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Would I be a post Maori in a post-colonial era? The answer is, very definitely no. However, the reasons for that are complex indeed. (Pihama, 1993: 35).
The idea that no culture is pure and no identity self-originating is one of them, and can be contestable depending on those positions if we can say that about indigenous or minority cultures, can we say that about the dominant oppressive culture, if so what does that mean? How does it inform the dialogue between dominant and minority cultural groups which is what I have been thinking about for some time, at the same time, articulations of identity are necessary, and no more so than for indigenous peoples who are struggling for their very survival. Being able to say ‘this is who we are and what makes us distinct from you’ is crucial to the continued survival of indigenous peoples as ‘peoples’. This is the crux of the term ‘identity politics’, identities are necessary to politics. In acknowledgment of the difficulties of identity politics in the face of constructionism and anti-essentialism. Stuart Hall (1996: 443) argues that the encounter with anti-essentialism is ‘dangerous’ to Black (and I would add, indigenous) identity politics. If anti-essentialism brings any ‘ground’ for identity claims into question, Hall argues that its arrival on the scholarly scene marks ‘the end of the innocent notion of the essential black subject’ (Hall, 1996: 443). Henceforth, claims to essencestand on shaky and contestable ground and can only be self-consciously, ‘knowingly’ made (for those university educated in constructionism at least!). Arguments for the strategic use of essentialisms have been developed in acknowledgement of their continuing necessity to the politics of subordinated groups. Strategic essentialism is a way of having your cake and eating it too, effectively – of accepting the theory of anti-essentialism and constructionism while, as a political strategy, asserting identity claims on the basis of some ‘essence’ shared by the collective united by the name. The subject of this chapter is the encounter between the concept of strategic essentialism and assertions of ‘essential’ differences as the basis of indigenous identities. The politics of settler identity claims do not appear in this discussion. Settler peoples, as dominant peoples, grant themselves the privilege of internal diversity and flexibility – their culture is ‘normal’, they are individuals, barely collectives at all – allowing them to largely escape the problematics of essentialism that modern western theories have imposed upon others (the authenticity of settler national identity aside).
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