lakes swimmable by 2040”.6 We also do a further injustice in that we invariably silence 

the full range and depth of expression that portrays the many diverse cultural and spiritual 

relationships that we hold with respect to rivers. 

 

That we commonly refer to nature as a ‘natural resource’ and, more alarming still, as ‘natural 

capital’ is an example of how much neoliberal rhetoric has influenced how we think and talk about 

nature. I recommend Wolfgang Sach’s book The Development Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge 

as Power, wherein he and contributing authors critically unpick the key words and terms that make 

up the modern ‘development’ agenda: development, environment, market, needs, one world, 

participation, planning, poverty, progress, resources, science, state, technology.7 These words and 

terms are not neutral; they are the infrastructure and scaffolding that prop up a particular way of 

framing reality. Yet, seldom do we stop and question their application in our professional 

vernacular. We take their meaning for granted, and assume their definition is understood and 

accepted universally. 

 

To speak of nature in this objectifying language (as resources or natural capital) is anathema to 

many non-westernised cultures – and to reduce rivers to their utilitarian functions is an affront to 

many of us. To people whose daily livelihood is intimately connected with their local waterway, 

rivers are far more than resources to transport people and goods, to gather food, or to recreate. 

We do rivers an injustice when we neglect to honour our historical connections over centuries of 

dependency on rivers that defined societies and made entire civilisations possible. Think of the 

great rivers of the world: the Amazon, the Nile, the Ganges, the Yangtze. These are powerful 

bodies of water that continue to shape cultures and planetary processes far beyond what our 

middling ‘management’ objectives might strive for. 

 

Take, for example, the term ‘resource management’. The assumption that rivers in New Zealand 

can or should be controlled through a professional exercise of resource management demands 

that: first, rivers be conceived of as resources (that is, entities to be used by people) and, second, 

that our relationship to rivers is one in which a professional managerial elite determines what is 

an acceptable treatment of that waterbody and how much E. coli you can safely splash about in. 

This exercise in trading-off rivers as waste disposal channels in which to dilute pollutants, is a stark 

reminder of how profoundly disconnected we moderns are from our planet. It underpins this 

                                                      
proposals they are open to redefinition and hence co-option. This is something that Ivan Illich and Barry Sanders were 
well aware of in their examination of the erosion of literacy in the technological languages of “newspeak” and 
“uniquack”, pointing out how new attitudes to language are altering our worldview, our sense of self and of 
community. Illich, I. and Sanders, B. (1988). ABC: The Alphabetization of the Popular Mind. London: Marion Boyars. 
6 New Zealand Government. (2017). Clean Water: 90% of rivers and lakes swimmable by 2040. Wellington: Ministry 
for the Environment, New Zealand, 93pp. Also available online at: www.mfe.govt.nz. 
7 Sachs, W., ed. (1992). The Development Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge as Power. London: Zed Books. 
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dualistic relationship with nature that separates humans (as subjects) from nature (as objects). 

But, as we drink polluted water or swim in polluted rivers, we are sharply reminded that our health 

and wellbeing is directly affected by the health and wellbeing of rivers. 

 

“Ko au te Awa, ko te Awa ko au” 
 

E rere kau mai te Awa nui 
Mai i te Kāhui Maunga ki Tangaroa 

Ko au te Awa, ko te Awa ko au 
 

The Great River flows 
From the Mountains to the Sea 

I am the River, and the River is me.8 
 

“I am the River, and the River is me” is a profound declaration of a people’s identity with the 

Whanganui River. The rational or scientific mind cannot fully comprehend such a relationship, and 

at best might regard the expression as simply a claim to encompass all ‘things’ related to the river’s 

ecology within the wider catchment. But Te Awa Tupua, the Whanganui River Treaty of Waitangi 

deed of settlement, includes both biophysical elements and metaphysical relationships that 

extend from the mountains to the sea. “I am the River, and the River is me” implies much more 

than extrinsic factors. To quote from the philosopher and theologian of inter-religious dialogue, 

Raimon Panikkar, it implies: “…the awareness that we not only belong to the earth, but that we 

and the earth are together. My being does not end at the tips of my fingernails; I am also in the 

rivers I swim, the water I drink…”9 

 

In what will be a world first for a river, the Whanganui River is to be accorded the status of a legal 

entity, Te Awa Tupua, with legal personality and by implication a ‘voice’ at the decision-making 

table.10 This Treaty settlement may well alter (in quite radical ways) how we approach other rivers 

in this country, and its status in legislation potentially has implications for the way that humans 

treat nature – the so-called ‘rights of nature’.11 With regard to Te Awa Tupua, to now talk about 

                                                      
8 Ruruku Whakatupua – Te Mana o te Awa, Deed of Settlement signed on 5 August 2014, accessible at: 
http://www.wrmtb.co.nz/new_updates/Ruruku_Whakatupua_Te_Mana_o_Te_Awa_Tupua_Signed5August%20201
4.pdf 
9 Panikkar, R. (2010). The Rhythm of Being: The Unbroken Trinity. The Gifford Lectures, Edinburgh University. 
Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, p.355 (italics in original). 
10 The Te Awa Tupua (Whanganui River Claims Settlement) Bill passed its third reading in Parliament on Wednesday 
15 March 2017, the day after I delivered this presentation. In it, Te Pou Tupua (two people appointed to speak on the 
river’s behalf) are not referred to as ‘guardians’, but as ‘the human face’ of the river. See: Salmond, A. (2014). Tears 
of Rangi: Water, power, and people in New Zealand, HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory. 4(3), pp.285-309. 
11 Ecuador is credited as the first country to enshrine ‘rights of nature’ in its constitution, and Bolivia followed with 
the Law of Mother Earth. New Zealand has taken a significant step with two extraordinary pieces of legislation: Te 
Urewera Act that in 2013 granted the Te Urewera National Park with “all the rights, powers, duties, and liabilities of 
a legal person”; and legislation that recognises Te Awa Tupua (the Whanganui River) as a legal person. For further 
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‘it’ in managerial or legal terminology is inappropriate, while to speak to the river/awa provides 

openings for cross-cultural exchange and learning. There is a whakataukī amongst the people of 

the Whanganui River that goes: “Kauaka e kōrero mō te awa, Kōrero ki te awa” (Do not talk about 

the river, but rather to the river).12 Already this subtle emphasis in the change to language with 

respect to how we describe rivers is a significant challenge to the dominant narrative in our 

political and scientific discourses about river management in New Zealand. 

 

I argue that the formal recognition of Te Awa Tupua goes a significant step further: to dialogue 

with the river as a meaningful Thou invites a multiplicity of voices and implies an even deeper 

ecosophy of listening. Ecological consciousness does not go far enough. The philosopher, Raimon 

Panikkar, suggests that a more appropriate vision is that of ecosophy (a word coined from the 

Greek, oikos and sophia), meaning the ‘wisdom of the earth’. He explains that this is more than a 

human wisdom about the earth, but the earth’s wisdom.13 

 

My appeal to you today, to the artists in the room, is to help rescue the words that we need to 

reconnect with our rivers. And where you discover that such words don’t yet exist, I urge that you 

bring them to life – be that through spoken, written or visual media. The symbols are already 

there. Artists are in a unique position to help us to not only “speak to” the river, but to listen to 

the wisdom inherent in rivers. So, we look to you as those who are courageous enough to 

challenge the alienating narrative of the status quo – and to provoke a radical transformation (a 

metanoia) in the ways we currently think, feel and act. For this, we need a new language of being 

with our rivers. 

 

I will leave you with the thoughts and words of philosopher Martin Heidegger who, in his book 

Poetry, Language, Thought, has a chapter titled, “What are poets for?” Indeed, “…and what are 

poets for in a destitute time?” 

 

“Those who are more daring by a breath dare the venture with language. They are the 
sayers who more sayingly say. For this one breath by which they are more daring is not just 
a saying of any sort; rather, this one breath is another breath, a saying other than the rest 
of human saying.”14 

                                                      
information about the legal ramifications of these laws, I recommend work by Jacinta Ruru (Professor of Law, 
University of Otago) and Catherine J. Iorns Magallanes (Senior Lecturer in Law, Victoria University of Wellington). 
12 Referred to by Marama Fox (Co-Leader of the Māori Party) at the first reading of the Te Awa Tupua Bill. Accessed: 
https://www.parliament.nz/en/pb/hansard-debates/rhr/document/51HansD_20160528_00000012/te-awa-tupua-
whanganui-river-claims-settlement-bill 
13 Panikkar, R. (2010). op. cit., pp.353-5. 
14 Heidegger, M. (1971). Poetry, Language, Thought. Translated and introduction by Albert Hofstadter. New York: 
Harper and Row, p.137. 


