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Introduction  

On 12 July 2022, Dr George Slim, Senior Advisor to the Office of the Prime Minister’s Chief 

Science Advisor, forwarded me a copy of an intern report entitled Te Paepae o Te Rātū: He whāinga 

takahanga waewae nō tuawhakarere by Tanith Wirihana Te Waitohioterangi,1 with a view to 

commenting ‘on its relevancy and accuracy’. This review has been written to assist those interested in 

the accuracy of this report by providing an expert opinion on the historical statements that it contains, 

and the positions it advocates based on those statements. 

Te Paepae o Te Rātū: He whāinga takahanga waewae nō tuawhakarere offers an imaginative 

interpretation of the encounter between James Cook and some of the Endeavour’s crew, and members 

of Rongowhakaata in October 1769 – one that illustrates how a surviving oral history can contrast with 

a series of written eyewitness accounts. Although the detail in this oral history is relatively slender and 

selective, it is generally interpreted in this report as the primary source possessing any authority on the 

encounter. And although no evidence or analysis is provided in support of the claims that the written 

accounts of several of the eyewitnesses to this event are lacking in substance, their evidentiary value is 

nonetheless substantially diminished throughout this report. 

Disagreements among historians on the interpretation of extant evidence, the significance of that 

evidence, and its relationship with other evidence, are common features in academic history-writing.  

However, the parameters of such disagreements are fairly well-defined, and it is within these that 

debates about events are usually carried out.2 The author of this report, though, seems unaware of some 

of the accepted elements of the history he addresses.  Thus, what appears to be asserted as a fact or a 

valid interpretation or historiographical re-evaluation of a past event is sometimes instead a claim that 

falls outside the range within which historical disagreements occur.  

Errors can also appear in historical work, but these tend to be minor (such as immaterially mistaken 

dates), or less frequently, moderate (such as the error omission or misreading of a source).  The most 

serious errors are those which involve a substantial misrepresentation of an event (or the significance 

of that event), the omission of sources or perspectives that would lend greater balance to the topic being 

addressed, the tendentious use of evidence, the use of false contingencies,3 or the conflation of opinion 

or ideology with historical fact.4 These are also examined in the context of the report’s content. 

  

Summary Analysis 

There are several historical claims and assertions made in this report which potentially undermine some 

of the arguments the author is endeavouring to make. Firstly, there are errors of historicity, such as the 

claim that Cook’s expedition was governed by the so-called ‘Doctrine of Discovery’. This is, 

admittedly, a popular misconception, but nonetheless one that is easily falsified.5  There are also false 

conflations, with the author trying to make a connection, for example, between Cook’s arrival in this 

location in 1769, and specific events that took place in the region a century later. This is an example of 

the post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy, and is also an attempt to establish a causative relationship without 

taking into account the century of intervening variables.6 

Another shortcoming with the report is the misrepresentation of events, and the omission of relevant 

evidence.  This is most pronounced when the author attempts to apportion blame for the killings in the 

encounter between members of Rongowhakaata and Cook and his crew. He writes that when a waka 

crewed ‘primarily by children and adolescents’ came in the vicinity of the Endeavour, Cook ‘shot at 

them leaving approximately four dead’, and then abducted three children.7 In this section of the report, 
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the author does not refer to the context provided in the eyewitness accounts by Cook and Joseph Banks 

– specifically, that the gunfire from some of those from the Endeavour was in response to them being 

attacked by local Māori.8 This is a critical omission. Also, the claim that Cook shot at the assailants is 

wrong (those involved are named in the ship’s journals). Likewise, the author’s allegation that Cook 

abducted some Māori youths lacks context that the eyewitness evidence from the Endeavour offer. 

Banks and Cook gave direct accounts of the event which, if drawn on in this report, would have applied 

a substantially different complexion on events,9 and removed some of the consequent bias in the report, 

and the ensuing misleading nature of its emplotment. There is also a problem in this example with the 

author’s application of the term ‘murder’.  While it may have some emotional or rhetorical appeal,  the 

specific definition of the term generally precludes acts of self-defence,10 for which in the established 

conventions of history-writing, ‘murder’ is not used.  

There are some places in the report where the language could be used with more precision , and where 

factual accuracy is deficient.  The author asserts, for example, that in Māori society in 1769, ‘the literal 

and the metaphorical were indistinguishable’.11  However, in subsequent sections of the report, the 

author offers examples of contemporaneous literal and metaphorical interpretations of the world by 

Māori which are clearly distinguishable.  The author’s use of the colloquial phrase ‘out of sync’12 also 

lacks precision, and to that extent, undermines the exact meaning of the passage in which it appears.  

More concerningly, though, the author makes some significant claims without any supporting evidence. 

He writes, in one case, that ‘Sociopathy was also encouraged, if not an outright requirement for naval 

service’.13 Yet, there is no authority provided for this statement, no clinical evidence, and no 

corroborating documentary testimony to support it. In other instances, the chronology does not align 

correctly.  The author claims, for example, that Cook was part of a process of ‘seizing…land in the 

name of the English regent’.14  However, Cook had been dead for thirty-two years by the time the 

Regency commenced.15 Moreover, during the Regency period, Britain did not seize any land in New 

Zealand at all.  

When it comes to the vital issues of source selection, there are some unusual decisions made by the 

author throughout this report.  In one example, he places great  weight on the advice given to Cook by 

Lord Morton16 on how the Endeavour’s expedition should be carried out.17  However, Morton’s 

comments were self-described as mere ‘hints’.  For whatever reason , the author does not engage in any 

significant way with the much more detailed instructions to Cook from the Admiralty, which were 

binding on the expedition.18 One of the challenges with such selective employment of sources is that it 

can detract from a balanced representation, and thus diminish the impartiality with which events are 

represented.  Perhaps more concerning, still, is the dependence on non-academic sources for some of 

the more egregious claims in the report. Newspaper articles containing unsubstantiated allegations are 

given the same weight as more serious forms of scholarship.  The inability to discriminate between the 

reliability of various categories of sources undermines some of the credibility of the report.  

While it is legitimate for historians to establish particular lines of argument in their work, the 

presumption behind this is that those arguments will be evidence-based, and will also account for any 

conflicting evidence. However, there is a distinction between assuming a particular historiographical 

position and betraying bias.  The author’s description of Cook’s officers, for example, as a ‘gang’,19 is 

plainly pejorative, which is indicative of bias.20  Similarly, when Cook makes landfall, instead of 

walking, he is accused of ‘trespassing’21 – a monocultural perspective that bypasses the cross-cultural 

nature of this encounter.  The author also accuses Cook of being ‘tyrannical and violent, and the 

personification of the worst excesses of colonisation’.22  Not only does this reveal a serious lack of 

awareness of the nature of colonisation in this era in other territories, but it does not even apply the 

objective measures of colonisation to this particular example.  Cook did not secure territorial possession 

of New Zealand, he did not conquer any territory, he did not assert British jurisdiction over the country, 

he did not attempt to eliminate its indigenous population, and he did not establish it as a British trading 

base.   The accusation of ‘the worst excesses of colonisation’ applied to Cook’s actions in New Zealand 

thus fall directly into the category of bias. 

Finally, the author appears not to have come to terms with issues that arise from a presentist depiction 

of historical events.23 This is a rudimentary methodological error. The accusation that Cook was at the 

forefront of ‘racial profiling’, for example, applies a modern term to a historical period in which the 

prevailing values differed substantially.  This is not a comment on the rectitude or otherwise of those 

values, but an illustration of the risks of interpreting past events by current standards and values.  
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