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In this work, we explore the role of land in Indigenous theorizing about health, embodied in a land occupation that resisted a climate-adaptive development project imposed on the community from the top down by the local government. The proposed development project of building a stop bank on the Oroua River sought to alienate Māori from the remnants of the land. Embedded in and emerging from a culture-centered academic-community-activist partnership, an advisory group of Māori community members om the “margins of the margins” came together to participate in the occupation of the land to claim it as the basis for securing their health. This study describes the occupation and the role of our academic-activist intervention in it, theorizing land occupation as the root of decolonizing health emerging from Indigenous struggles for sovereignty (Tino rangatiratanga). The community advisory group members brought together in a culture-centered intervention, collaborated in partnership with the academic team, generated video narratives that resisted and dismantled the communicative inversions produced by the settler colonial state to perpetuate its extractive interests and produced communicative resources that supported the land occupation led by the broader Whānau. This study concludes by arguing that the culture-centered approach offers a meta-theory for decolonizing health communication by building voice infrastructures that support Indigenous land struggles.
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Introduction

You have no[sic] existence without land. Your health diminishes without your land. I didn't know about the health thing. Now we end up growing food, getting political, and bringing in the Human Rights Commission! (laughter). Well, there you go, it stands to say in itself: health is a main, big issue. They desecrated the land and this is the reason why we protested, we protested for that—four weeks, yeah. (Marama,1 Community advisory group member, land occupation).

According to Marama, a community advisory group member participating in the culture-centered process of co-creating voice infrastructures in Feilding, Aotearoa New Zealand, the community-led health intervention took the form of a land occupation that resisted a settler colonial development project positioned as climate adaptation, based on the Indigenous theory that land anchors everyday meanings of health (Dutta, 2004a; Moewaka Barnes and McCreanor, 2019; Thom and Grimes, 2022). A substantive body of scholarship and activist articulation on Indigenous health centers on the interlinkages between land and health for Indigenous people (Awatere, 1984; Walker, 1984; Nepe, 1991; Pihama, 1993, 2012; Taki, 1996; Waitangi Tribunal, 1996, 1999b, 2011, 2021; Smith, 1997, 2017; Rennie et al., 2000; Pihama et al., 2002; Dutta, 2004b; King et al., 2009; McCormack, 2011; Mikaere, 2011; Smith et al., 2012; Ryks et al., 2014; Lowry and Simon-Kumar, 2017; Mutu, 2017; Ruru, 2018; Bargh and Van Wagner, 2019; CARE Massey, 2019a,b; Hond et al., 2019; Jones, 2019; Moewaka Barnes and McCreanor, 2019; O'Bryan, 2019; Reid et al., 2019; Bargh, 2020; Bargh and Jones, 2020; Thom and Grimes, 2022). The connection to land forms the basis for Indigenous voicing on health, shaping the very definitions of health, everyday meanings of health, experiences of mental health and wellbeing, exposure to toxins, exposure to violence, lack of access to prevention resources, experiences of trauma, and access to basic prevention and health care resources (Awatere, 1984; Dutta, 2004b; Pihama, 2012; Moewaka Barnes and McCreanor, 2019; Bargh, 2020; Bargh and Jones, 2020).

Drawing on Māori theories of health, Thom and Grimes (2022) outline the ways in which land loss has shaped Māori experiences of health in settler colonial Aotearoa New Zealand. Across spaces of disenfranchisement in the Southern hemisphere and places of marginality within the settler colonial North, struggles over land brought on by the interpenetrating forces of colonialism and capitalism shape the struggles for health (Awatere, 1984; Royal, 1988, 2012; Irwin, 1994; Roberts et al., 1995; Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, 1998; Hayward, 1999; Harmsworth et al., 2002; Cheyne and Tawhai, 2008; Coates, 2009; Local Government New Zealand, 2011, 2017; Durie, 2012; Roberts, 2013; Forster, 2014; Cheyne, 2015; Ruckstuhl et al., 2015; Brown et al., 2016; Jacobson et al., 2016; Bell, 2018; Bishop, 2020; Resource Management Review Panel, 2020; Ellis, 2021; LGNZ, 2021). In this study, based on an ethnographic account of culture-centered organizing in the form of Māori-led land occupations to secure health and wellbeing in resistance to the racist settler colonial structures in Aotearoa New Zealand, we map the processes of communicative erasure and resistance to this erasure through articulations made on voice infrastructures co-created through culture-centered processes and respond to the questions: How do settler-colonial erasures of voice affect the health of Indigenous communities? What does solidarity look like as a method of health communication amid Indigenous struggles to secure access to health through land reclamation and resistance to land loss?

Drawing on the culture-centered approach (CCA), which outlines the interplay between communicative inequality, inequality in the distribution of information and voice resources, and health inequality (Dutta, 2008, 2011, 2012, 2014, 2016, 2018a; Dutta and Elers, 2020), we argue that the settler colonial erasure of Indigenous voice drives the health inequalities experienced by Indigenous communities, which are materialized in the dispossession of Indigenous people and communities from land and health-sustaining resources (Dutta, 2004a,b; Moewaka Barnes and McCreanor, 2019; Thom and Grimes, 2022). The CCA, we claim, offers a decolonizing framework for health communication by centering voice infrastructures that support embodied struggles for health through Indigenous land occupations and resistance to land loss. In voicing our embodied academic-activist solidarities situated amid land struggles, we foreground the necessary relationship between activism and critical health communication as embodied practices of the struggle to secure health by building voice infrastructures. Our intervention as voice infrastructures, developed by the community advisory group participating in the culture-centered process, complicates the concept of the Global South, by making the South visible as a marker of settler colonial dispossession within the ambit of the Global North (Dutta and Pal, 2020). In other words, we conceptualize the South as spaces of land occupation, extraction, exploitation, and dispossession within the settler colonial state that is otherwise categorized as the Global North, which are linked to spaces of dispossession in the geographical South that are the targets of oppressions carried out by Western/neoliberal hegemony.

We suggest that solidarity as a health communication method emerges from within community struggles takes the form of community leadership developed in advisory groups co-created through the culture-centered approach, and is sustained through ongoing collaborations between academics, activists, community advisory group members, and the broader community. Solidarity as a concept thus offers a radical turn by inverting the concept of a health intervention, defining an intervention as communication strategies co-created by Indigenous communities that negotiate ongoing marginalization perpetuated by the settler colonial state. The concept of intervention thus disrupts and re-imagines the organizing registers of health, communication, and community put forth within the architectures of settler colonial academia, and presents the concept of voice infrastructures in Indigenous communities within the settler colonial state that challenge the ongoing processes of erasure from discursive registers. We suggest that the turn to land in this sense serves as an anchor for decolonizing health communication through the concept of voice infrastructures, keeping academics in place, situating us in the struggles for land to secure health, locating our bodies in struggles, and holding our bodies accountable. That securing health is centered on returning Indigenous lands and resisting land theft builds a radical register for health communication that links decolonization to the necessary risks of embodied activism in community-led land occupations. For decolonizing health communication, activism through sustained relationships based on whakapapa (whakapapa is a fundamental Māori concept that connects the individual to ancestors, the atua (gods), ancestral land, and tribal groupings) is the necessary and critical first step rooted in the struggle to maintain land sovereignty (Tino rangatiratanga).



Land and Indigenous health

Across the Global South and North, Indigenous communities see land as the fundamental source of their health and wellbeing (Dutta, 2004a,b; Moewaka Barnes and McCreanor, 2019; Thom and Grimes, 2022). The dispossession of colonized peoples from land and resources on one hand fueled the industrial revolution and fed the capitalist project, and on the other hand, unleashed cycles of perpetual violence (military, police, carceral, and extractive) against colonized peoples. The alienation of the colonized from the land, the ongoing processes of displacement, and the incorporation of the expelled margins of the colony into the capitalist processes of exploitation are fundamental threats to the health and wellbeing of Indigenous communities in settler colonies worldwide. Many Indigenous peoples around the world have experienced massive land loss brought about by settler colonial forces (Behrendt, 2010). For Indigenous communities, alienation from land underlies the layers of trauma that fundamentally shape the risks to health and wellbeing. Indigenous groups in Mexico face toxic contamination from extractive mining practices (Goldtooth, 2010). In North America, Indigenous communities lack access to potable water and face increased exposure to heat (Norton-Smith et al., 2016). In contexts such as Palestine, land dispossession is linked to acts of military violence, which directly impacts health (Asi et al., 2022).

The land is a core determinant of Māori health and wellbeing (Hond et al., 2019; Jones, 2019; Moewaka Barnes and McCreanor, 2019). The ongoing settler colonial process in Aotearoa, New Zealand has resulted in large-scale land loss for Māori, deeply harming the health and wellbeing of their communities (Durie, 2013). Moewaka Barnes and McCreanor (2019) analyze studies that delineate markers of population change in Aotearoa, margins of life expectancy with rates and figures of land dispossession, and the impact of racism on health. The study maps out the onset of colonization as the basis for the disparate health outcomes experienced by Māori. The violence of colonialism is experienced in the vastly disproportionate burden of poor health borne by the Māori. According to the Ministry of Health (2015), the ischemic heart disease (IHD) mortality rate among Māori was 2.14 times higher than non-Māori. The total cancer mortality rate for Māori adults was 1.79 times higher than that for non-Māori adults. Māori women had a lung cancer registration rate 4.26 times higher than non-Māori women. The lung cancer mortality rate among Māori women was also more than four times that of non-Māori women. Māori suicide rates were nearly double that of non-Māori. The rate was higher for Māori women, who were 2.22 times more likely to commit suicide than non-Māori women. The mortality rate for chronic obstructive pulmonary disease among Māori aged 45 and over was 2.94 times higher than non-Māori in the same age group. In 2013–2014, Māori type 2 diabetes rates were ~50% higher or 1.49 times higher than non-Māori. The rate of kidney failure as a complication of diabetes for Māori aged 15 years and over was 5.55 times that of non-Māori. Lower limb amputations as a result of diabetes amounted to 1.7 times that of non-Māori. In 2010–2012, Māori stroke mortality was 1.56 times that of non-Māori.


Colonial land occupation in Aotearoa

In Aotearoa, New Zealand, a collection of ~22 legislative acts provided the framework for the statutory confiscation of Māori land by the colonial government, erasing Māori titles to their ancestral lands (Boast, 2010b). The colonial legal infrastructure was designed to confiscate Māori land (see Boast, 2010a, p. 263–266), with the colonial government taking possession of Māori land to then sell to settlers at a higher price (Gilling, 2020), which in turn financed the colonial warfare against Māori. The cycle of land occupation was marked by colonial warfare as the deployment of violence that was designed to forcibly remove Māori from their ancestral lands for the benefit of the settler colony (Wynyard, 2017). The legal infrastructure of dispossession, embodied in the New Zealand Settlements Act (1863) and its many amendments enacted in (1864), (1965), and (1866), legitimized and catalyzed the legal onslaught on Māori and their ancestral lands.

The Waitangi Tribunal noted in 1996 that the framing of the New Zealand Settlements Act (1863) as an instrument to achieve law and order and keep the peace obscured the land confiscation that formed its underlying infrastructure. Although the act did not contain the word “confiscation”, its outcome was precisely the appropriation of Māori land. The manipulation built into the application of this Act meant that Māori were often deemed to be acting contrary to the purpose of the Act itself. They were marked as deviant and therefore targets of land confiscation violence if they did not swear allegiance to the Queen of England, or if they resisted the intrusion of colonial military posts on their land. It is worth noting here the communicative reversal of the whiteness of the Crown that turned the colonial violence of land confiscation into an instrument for achieving law and order (see Dutta, 2018b; Dutta and Hau, 2020). In the eyes of the colonial government, Māori living their daily lives on the land and not allowing colonial intrusions, which was their right, was enough to trigger the use of the penal provisions of the New Zealand Settlements Act 1863 against them (Jackson, 1993; Waitangi Tribunal, 1996, 1999a; Gilling, 2020).

This colonial Parent Act catalyzed the large-scale land confiscation in several districts in Aotearoa (see Hancock et al., 2020), rendering Māori landless, alienating them from the land, and forcing them into exile. The settler colonial processes of land occupation and extraction formed the basis for the ongoing displacements experienced by Māori in Aotearoa, who were targeted by the twin forces of colonialism and capitalism (Awatere, 1984; Royal, 1988, 2012; Irwin, 1994; Roberts et al., 1995; Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, 1998; Hayward, 1999; Harmsworth et al., 2002; Basu, 2008; Cheyne and Tawhai, 2008; Coates, 2009; Local Government New Zealand, 2011, 2017; Durie, 2012; Roberts, 2013; Forster, 2014; Cheyne, 2015; Ruckstuhl et al., 2015; Brown et al., 2016; Jacobson et al., 2016; Bell, 2018; Bishop, 2020; Resource Management Review Panel, 2020; Ellis, 2021; LGNZ, 2021). The New Zealand Settlements Act was complemented by the Suppression of Rebellion Act (1863), which gave extensive powers to the colonial military to invade, terrorize, and kill Māori—men, women, children, and the elderly (Coromandel-Wander, 2013). Here, the deployment of large-scale violence by the settler colonial state that directly adversely impacted the health of Māori should be noted. Simultaneously, the New Zealand Loans Act (1863) was designed to obtain a loan from England to enact land confiscation; to be repaid from the anticipated sale of confiscated Māori land (Boast, 2010b; Gilling, 2020). These laws, which enabled the killing of Māori, are nothing less of pre-meditated terrorism and genocide enacted by the colonial government against Māori (Anthony, 2021).

In addition, numerous additional laws and policies designed to systematically dispossess Māori of their ancestral lands were quickly enacted (Boast, 2010b) as reinforcements to prop up the New Zealand Settlements Act (1863) and open up land for settlement. Wynyard (2017) highlights that even the use of the word “settlement” belies the actual reality that took place in many districts, which was the forced colonial imposition and theft of Māori land.

Since the enactment of the colonial government's strategy to relentlessly pursue the acquisition of Māori land, at all costs (lives and finances), the Māori land holdings that remain today equate to ~5% of the total land area of Aotearoa, New Zealand (Wynyard, 2019). Communal land retention has been inextricably intertwined with Māori wellbeing. The effects of such extensive land loss have reverberated across generations (Jackson, 1993; Walker, 2004).



Colonization of the Oroua River

The Oroua River is ~140 km long and flows south from the headwaters of the Ruahine Ranges, to the Feilding township, and out to the Manawatu River, south of Palmerston North, Aotearoa, New Zealand. Both the Oroua River and the Ruahine Ranges are important landmarks for Whānau, Hapu, and Iwi. Ngāti Kauwhata is one Iwi that has a long-standing relationship with the Oroua River. Ongoing processes of development and industrialization have threatened the relationship of Whānau, Hapu, and Iwi with the river, erasing the relationship of Māori with the river. Aroha, a Māori community member living by the river stated that:

…the glue that held us together [referring to the land] is no longer there and that has created an unwellness and I think that was strategic and the council and governments are, purposefully trying to get more of a stronghold over this land because it is so fertile. And, um, and we are, our rivers are unwell and if we go back to the spiritual being of who we are, they are our veins. So…if our veins are unwell, we are unwell. If our land is, our whenua is unwell, we are unwell. So, we are unwell and then marginalized to access to health care, we cannot even do that because of the price that it costs for us to go… So, regardless of whether you have money or not in this town, we have been cut off from who we are, um, and we have to find a way to get back to that and this is the only way I think we are going to get well [sic].

In the narration by Aroha, the intertwined relationship between land and health should be noted, with health being framed in the wider ecosystem. Land, rivers, connection to ancestors, connection with the wider Whānau, and connection to the spiritual being constitute the everyday meanings of health. Ongoing settler colonial expansion threatens Māori health through further alienation from the land.

In January 2020, the Horizons Regional Council (“Horizons”) took possession of one of the last few remaining acres of ancestral land, located close to Kauwhata marae, sparking a land occupation by the Feilding Advisory Group and their Whānau to protest the modern-day confiscation of their land (see Ganesh et al., 2021; Mika et al., 2022). Horizons took the land to build a stop bank to prevent flooding in the area, allegedly caused by the 1-in-100-years flood that occurs in the district.

The purpose of the stop bank proposal, according to the Council, is to protect the adjacent rural area from the one 100-year flood that last struck the region in 2004. Among the rural land blocks affected by the stop bank proposal are around 12 blocks of ancestral Māori land, a few houses, and an ancestral marae where Iwi members gather to participate in events and meetings according to Iwi custom. Farmland and a proposed new lifestyle housing development are also in the area. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a Māori papa kāinga (village) existed in this location up until the government's urbanization drive pushed Māori to the nearby urban town of Feilding and the city of Palmerston North following World War II (Durie, 2013). The stop bank is estimated to be ~3.3 Km in length and is being erected along the south bank of the Oroua River. The Council proposed to confiscate ancestral Māori land within the Ngāti Kauwhata Iwi [tribal] area as a site for the stop bank.




Land occupation as resistance

Our culture-centered process included building a community advisory group, co-designing in-depth interview protocols in the advisory group and conducting in-depth interviews, co-analyzing data emergent from the in-depth interviews, identifying the problem/issue to be addressed, and developing communication strategies and tactical materials (Dutta, 2004a,b; Figure 1). Members of the community advisory group had identified land theft and pollution of the river as two key drivers of poor health in the community. When the council started building the stop bank on the river, community members noted the racist decision-making process that erased Māori voices to carry out the land confiscation. This is the opinion of Kahurangi:

So, when the land… When Horizons pretty much, I want to say… Invaded the land, um, without the consent of the legal owners or the beneficiaries of the land, when they dug it all up... That was racist, certainly, in my view, that was racist. A lot of us thought it was racist and it was racist because I guess they assumed, you know, that they had this legal backing to be able to do it, and regardless of what the people said at their consultation hui, those people that did attend… Even though they said they did not want it, regardless of all of that, they still went ahead and did it anyway and that is racist, just because it was Māori land. Even though there were alternatives on non-Māori land to put the stop bank there, they chose and we know, um, that was one of the ways in which our ancestors were dispossessed of land when the government purposely chose Māori land to put roads on, you know. Like, there is a road that goes to Feilding from Palmerston North and there are bends in it and that's because it went on Māori land. To save European land, it will cut through Māori land, and we know, we have always known, that that is one of the ways in which we have been dispossessed of land. So when this happened, we were just like “this must be the 1800s”. This is what they're still doing [sic].


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Culture-centered voice infrastructure co-creating process.


For Kahurangi and members of the advisory group, the communicative erasure of community agency in the decision-making process reflected the racism of the settler colonial government. Participants in the advisory group meetings saw land confiscation under the guise of climate-adaptive development as a feature of climate colonialism, continuing to perpetuate the disenfranchisement of Māori. They pointed out how the building of the dam on Māori land, while not pursuing other alternative land options to build the stop bank, was reflective of the ongoing processes of settler colonialism that alienate Māori from the rest of the land.

To resist the colonial occupation of the river, Whānau occupied their ancestral land. The Whānau members of the community advisory group co-created a storyboard in partnership with our production team and built a video campaign to speak back to the Horizons Council, while also preparing submissions outlining the effects of further land dispossession on Whānau health and wellbeing. Our academic team supported the submission with research into legal and policy documents, with Christine Elers using her legal training to closely examine the communicative processes of decision-making.

Through their Indigenous knowledge rooted in their relationship with the river, Whānau also advised Horizons on how to strengthen the riverbanks to allow the river to flow freely without overflowing onto adjacent lands. By centering the voices of the Indigenous people who have lived beside the river for over 150 years, solutions are found in Indigenous knowledge of the ebb and flow of their ancestral river. The river, understood in relation to the Indigenous people who have lived beside it, is interpreted in a decolonizing framework as a source of health and wellbeing. The occupation of the ancestral land creates a register for dismantling the Eurocentric discourse of development and decolonizing the Eurocentric approach to building the embankment by representing the violence that is embedded into the development decision-making.

Moreover, the participation of the “margins of the margins” of the Whānau in democratic resistance creates openings for a voice democracy rooted in Indigeneity. The articulations of the Whānau voiced through the land occupation make visible Indigenous sovereignty that is erased from the dominant communicative spaces of the settler colonial state. The rationality of the mainstream discourse on development is debunked and constructed as both erroneous and illegal, making visible the lack of reason for the confiscation of ancestral lands. Instead, authentic notions of development lie with the Whānau and their strategies to look after the river and surrounding land. During the land occupation and after two meetings between the Whānau and Horizons, Horizons apologized for taking the land and returned it to the Whānau in March 2020.


The role of the CCA in land occupation

The Feilding Advisory Group had been co-created by our academic team, housed under the umbrella of the Center for Culture-centered Approach to Research and Evaluation (CARE), as part of the culture-centered process of building voice infrastructures on the “margins of the margins.” One of us, Christine (Nga Hau), who is part of the Whānau, has been working since 2019 to build a community advisory group, drawing on the “margins of the margins2” within the community of Feilding. To do this, she has drawn on the CCA to reflexively explore the spaces of erasure within the community. At the same time, she has relied on Whakapapa to bring a relational approach to the work of building the community advisory group. The other author, Mohan, who is a migrant to Aotearoa from Bengal, a former British colony that was one of the earliest global sites of colonization by the British East India Company, engaged with Christine on the framework of the CCA, the concepts of voice infrastructure and marginalization, and decolonizing methodologies for building the advisory group based on the concept of “margins of the margins”. In addition, Mohan attended community advisory group meetings and facilitated discussions alongside Christine, co-facilitating the analysis of problems and the development of potential solutions. Attending to the idea that communicative inequalities within community spaces reflect the distribution of voice infrastructures, we worked to invite Whānau members who reflected the experiences of marginalization. This process of building the voice infrastructure on the “margins of the margins” addressed the inequalities within community spaces in Feilding by asking, “What voices are not represented here?” “How do we invite those voices in?” Christine engaged in ongoing dialogue with Whānau members, with Mohan, and critically reflected on issues of power in community spaces to build and sustain the Community Advisory Group. The group comprised core members who offered leadership and while dynamically inviting in new members, continually attending to the concept of erasure.

In the first phase of building the voice infrastructures in the community, we co-designed interview protocols in the community advisory groups, followed by carrying out 30 in-depth interviews with Māori participants with lived experiences of socioeconomic challenges and communicative inequalities. The relationship between the formation of the advisory group and the in-depth interviews was iterative, with additional participants from the interviews being brought into the advisory groups and meetings held to make sense of the interviews, flesh out some of the research themes, and identify the problems and the corresponding solutions. Based on their understanding of the themes emerging from the interviews, the advisory group chose the issue to collectivize on, plan, and implement an intervention that included an anti-racism campaign, a land occupation, underscored by the #OurWhānauVoicesMatter campaign, a hui (meeting) with the anti-racist activist Andrew Judd around Māori wards, participation in the Māori wards protest in Feilding, and the planning and implementation of a strategy to connect with ancestral land to grow a māra kai called Kaiiwi, which means “feed the people”. Moreover, after carrying out the land occupation and māra kai initiatives, we conducted post-campaign in-depth interviews with 16 advisory group members. The interview questions were discussed and reworked at an advisory group meeting with the participants prior to the interviews. We carried out the interviews in-person and over the phone. All interviews were transcribed by Christine Elers, supported by two members of the community advisory group, resulting in 446 pages of single-spaced transcript in phase 1 and 189 pages of single-spaced transcript in the post-campaign phase. In addition, we kept journal notes reflecting on the advisory group meetings, resulting in 23 single-spaced pages of notes. Finally, to support the land occupation in opposition to the community development project carried out by the council, we analyzed 103 pages of legislation and 77 pages of council notes and maps. This analysis shaped the land occupation strategy, including engagement with the Crown.

The advisory group had been meeting one to two times a month for ~9 months when the Horizons development project started in the community. In the first phase of the research, the advisory group identified the erasure of their voices as the primary driver of the health inequities they experienced. Earlier in the advisory group meetings, members had foregrounded their organizing to lay claim to voice, scripting together a slogan, “What we say matters”. Under this motto, they had been putting together scripts and storyboards that foregrounded their voices, laid claims to their voices, and articulated their sovereignty through their voices. They were involved in co-producing a video with the production team at CARE around the concept of voice sovereignty. Throughout the multiple iterations of advisory group meetings, they articulated the connection of health to the land and the river. In co-creating the in-depth interview protocol and in making sense of the in-depth interviews, they kept returning to the river as a source of health and wellbeing. During these conversations in the advisory group, the Horizons development project started being rolled out by the council and the advisory group members saw this as another instance of land grabbing as climate colonialism.

To make sense of the development project, advisory group members turned to an analysis that saw the project as another step in the Crown's land grab. The group worked together with Whānau in occupying the land, strategically planning the form of the occupation, the communication framework around the land occupation in the form of a communication campaign supporting the occupation, and the forms of engagement with the representatives of the Crown. The advisory group meetings as voice infrastructures owned by the “margins of the margins” of the Whānau emerged as spaces for articulating Tino rangatiratanga, situating Indigenous sovereignty as land claims in the context of negotiations over health and wellbeing. As the advisory group members planned their participation in the land occupation, including how resources would be mobilized to support and sustain the occupation, our academic and production teams worked with them to co-create the communication strategy, facilitate the development of communication tactics (posters, art installations, t-shirts, banners, videos, and a social media page), and co-create the communication tactics. Christine analyzed the policy documents, the legal framework, and the paperwork that was used by the council. This critical analysis of the engagement process was at the heart of the procedural challenge to the council, documenting the violation of the engagement processes mandated by the policy. Here is a conversation between Christine and Teremoana, documenting the illegal nature of the consultation process:

Christine: When we found out that they had sent that notice that had the wrong date, they sent that to Veronica, the notice to say that they were going to take over the land, legal possession of the land, and when we found that out and we realized that that the notice said if you did not reply within 28 days, then that means you had given your consent. When you found that out, what did you think?

Teremoana: Well, we had not received any letters from Horizons at all and yet we pay our fees, we own a home, I am talking about myself, we own a home, we pay fees, so Horizons would have my name and my address to send a letter. So, yeah, I received nothing from them.

Christine: So how[sic] did they just send it to one person which was Veronica. Should they have sent [sic] to everybody?

Teremoana: Oh yeah. Yeah. Even in saying that, they said they sent it to Anne, well, she is [sic]secretary and is not a trustee of Te Ara o Rehua Ahu Trust, so it should have gone to the trustees of Te Ara o Rehua Ahu Trust.

Christine: And that information is easy to obtain. You just have to go online to [sic]Māori Land and all the names come up, who are trustees and who are not.

Teremoana: Yes. So, they did not do anything? No, you could see they did not do any homework concerning that, they just went in, and set that stop bank up, thinking they did it legally, but they were not. It was illegal.

The fact that the notice was sent with the wrong date and that the proper consultation process was not followed became the basis of the tangata whenua's challenge to the council's land takeover.

Christine, along with her Whānau, also placed her body on the land occupation, and at the same time organized and coordinated resources to support the occupation. Mohan placed his body on the occupation, joined by his partner, Debalina, and tauiwi members of the CARE team. Together, we spent a total of 517 h on the land occupation, preparing media materials, filming and editing them, building the social media site, studying land policies and engagement processes, developing media relations training, and engaging with the media. These embodied solidarities formed the infrastructure of the academic-community-activist relationship that resisted the settler-colonial state's top-down climate adaptation strategy carried out through land dispossession.



Voice infrastructure as a communication campaign

The advisory group discussions noted that the Crown's communication strategies circulated through settler colonial media upheld narratives that legitimized dispossession. It was therefore critical to disrupt this narrative. Here is Ngaire's view:

When Stuff, a reporter for Stuff…so he wrote an article that was slanted toward, well, it was not supporting us, put it that way[sic], made us out to be selfish for not giving up our land. And so, um, we talked about a way that we could try to well, intervene, hopefully, and change people's minds. But, at the very least, intervene, and put another narrative out there.

Here, Ngaire reflects on the culture-centered process of co-creating voice infrastructures that we had been working on in the advisory group to critically analyze the role of the settler colonial narratives in carrying out land theft. Noting that the mainstream settler colonial media would portray Māori occupying the land and resisting the stop bank as selfish, she expressed the importance of crafting an alternative narrative that foregrounds land theft. For the advisory group members, the role of the alternative narrative would be to highlight the communicative inversions, the turning of materiality on its head, carried out by the Crown by erasing legitimate Māori claims to land. The communicative inversion carried out through the trope of selfishness, which serves as the rhetorical device that legitimizes land grab framed under the rhetoric of climate adaptation, should be noted here. Also of note is the simultaneous erasure of Māori solutions to the flooding of the river.

The advisory group started re-working the script of the “What we say matters” videos they had been developing to document the erasure of voice that formed the basis of the land occupation. The stop bank as an example of climate colonialism offered an example and a context within which the advisory group could craft the message #WhatWeSayMatters. Their daily reflections on the erasure of voice that shaped their understanding of Māori struggles with health and wellbeing were reflected in the stop bank development project. Advisory group members noted how the project epitomized the violence of colonial development now being framed as climate adaptation and worked to erase Māori claims to land through a wide array of manipulative strategies. The advisory group, therefore, sought to enact and assert their voices as the basis for dismantling the erasure perpetuated by the colonial state. They started working on co-creating the script that narrated the process of land capture by the colonial state under the language of development, noted the ways in which the erasure of Māori voices formed the basis of the colonial development imaginary, and resisted the erasure through the voicing of Māori knowledge, rooted in relationship with the Oroua River. They developed the storyboard for the video narratives that formed the core infrastructure of the campaign and designed t-shirts to wear both in the land occupation and the videos (see Figure 2 for the t-shirt design). Both of us, Christine and Mohan, worked alongside CARE's creative team and technical producer to support the script that was being crafted by the advisory group, weaving together the videos and sounds into a narrative of resistance. The “What we say matters” campaign was released alongside the land occupation to give voice to Whānau and disrupt the narrative being perpetuated by the council. In solidarity with the occupation, Mohan worked with Christine on a culture-centered media relations training for Whānau, rooted in centering Whānau voices in making sense of and resisting colonial land occupation and narrating the breakdown of the consultation processes in the top-down intervention carried out by the council through arguments rooted in Indigenous voices.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 T-shirts designed by the Feilding advisory group. Designed by the Feilding advisory group, 2019–2020. Center for Culture-centered Approach to Research and Evaluation (CARE).




Disrupting communicative erasures and communicative inversions

The settler colonial state deploys a wide array of communicative techniques for erasing Māori voices. It strategically uses communicative inversion, turning materiality on its head through communication, to erase the claims made by tangata whenua (a reference to Māori, the original inhabitants of Aotearoa New Zealand) to Indigenous land (Dutta and Hau, 2020; Mika et al., 2022). These communicative inversions and communicative erasures emerged as the sites of resistance, articulated to document the council's violations of consultation processes and the law. Christine, with her legal training, critically and closely read the documents used by the council to perpetuate land colonization. Her close reading of the documents revealed the erasures in the consultation process, the violations in the consultation processes, and the ways in which these violations perpetuated the erasure of Māori voices. These erasures became the basis for the whānau to challenge the decision made by the council, pointing to the failures in the Crown's consultation processes. These articulations shaped the communicative infrastructure of resistance that held up and supported the material occupation of the land and the co-creation of the communication resources in the form of the #WhatWeSayMatters campaign in support of the land occupation.

Here is Jason describing the role of the video as a voice infrastructure in articulating the narrative of the community:

I believe having our videos there, even though [sic] the media wanted to come in, I know Māori News went down there, but they had no permission. They were meant to wait. But anyway, they [referring to mainstream media] went down there past the land and spoke about the land on Te Kārere. But Chris [referring to the CARE video artist], he was really helpful in that matter of videoing us going on the land and also how the land looked in [sic]. Also, the feedback, different whanau speaking about their hurt and mamae [referring to pain], everything about Horizons taking over our land without permission.

Working with the CARE video artist and producer to narrate the pain felt over the violation of the land and the erasure of the consultation process enabled the community to control the narrative about the land occupation. This narrative control was critical to resisting the mainstream media narrative that deploys the trope of “selfishness” to legitimize neocolonial development projects that further perpetuate land alienation. Resisting the racist settler colonial framing of the community as a barrier to the public good, articulating the violation of the consultation processes and the erasure of community voices foregrounded the violence that continues to be carried out by the settler colonial state, reinterpreting the public good from the framework of indigeneity (The video campaign is here: https://www.facebook.com/whatwesaymatters?mibextid=LQQJ4d).

The videos, titled “Our whanau voices matter” brought whānau members together to document the Horizons project in continuity with the ongoing theft of Indigenous land. The voices of whānau members narrated the mamae and the trauma of loss, with video images depicting whanau members coming together peacefully to protest the development by occupation. The videos ended with whanau members standing by the marae, wearing the t-shirts they had designed, and saying “What we say matters.” The narrative showed how the development, framed as climate adaptation, continued the colonial processes of climate colonialism, dispossessing Indigenous communities of their land under the guise of climate-adaptive development. The video narratives constructed by the advisory group were incorporated into the mainstream media story (see https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/118928077/officials-halt-stopbank-construction-as-mori-land-owners-occupy-land), thus building a discursive register for previously silenced Māori voices on the “margins of the margins”.




Locating ourselves, centering the “margins of the margins”

Using the concept of communicative inequality outlined in the culture-centered approach (Dutta, 2008), we addressed the inequalities in the distribution of decision-making and voice resources within communities, decentering the concept of community in community participation. In the second author's earlier work on the CCA, the concept of community participation is problematized, depicting the ways in which the community becomes a monolithic category to be incorporated into top-down health interventions. The CCA notes that attention to the concept of communicative inequality lies at the center of conceptualizing communities as spaces for organizing structural change (Dutta, 2007). The concept of “margins of the margins”, which emerged from the CCA, offers a theoretical register for organizing culture as a site for radical organizing that challenges hegemonic structures that threaten human health and wellbeing (Dutta and Zapata, 2018; Dutta, 2020). Based on the theorizing of the “margins of the margins”, the CCA methodological framework turns to the key questions, “What voices are not present in this discursive space?” “How are these voices being erased?” and “How can we invite these voices in?” Dutta et al. (2019) describe the concept of “body on the line” as a communicative anchor for building practices of solidarity that work through sustained relationships with communities at the margins to advance structural transformation. They observe:

The process of cultural centering, therefore, is one of co-creating communicating infrastructures through solidarities with the subaltern margins. The three key methodological tools of the CCA, voice, reflexivity, and structural transformation (Dutta and Basu, 2008; Dutta, 2018b) are embedded in an embodiment, the physical placing of the academic body amid subaltern struggles for voice. Voice, and more specifically subaltern voice, emerges within this struggle as the site of articulation and structural transformation (Dutta, 2004a,b). While the interrogation of the politics embodied in hegemonic texts can offer an entry point into struggles for counter-hegemonic formations (Lupton, 1994; Dutta, 2005), we argue that such textual analysis of hegemony is only (can only be) a starting point for culture-centered interventions into health communication (Zoller and Dutta, 2009), with the actual work of structural transformation realized through questions of what it takes to co-create infrastructures for subaltern voices. Beyond the works of pedagogy in the classroom and the publication of findings in largely inaccessible journal articles or books, cultural centering is an invitation to place the body of the academic in solidarity with subaltern struggles in the public arena.

This study builds on the article by Dutta et al. (2019) to demonstrate the communicative process underlying the practice of solidarity in the CCA, which mobilizes alongside communities for structural transformation.

The concept of embodiment is materialized in the sustained presence of the academic, creative, and production team within the community, sustained by long-term relationships in the community. Community in this sense is not a monolithic category to be engaged in top-down participatory processes dictated by the settler-colonial structure; instead, it is a space for the struggle for voice, with the role of the health communication academic being to co-create voice infrastructures that sustain organizing for structural transformation. In the realm of indigeneity, the labor of co-creating infrastructures for subaltern voices exists in relation to land and struggles for land, a situating voice in relation to the land. The placing of the body of the academic in solidarity with Indigenous struggles in the CCA takes the form of generating resources for the voice through which Indigenous communities on the “margins of the margins” make claims and organize based on those to resist the settler-colonial land theft.


Communicative inequality and voice

The co-creation of the community advisory groups in the CCA is guided by theoretically-based critical reflections on the ongoing erasures within discursive spaces, turning to the co-creation of communicative resources and resources for culture-centered pedagogies of democratic participation among communities at the “margins of the margins” that have been erased from discursive spaces. Indigenous pedagogies of everyday democracy rooted in Tikanga (Māori cultural practices), as presented in this intervention, disrupt the whiteness of settler colonial democracy that works through the ongoing manipulation of participatory processes, through colonial techniques of divide and rule, and the erasure of Indigenous voices at the “margins of the margins.” These communities, themselves unequal and shaped by inequalities in the distribution of power, serve as the basis for culture-centered organizing at the racialized, classed, gendered “margins of the margins” within community spaces, taking the form of co-creating voice infrastructures.

In this instance, the voice infrastructures take the form of community advisory groups for communication within the community, and plural communicative materials, such as posters, placards, space design, video campaigns, social media pages, and media relations toolkits for interactions with different stakeholders. The community advisory groups as decision-making spaces and as spaces for articulation within the community, thus challenging communicative inequalities within communities and between communities, placing communicative resources in the hands of community members who negotiate everyday marginalization. The co-creation of voice infrastructures thus resists elite capture within the community and anchors the transformative agendas of social change among those within the community who are systematically erased through the exercise of power and control by the settler colonial state (Táíwò, 2022, wrote on the concept of elite capture). Referring to the videos as voice infrastructures, Vincent shared the following:

It [video] was really helpful in pushing it through. Then it made Horizons come to the forefront. If the cameraman [referring to the CARE video artist/media producer] had not been there all the whānau at the protest, they would not have done anything. They would have stayed there and kept digging and put up the big stop bank.

Thus, the videos are seen as working alongside the land occupation as a protest to stop the building of the stop bank. In line with earlier culture-centered scholarships on communicative sovereignty (Dutta and Thaker, 2019), we noted the critical role of community control over the communicative infrastructure in narrating the story of the community, in putting forth Indigenous frames for interpreting the land occupation that challenges the hegemonic point of view imposed by the whiteness of settler colonial media. The work of culture-centered interventions in building voice infrastructures on the “margins of the margins” addresses communicative inequality through the generation and circulation of a community-led frame that directly resists the settler colonial framing of the land occupation. The community-led frame is critical to shaping media and public discourses and sustaining public support for Indigenous movements. In this case, the community-led framing of the land occupation depicts the stop bank development as climate colonialism, disrupts the public good narrative, and demonstrates the erasure of Indigenous solutions that exist to flood prevention based on Indigenous knowledge. Moreover, the community-led frame articulated on the voice infrastructure depicts the nature of violence as land occupation and the simultaneous violation of the principles of Te Tiriti.

The land occupation as an intervention shows the agentic capacities of the “margins of the margins” in co-creating movements for structural transformation, working through the generation of knowledge, the intergenerational co-construction of Indigenous knowledge as a basis for solutions, and the role of legal knowledge in upholding the land occupation. In addition, the land occupation illustrates the organizing role of the CCA in mobilizing the “margins of the margins” to participate in resistance to colonial occupation through the co-creation of voice infrastructures within the community that shares the narrative constructed by the community in public discursive registers such as digital and traditional media. Through the land occupation, this study addresses the necessity of critical reading in settler colonial and postcolonial spaces, complicating the analysis of flows of power and control, and turning to the role of a culture-centered communicative pedagogy that strengthens the voices of communities at the intersectional margins.



Land occupation, decolonization, and health

Indigenous knowledge attends to the rootedness of health in the land (Dutta, 2004b; King et al., 2009; CARE Massey, 2019a,b; Hond et al., 2019; Jones, 2019; Moewaka Barnes and McCreanor, 2019; Thom and Grimes, 2022). The voices of advisory group members on the “margins of the margins” of the whānau center health in the land, powerfully articulating that the decolonizing struggle to secure Indigenous health has to begin and end with securing Indigenous land rights. Health is thus removed and dismantled from the colonial structures of whiteness that situate it amid parochial, micro-level individual behaviors, marked as targets for change through interventions. Instead, it is situated in relation to land, water, food, ecosystems, and climate change, offering registers for organizing against the twin forces of capitalism and colonialism. The question that often dictates the hegemonic health communication literature, including that circulated in its various performative forms in critical health communication scholarship, “How is this health?” and “How is this communication?” is disrupted by the turn to the question of land as an organizing feature of health.

This study contributes to the literature on health communication and structural determinants of health by conceptualizing health activism as participation in Indigenous communities' struggles for land reparations and in resistance to ongoing land theft. We suggest that addressing the structural determinants of health necessitates facing the structures and publicly opposing them. We build on the powerful call by Tuck and Yang (2012) that situates decolonization work within Indigenous struggles to take back land from the settler-colonial structure. We note here that as the frontiers of capitalism are shaped by aggressive and extensive extractive practices targeting and colonizing Indigenous lands, increasingly under the umbrella of climate colonialism (Mahony and Endfield, 2018), decolonization turns to the actual work of building voice infrastructures that support land struggles, participating in land struggles, and standing in solidarity with Indigenous struggles for land sovereignty, while simultaneously turning to Indigenous knowledge as the basis for building climate change solutions. As per Gayle's point of view, “We Māori have always known how to safeguard the climate, how to adapt to it, and how to sustain it. The Crown needs to learn how to listen to Māori in leading these solutions based on our knowledge that has been passed down through generations.”

The CCA, as depicted in this work, brings out the organizing role of academic-community solidarities in resisting settler-colonial land grabs through the labor of co-creating voice infrastructures in the form of community advisory groups. These solidarities, structures in the form of advisory group meetings, move beyond the usual forms of active academic research or academic activism, such as participating in a protest march or spending a few days in a movement, to the sustained and committed work of ongoing engagement in communities over an extended period of time, co-creating voice infrastructures and co-creating communicative interventions (such as the #WhatWeSayMatters campaign) through long-term partnerships. In this instance, the partnership with the community is in its fifth year and has grown since the land occupation to take the form of building community-owned food gardens, participating with the food in the local market, participating in the movement and protest march for the creation of Māori wards, developing community-led strategies to address violence and co-creating anti-racist interventions that challenge institutional and Crown racism. The co-creation of voice infrastructures on the Indigenous “margins of the margins” as the basis for communicative equality is at the heart of decolonization as a struggle for sovereignty, supporting and upholding material interventions such as land occupation to resist further land theft under the umbrella of climate colonialism. The community advisory group as a voice infrastructure serves as the basis for co-creating additional voice infrastructures (such as posters, videos, and social media pages) to build the communicative frames to narrate the land struggles and to build the discursive frames to resist the settler-colonial narrative of climate adaptation.



Body on the line: solidarity

Although existing analyses of culture-centered interventions often discuss structural transformation (Sastry et al., 2021), the processes of mobilization for structural transformation within culture-centered interventions have not been theorized and remain largely a black box. To address this gap, recent writings on the CCA that have emerged from the academic activist interventions carried out under the umbrella of CARE point to the role of putting the “body on the line” as the basis for mobilizing advocacy and activism for structural transformation (Dutta et al., 2019). This study responds to this gap in the literature on culture-centered interventions as activism that mobilizes for structural transformation by writing from within an intervention that emerged from a culture-centered process embedded in Indigenous-led land occupation. This process of embodied writing challenges the whiteness of hegemonic health communication writing that privileges data-based, outcome-based reports of behavior change interventions and erases the theorization of processes of organizing in communities for structural transformation. Moreover, the definitional parameters of what constitutes a health intervention are disrupted, noting that in the area of health disparities interventions, moving beyond the culturally sensitive behavior change framework (Dutta, 2007) calls for co-creating interventions that agitate against colonial-capitalist structures.

Constituted in the context of Indigenous struggles for land and communicative sovereignty, this study depicts the nature of academic organizing in solidarity with land struggles and shows what this solidarity looks like in the form of the work of building the voice infrastructures through embodied labor. The call for structural transformation which is a key theme in culture-centered scholarship is materialized through the embodied practice of activism. In this sense, through our ethnographic account of the land occupation and building on Dutta et al.'s (2019) article on “body on the line”, we depict what placing the “body on the line” looks like in the context of communication scholarship that calls for structural transformation, arguing that placing the body on the line for academic work to achieve structural transformation is a necessary and critical component. To place the body on the line is to be present with one's body amid the struggle, participating in solidarity with communities on the “margins of the margins” in the co-creation of communicative infrastructures for voice. Placing the identity of the center (CARE) in the land occupation and the co-creation of the communicative materials publicly confronts and challenges the settler colonial structure of the Crown. Both the body of the academic and the body of the academic space (in this case, the center, CARE) are placed in a position of confronting the structure and its power, talking back to it, embodying the risks connected to it, and speaking through these risks to build a decolonizing register. In this sense, health communication as decolonization is a materially embodied politics of resistance against the settler-colonial state.

Thus, the notion of academic-activism is conceptualized as resistance to the colonial-capitalist structures, challenging the performance of academic-activism as an institutionalizing framework (for instance, Morris and Hjort, 2012). We reject the notion of academic activism as a resource for institutionalizing disciplinary formations within academia, arguing that these forms of institutionalization are mechanisms for serving and perpetuating settler colonial power and control under the guise of activism while advancing the careers of individual academics within these structures. In other words, such co-optation, we note, serves the parochial, self-serving career goals of academics, posturing activism, and the radical performance of activism through shallow culturalist claims to further career interests. When understood from the relational needs of solidarity work with communities on the “margins of the margins”, the meaning of activism within academia turns to the essential work of organizing in resistance to the colonial-capitalist structure. The process of turning to culture as a site of organizing foregrounds the transformative capacity of culture to challenge the exploitative and extractive forces of colonialism-capitalism. The decolonizing register of academic-activism rewrites the accountability of academics by turning to communities on the “margins of the margins” as the spaces to which an academic is held accountable and to which they must turn to sustain communication for social change.




Conclusions

This study contributes to the current theorizing on CCA by empirically attending to the actual work of organizing against the settler colonial state, unpacking the black box of community organizing to map the role of voice infrastructures in the organizing process. Although culture-centered interventions organized under the umbrella of CARE (see Dutta et al., 2019) have challenged state-capitalist power as a basis for mobilizing for health at the margins, this is the first study to describe the process of building voice infrastructures from the context of an Indigenous land struggle in Aotearoa, New Zealand. We add to the article by Dutta et al. (2019) by showing the process of building voice infrastructures in communities on the “margins of the margins” of the settler- colonial state, demonstrating the role of community advisory groups and community-led communication materials such as posters, videos, and social media pages. We demonstrate how these voice infrastructures resist and disrupt the narrative frames constructed by the settler colonial state, and instead foreground Indigenous voices and knowledge.

This study thus contributes to both the CCA and health disparities literature by demonstrating what community organizing to co-create voice infrastructures looks like, and the role of voice as a basis for organizing in challenging the overarching structures of colonialism and capitalism that threaten human health and wellbeing in settler colonies. The nature of academic activism is written as solidarity, responding to the health needs of communities on the “margins of the margins”. Centering the voices on the “margins of the margins” anchors the organizing of the communication process for social change, conceptually framing the form of academic work as centered in land occupation and guided by the decision-making of communities on the “margins of the margins”. The sovereignty of Indigenous communities (Tino rangatiratanga) is enacted through communicative sovereignty, the ownership of communicative resources for voice by community members at the “margins of the margins”. Culture-centered scholarship that takes the form of academic-activism places itself in resistance to the extractive and exploitative forces of capitalism and colonialism. Future culture-centered scholarship should provide additional examples of the communicative processes of organizing communities on the “margins of the margins”.
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Footnotes

1The names of the participants in this culture-cantered intervention have been changed to protect their identities.

2The concept of “margins of the margins” addresses the intersectional forms of erasure within discursive spaces. In the context of indigeneity, it attends to the gendered, racialized, and classed contexts of colonization, noting that settler colonialism is experienced differently within communities, with community members at the racialized, classed margins bearing disproportionate greater burdens of dispossession.
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