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Banner Headlines: The Mäori Flag 
Debate in Comparative Perspective

EWaN MoRRiS

Consider these statements.
 On the one hand: ‘[H]e did not agree with flying the tino rangatiratanga 
flag because it argued the case of Maori sovereignty, when the Treaty was 
all about being equal citizens’.1 ‘Maori enjoyed equal citizenship and did not 
need special treatment, either by having special Maori seats or by having 
a separate Maori flag fly above public venues.’ 2 ‘Kiwis should come under 
a single flag in public places – the current ensign of New Zealand.’ 3
 On the other hand: ‘I can see no particular reason why we wouldn’t fly 
a flag off the Auckland Harbour Bridge and indeed off other prominent 
government buildings, namely Parliament . . . We are flying a Maori flag, 
as just another small symbolic step forward in the partnership that was the 
treaty . . . New Zealanders have a sense of pride that we are doing well in 
race relations, that is just another step in the partnership’.4

 The speaker in both cases was John Key. The first set of comments was 
from February 2007, when he was Opposition leader, while the second 
statement was made as Prime Minister in January 2009. Key’s comments 
nicely illustrate two perspectives in the debate about whether a Māori flag 
should be given official recognition by flying it alongside the New Zealand 
flag on public structures. Would the flying of two flags be a contradiction 
of the Treaty promise of equal citizenship? Would it mean special treatment 
for Māori, and be a threat to national unity? Or is official recognition of 
a Māori flag in fact a symbolic statement of support for the partnership 
created by the Treaty, and a sign of harmonious relations between Māori and 
non-Māori? This article examines such tensions in the debate over official 
recognition of a Māori flag, and considers what can be learned from the 
role that symbols of collective identity have played in other countries that 
are trying to come to terms with the legacies of colonization and cultural 
conflict.

Mäori flags: some history
Debates about the flying of Māori and Pākehā flags are nothing new in 
Aotearoa New Zealand. Nicholas Thomas writes that: ‘It is a striking 
feature of Aotearoa New Zealand’s history that Maori have consistently and 
effectively embraced signs of European power and sovereignty, and made 
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them serve their own ends. . . . An early Maori interest in flags exemplified 
this propensity, and no doubt was animated by the longstanding potency 
of fabrics and wrappings within Maori society, and the strong associations 
between highly valued forms, such as cloaks, and status’.5

 In 1834, British Resident James Busby called together a group of Northern 
rangatira to choose a flag to represent New Zealand. Busby’s aims were to 
create a flag that could be flown from New Zealand-registered ships and 
to encourage the chiefs to work together in some form of government. The 
chiefs were given three flags (designed by Rev. Henry Williams of the 
Church Missionary Society) to choose from, and the winning design received 
12 out of 25 votes. The chosen flag was recognized by the British King and 
the Admiralty as the flag of New Zealand, and came to be known as the 
flag of the United Tribes of New Zealand. Its status since that time owes 
much to the fact that its selection was followed in 1835 by the Declaration 
of Independence of the United Tribes of New Zealand, another initiative 
of Busby’s involving rangatira mainly from the North. The United Tribes 
flag has retained considerable mana up to the present day (especially, but 
not exclusively, in the North). It was flown during the meetings to elect the 
first Māori King in 1857-58, and has been used by various Māori political 
movements as a symbol of Māori authority and rights.6

The New Zealand flag and the tino rangatiratanga flag outside Parliament on Waitangi Day 2010.
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 Hone Heke’s cutting down of the flagstaff at Kororāreka in 1844 is an 
early and well-known example of flags as a focus for conflict between 
Māori and the Crown. Heke well understood the role of flags as signs of 
mana. He wanted the United Tribes flag to fly alongside the Union Jack, 
writing to Governor FitzRoy: ‘The pole that was cut down belonged to me. 
I made it for the Maori flag, and it was never paid for by the English’. 7 
Flags have also been points of contention between Māori with different 
allegiances. For example, during the hui at Paetai in 1857 to discuss the 
election of Pōtatau Te Wherowhero as the Māori King, pro-King Māori flew 
the United Tribes flag bearing the words ‘Pōtatau, King of New Zealand’, 
while those opposed to the election of a King flew the Union Jack. Both 
sides also referred in speeches to their feelings about the respective flags.8 
During the New Zealand Wars Māori used flags to symbolize Māori 
identity and resistance to, or support for, the Crown. Political and religious 
movements such as the Kīngitanga and Pai Mārire, and Māori leaders such as 
Te Kooti, made extensive use of flags.9 Flags continued to hold great meaning 
for Māori through the twentieth century, and also remained a source of 
occasional friction within Māori communities as well as between Māori 
and the Crown. Anne Salmond records an incident as recently as 1970 in 
which a Ringatū flag was flown from the flagpole of a marae near Hastings, 
in honour of the visit of the Governor-General who was to open the marae. 
Local Māori Welfare Officers considered this to be ‘a display of disloyalty 
to the Crown’ and replaced it with a Union Jack, but the matter was soon 
settled by discussion.10

 The nineteenth and twentieth centuries have left a rich legacy of flags 
with deep meaning for Māori communities, each one acting as a focus of 
identity and connection with the past. Until recently, however, the question 
of whether the state should recognize a Māori flag or flags has barely been 
considered. The United Tribes flag was replaced as the official flag of New 
Zealand by the Union Jack in 1840, and the Union Jack in turn was replaced 
by the current New Zealand flag in 1902. Such official acknowledgement of 
Māori flags as has occurred has been very limited. Since 1974, the United 
Tribes flag has usually been flown on the flagpole at the Waitangi Treaty 
Grounds, beside the Union Jack but below the New Zealand flag.11 There is 
also one provision in the Flags, Emblems, and Names Protection Act 1981 
that specifically protects customary Māori use of the New Zealand red 
ensign.12 This recognizes the use by Māori of British or New Zealand red 
ensigns with an ancestral, hapū or marae name placed on it. Such ensigns 
were presented to Māori groups by the government in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries as symbols of loyalty and status.13
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The origins of the tino rangatiratanga flag
In 1982, a group of Māori activists travelled to Australia to support 
Australian Aboriginal protests at the time of the Brisbane Commonwealth 
Games. Arriving in Sydney, they spent some time with the Aboriginal 
community in the inner-city suburb of Redfern. A member of the group 
recalled later that:

. . . the most standout sight in the whole suburb was the Aboriginal Flag. 
It was everywhere – on t-shirts, on flagpoles, on hats, on bags, on walls, 
and even spraypainted onto a couple of broken down cars on the road. 
A stunning and powerful symbol that required no words, no explanations, 
no description. It was just there – in your face, behind your back, beneath 
your feet, waving above your head, and watching you from the sidelines. 
You just couldn’t ignore it. The flag. It blew us away.
 I remember vowing that one day we would have a flag of our own – a 
symbol of our own struggle for Maori Independence.14

Inspired by the Aboriginal example, the group Te Kawariki in 1989 
organized a competition to design a Māori flag. The group was looking for 
‘something new, something free from colonial symbolism’. They accordingly 
dismissed the United Tribes flag ‘because it wasn’t a Maori design . . . 
[and] it represented the patronising control that Pakeha have always sought 
to exert over Maori independence’. They were also uninspired by the 
entries they received in the competition, so instead they chose a design by 
Kawariki members Linda Munn, Hiraina Marsden and Jan Dobson-Smith. 
The flag was launched in 1990. It was simply called the Māori flag, but 
it soon also became known as the tino rangatiratanga flag because it was 
seen as symbolizing the tino rangatiratanga (self-government, sovereignty 
or self-determination) guaranteed to Māori in the Treaty of Waitangi.15 In 
this article it will be referred to as the tino rangatiratanga flag since that 
is the name by which the flag is now most commonly known, and because 
its claim to be the Māori flag is still disputed.16

 According to Kawariki member Hilda Halkyard-Harawira, writing in 1997: 
‘Maori reaction [to the flag] has been mixed. There were those who picked 
it up. Others preferred to design their own flag. Then there were those both 
Maori and tauiwi [non-Māori] who downright hated the flag . . . The Maori 
flag walks its own walk. I have come to realise the Maori flag will be the 
centre of controversy for awhile. Controversy creates tension and debate . . . 
In the end, no-one can force anybody to stand under a flag they do not 
respect. People have the right to stand under the flag of their choice. The 
Maori Flag offers a choice of options’.17 Ten years after Halkyard-Harawira 
wrote these words, the tino rangatiratanga flag was to become the focus of 
a new controversy and new questions about what choosing to fly the flag 
means.
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The path to official recognition of a Mäori flag
The question of whether the state should recognize a Māori flag was put 
on the national agenda in 2007, when the group Te Ata Tino Toa wrote 
to Transit New Zealand asking for the tino rangatiratanga flag to be flown 
from the Auckland Harbour Bridge on Waitangi Day. Te Ata Tino Toa 
spokesperson Teanau Tuiono explains that: ‘A couple of us have been driving 
over the Harbour Bridge and we saw all manner of flags up there – saw the 
Sri Lankan flag, the Lebanese flag, and all these other flags from wīwī and 
wāwā, and we thought, be pretty good to see our flag up there as well’.18

 For Te Ata Tino Toa, the call to fly the flag on the bridge was a way of 
providing ‘recognition of the unique role of Maori’,19 while also drawing 
attention to shortcomings in New Zealand’s record on indigenous human 
rights.20 Transit declined the request on the grounds that its policy was to 
fly only the flags of countries recognized by the United Nations on their 
national days. Prime Minister Helen Clark defended Transit’s decision, and 
while she said that the flag could fly on the bridge and in other public 
places the following year if there was enough public support, nothing came 
of this.21 It was subsequently pointed out to Transit that they had in fact 
agreed to a number of flags that did not represent recognized nation-states 
being flown on the bridge, including the European Union flag and the 
America’s Cup ‘Loyal’ flag. As a result, Transit changed its policy so that 
in future only the New Zealand flag could be flown.22 Te Ata Tino Toa’s 
request was repeated and again declined in 2008.23 In both 2007 and 2008, 
Te Ata Tino Toa responded to Transit’s refusal to fly the flag by calling on 
supporters to fly the tino rangatiratanga flag as widely as possible on and 
around Waitangi Day.24

 In December 2008, Te Ata Tino Toa wrote to the new Minister of Māori 
Affairs, Māori Party co-leader Pita Sharples, requesting that he intervene 
to try to get the flag flying from the bridge on Waitangi Day 2009.25 This 
time, they received a more positive response. In January 2009, Pita Sharples 
said: ‘I want that flag up there . . . [P]utting the Tino Rangatiratanga flag 
up alongside the New Zealand flag shows a willingness by New Zealand 
to recognise the bicultural nature of our foundation which is recognised on 
Waitangi Day. That’s all it’s about. They can take it down after Waitangi 
Day’.26 Prime Minister John Key then announced that there would be 
consultation with Māori to determine which flag would represent them 
and be flown from the Auckland Harbour Bridge and public buildings on 
Waitangi Day from 2010.27

 In July 2009 the consultation process began, and 21 hui were held across 
the country, with the consultation being led by Māori Party MP (and member 
of Te Kawariki) Hone Harawira. Māori views were sought about which flag 
should be chosen as a national Māori flag, and on what days it should be 
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flown.28 With regard to the first question, four options were presented: the 
tino rangatiratanga flag, the United Tribes flag, the New Zealand flag and 
the New Zealand red ensign. A range of other flags had been considered by 
Te Puni Kōkiri (the Ministry of Māori Development), but these flags were 
apparently rejected as being too tied to the colonial past or to particular 
iwi, or due to intellectual property rights issues.29 On the second question, 
despite the initial discussion having been about flying the flag on Waitangi 
Day, Māori were asked whether a national Māori flag should be flown 
only on Waitangi Day or on Waitangi Day and other significant national 
occasions.
 A total of 1220 oral and written submissions were received during the 
consultation process, and 80% of them chose the tino rangatiratanga flag as 
the national Māori flag. Another 16% chose the United Tribes flag. Among 
the arguments in favour of the tino rangatiratanga flag were that it was 
designed by Māori for Māori; represents Māori unity, self-determination and 
mana; and is future focused. Supporters of the United Tribes flag emphasized 
its historical significance. On the question of when the flag should be flown, 
72% of those who answered the question thought it should fly on Waitangi 
Day and other significant occasions.30

 On 14 December 2009, Cabinet accepted Pita Sharples’ recommendation 
that the tino rangatiratanga flag should be flown as the national Māori flag 
on Waitangi Day on the Auckland Harbour Bridge and some government 
buildings.31 In announcing the decision, John Key said that the Māori 
flag would fly alongside the New Zealand flag, rather than replacing it, to 
recognize the Crown–Māori relationship, while Pita Sharples said that flying 
the Māori flag ‘is a simple way to recognise the status of Maori as tangata 
whenua and their contribution to New Zealand’. Both men emphasized 
that there would be no change to the status of the New Zealand flag.32 In 
answer to the criticism that the tino rangatiratanga flag symbolized Māori 
sovereignty and protest, Key said that the flag meant different things to 
different people: ‘The message I take from it is potential and hope’.33

 The tino rangatiratanga flag has not, so far, been recognized in the Flags, 
Emblems, and Names Protection Act, nor have any plans been announced 
for it to fly on days other than Waitangi Day, although there are indications 
that both of these options may be considered in future.34 Official guidelines 
for flying the flag have been developed. These state that flying the New 
Zealand flag and the Māori flag together on Waitangi Day is encouraged, 
and that the Māori flag should be flown in a way that respects the status of 
both flags and expresses a spirit of mutual respect and nationhood. If the 
two flags are flown from a single flagpole, ‘the New Zealand flag should fly 
above the national Māori flag in order to respect its status as the symbol of 
the Realm, Government, and people of New Zealand’, but where there are 
multiple flagpoles the two flags should fly from equal height.35
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 On Waitangi Day 2010, the tino rangatiratanga flag was flown at a 
number of locations, including the Auckland Harbour Bridge, the Beehive, 
the forecourt of Parliament, Government House, Premier House, Te Papa 
Tongarewa (the Museum of New Zealand), and the Wellington offices of 
several government departments.36 However, the Waitangi National Trust 
decided not to fly the flag at the Waitangi Treaty Grounds, due at least in 
part to opposition from nearby Te Tii marae and the preference of many 
Northern Māori for the United Tribes flag.37 Some other marae also decided 
against flying the tino rangatiratanga flag,38 as did some local councils.39 
Dunedin appears to be the only city that officially flies the tino rangatiratanga 
flag on Waitangi Day.40

Themes in the Mäori flag debate
Thus, a simple request to fly the tino rangatiratanga flag from the Auckland 
Harbour Bridge on Waitangi Day triggered a process that has led to official 
recognition of a national Māori flag. The Government’s response has been 
able to evolve rapidly at least in part because there has been no opposition 
from within Parliament.41 However, the issue has not been free from 
controversy, and many people did not support the Government’s decision. An 
opinion poll in September 2009 found that 40% of respondents agreed and 
51% disagreed ‘that a chosen Māori flag should fly beside the New Zealand 
flag on all official occasions and days of national significance’. However, a 
small majority of Māori and Pacific respondents, and of respondents aged 
18-34 agreed with flying the flag.42 A poll of Māori in January 2010 found 
that 53% agreed that Māori should have a separate flag and 58% recognized 
the tino rangatiratanga flag as ‘the Māori flag’.43 There are real points of 
contention between those who support and those who oppose giving official 
recognition to a Māori flag. These include disagreements about whether 
symbolic recognition of difference is inimical or essential to the development 
of a cohesive society.44

 Many of those who have commented on the issue see official recognition 
of a Māori flag as divisive. Those who take this view say that New Zealand 
is one nation, and should fly one flag to represent all its people. Flying a 
Māori flag, they claim, gives special recognition to Māori, privileging them 
above other groups in society. Moreover, it is argued, New Zealand is a 
multicultural society, so if Māori are to be represented separately, why not 
do the same for all New Zealand’s other ethnic groups? The New Zealand 
flag represents Māori as well as all other New Zealanders: ‘The New 
Zealand flag represents everyone, Maori and Pakeha and Indian and Scots 
and everyone else in our multicultural country. The Maori flag represents 
only one part of our history and country, therefore it’s inappropriate to fly it 
unless you intend flying the flags of every other culture in New Zealand’.45 
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Alternatively, some people believe that if the current flag does not properly 
represent all New Zealanders, it should be changed so that it better reflects 
modern New Zealand society, in preference to flying a separate Māori flag. 
Another argument put forward by opponents of flying a Māori flag is that 
the Treaty was about creating one people, and Waitangi Day should be a 
day to celebrate national unity: ‘Flying two flags, one for “us” and one 
for “them” . . . isn’t really celebrating the spirit of Waitangi Day, which is 
supposed to commemorate the “togetherness” of our nation’.46 Many people 
also object specifically to the tino rangatiratanga flag, which they associate 
with radicalism, separatism and divisiveness, and see as too closely linked 
with the Māori Party: ‘the Tino flag was created out of spite anyhow. What 
does your flag mean to me? Protest, and conflict, as that is all I see your 
flag flying at!’47

 Supporters of flying the Māori flag strongly disagree with the view that 
this would be a divisive act. They argue that flying two flags recognizes 
New Zealand’s bicultural foundations and the Treaty relationship between 
Māori and the Crown. It thus represents the very things that make Aotearoa 
New Zealand a distinctive national community: ‘How best to commemorate 
Waitangi Day if we can’t even put [up] the Maori flag to signify the Day? 
Isn’t Waitangi Day . . . about the treaty between the two parties? . . . In fact 
it goes to show that NZ is a country where people don’t judge anybody and 
Kiwis live harmoniously side by side’.48 Flying a Māori flag, they maintain, 
is an expression of inclusiveness; it represents an acceptance of diversity 
and difference within New Zealand society. They see official recognition 
of a Māori flag as an acknowledgement of the unique position of Māori as 
tāngata whenua, a celebration of Māori history and culture, and a symbol 
of respect and mana: ‘It doesn’t represent division, it represents Maori 
self-determination and recognition of this will only move Maori forward. 
Denying the flying of the flag only indicates more assimilation. I love 
being Maori and different’.49 They also argue that the Māori flag is about 
being pro-Māori, not about being against Pākehā or anyone else: ‘There is 
no intention, by flying the Maori flag to cause any resentment, concern or 
otherwise. The only intention in flying a Maori flag is to recognise and assert 
our indigenous heritage . . . We are the indigenous culture of Aotearoa, and 
it is time we be recognised as such’.50 Furthermore, it is said, non-Māori 
are happy to celebrate and even adopt as national symbols other aspects 
of Māori culture, such as haka and the national anthem sung in Māori, so 
there should be nothing threatening about recognizing a Māori flag.51

 Despite their differences, there are also points on which both sides largely 
agree. National unity was a key theme for those opposing recognition of a 
distinct Māori flag, but it was also a theme that came through strongly from 
those who supported flying a Māori flag alongside the New Zealand flag. 
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Most agree that New Zealand should be represented as a united country, and 
that the flying of flags should promote harmony rather than conflict. Most 
also agree that Māori have something to gain from recognition of their flag, 
although one side see Māori as gaining long-overdue mana and respect while 
the other side believe Māori are gaining undue privilege. There has been 
relatively little questioning of these assumptions in the public debate.
 Certainly, some have questioned the relevance and value for Māori (as 
well as for the country as a whole) of focusing on flags, particularly in a 
time of economic recession. Some within the Labour Party have also asked 
whether the Māori Party is being bought off with cheap promises of flags, 
while failing to shift the Government’s position on more substantive issues 
such as Māori seats on the Auckland super-city council.52 But few have been 
asking whether official recognition of a Māori flag is a distraction from 
larger and more difficult issues of reshaping the relationship between Māori 
and the state, or an attempt to assimilate and contain Māori demands for 
self-determination. A rare example of such questioning came from Emily 
Bailey, commenting on the Aotearoa Independent Media website. In response 
to the Government’s acceptance in principle of flying a Māori flag on public 
buildings, she asked: ‘[W]hat does it mean if [the tino rangatiratanga flag] 
replaces the national New Zealand flag or even flies beside it? . . . Do not 
be surprised if, like with the Seabed and Foreshore Act and with current 
water ownership legislation, we see the tino rangatiratanga flag appropriated 
out from underneath us . . . The tino rangatiratanga flag is important to 
Maori. It speaks a thousand words in one image and holds a huge history 
of struggle for our right to be . . . We need to speak up to save our flag 
and everything it stands for from further colonial appropriation’.53

 There are, in fact, some commentators who would like nothing better 
than to appropriate the tino rangatiratanga flag as a new national flag of 
New Zealand, as well as some who argue that the United Tribes flag should 
be New Zealand’s national flag.54 As an article in the New Zealand Herald 
noted, ‘it seems whenever the Tino Rangatiratanga flag is mentioned debate 
follows over whether the country’s national flag represents the nation today’.55 
Much of the debate on the national flag focuses on the appropriateness of 
having a flag that emphasizes New Zealand’s ties with Britain and is easily 
confused with Australia’s. However, those who advocate changing the flag 
also often argue that the current flag does not adequately represent Māori 
because the Union Jack symbolizes the colonization of New Zealand and 
because the flag includes no symbols with significance for Māori. The 
suggestion that the flag and other national symbols need to be changed to 
better represent Māori has been around at least since the 1980s,56 and has 
emerged again in the wake of the recent Māori flag debate.57 A surprising 
number of those who opposed the decision to fly a Māori flag alongside 
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the New Zealand flag were willing instead to see the New Zealand flag 
changed so that it acknowledges Māori as well as more recent arrivals. For 
many people, creating a new, more representative flag was a better way of 
celebrating diversity than flying two flags.58 Interestingly, even members 
of Te Kawariki have supported the creation of a new flag that can unite 
Māori and non-Māori. Hilda Halkyard-Harawira has written that ‘Aotearoa 
is Maori land. However a flag that would unify Maori and tauiwi should 
fly. It could represent a mutual liberation from our colonial past’.59

Some overseas comparisons
Declaring his opposition to the Government’s decision to fly the tino 
rangatiratanga flag on Waitangi Day, New Zealand First party leader Winston 
Peters asked: ‘Which self-respecting nation has two flags flying anywhere? 
. . . There’s one flag in Australia, and one flag in Canada, and in every other 
First World nation . . . they have one flag’.60 Some supporters of recognition 
for a Māori flag, on the other hand, have pointed to examples such as the 
official recognition of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander flags in 
Australia,61 and the flying of the flags of the constituent nations of the United 
Kingdom together with the Union Jack,62 as precedents for recognizing a 
national Māori flag. New Zealand is certainly not the only country in which 
flags have been a focus for debates about identity and sovereignty, and it 
may be instructive to consider some flag debates overseas.
 It is true that, while the Union Jack is the flag of the whole of the 
United Kingdom, the flags of England, Scotland and Wales are flown on 
public buildings in those countries on at least some days of the year.63 This 
reflects the fact that people in the United Kingdom can have dual identities 
as both Scottish (say) and British. However, the English, Scottish and Welsh 
flags represent geographically-bounded nations within a wider union, rather 
than people with a distinct ethnic or national identity who are dispersed 
across the whole of a nation-state. The Scottish flag, for example, is meant 
to represent all the inhabitants of Scotland, regardless of ancestry.64 A 
comparable situation could have been found in New Zealand had the rohe 
pōtae of the Kīngitanga and Tūhoe remained in existence,65 with their 
own flags representing self-governing territories; as it is, however, there is 
a significant difference in the contexts for the flying of national flags in 
Britain and the flying of a Māori flag in New Zealand.
 The situation is rather different in the deeply-divided society of Northern 
Ireland.66 There, symbols are highly contentious, inextricably connected with 
the competing identities of the Protestant majority, who overwhelmingly see 
themselves as British and want to remain part of the United Kingdom, and 
the Catholic minority, most of whom see themselves as Irish and believe 
that Northern Ireland’s long-term future lies in a united Ireland. For the 
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most part, Protestants identify with the Union Jack, Catholics with the 
Irish tricolour. All of the main options for flying flags on public buildings 
in Northern Ireland – flying the Union Jack alone, flying the Union Jack 
and the tricolour together, flying no flag at all, or flying a new, neutral 
flag for Northern Ireland – are problematic in different ways, and would 
leave some political factions unhappy. So long as Northern Ireland’s people 
remain divided along ethnic-religious lines, and its political status remains 
unresolved, it is hard to see any consensus emerging as to the flying of 
flags on public buildings. Neither Britain nor Northern Ireland, therefore, 
is a particularly good model for New Zealand to consider in relation to 
flag-flying.
 Australia is a much closer model, and much of the impetus for recognizing 
a Māori flag has come from the official recognition of the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander flags in Australia. The Aboriginal flag was first flown 
in 1971, and it quickly became a powerful symbol of Aboriginal identity 
and political struggle. In 1994, the Aboriginal athlete Cathy Freeman carried 
the Aboriginal flag in her victory lap after winning the 400 metres final 
at the Commonwealth Games. Although this action was criticized by some 
at the time, it seems to have played an important role in changing the 
attitudes of many non-Aboriginal Australians towards the Aboriginal flag. It 
also dovetailed with the Labor Government’s process of reconciliation with 
indigenous peoples, and in 1995 two official reports on Aboriginal social 
justice issues included among their recommendations the official recognition 
of the Aboriginal flag and the more recently-created Torres Strait Islander 
flag.67 Accordingly, in July 1995 the two flags were proclaimed as official 
flags of Australia under the Flags Act 1953.68

 As in New Zealand, there was debate in Australia about whether official 
recognition of indigenous flags was inclusive or divisive. Prominent Aboriginal 
leader and Chair of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation, Pat Dodson, 
called it ‘an inclusive and historic act . . . [which] says to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people: “You are a valued and unique part of the 
fabric of our nation.” ’ 69 Then Leader of the Opposition John Howard, on the 
other hand, saw it ‘not as an act of reconciliation but as a divisive gesture’.70 
Despite this statement, Howard did not reverse the decision when he became 
Prime Minister. Opinion polls showed that most Australians supported the 
decision, and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander flags have become 
widely flown on local, state and federal government buildings. However, 
the designer of the Aboriginal flag, Harold Thomas, was not entirely happy. 
Apart from the issue of his intellectual property rights in the flag, which 
were confirmed in the Federal Court in 1997, 71 he was concerned that the 
flag would ‘lose its potency’ as a symbol of Aboriginal struggle.72 This does 
not seem to have happened, however, and the flags remain potent symbols 
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of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander identities and protest regardless of 
their recognition by the state. Whether that recognition has truly assisted in 
moving towards justice for indigenous people and reconciliation with non-
indigenous Australians is debatable. But for a country that systematically 
excluded and marginalized indigenous people for so long, symbolic gestures 
of acknowledgement and respect can carry great weight, as former Prime 
Minister Kevin Rudd’s long-awaited apology to indigenous Australians for 
historical injustices in 2008 showed.
 My final overseas example is that of another set of islands in which 
the indigenous Polynesian inhabitants have been struggling to assert their 
rights and identity in a state dominated by a non-indigenous majority. The 
flag of the independent kingdom of Hawai‘i that was overthrown by settler 
interests in 1893 has been appropriated and used successively as the flag 
of the Republic, the Territory, and now the US state of Hawai‘i.73 Despite 
this appropriation, it has remained a powerful symbol of Hawaiian identity 
and struggle. Since the late nineteenth century, native Hawaiians have made 
flag quilts, often incorporating symbols of the monarchy and the phrase 
‘Ku‘u Hae Aloha’ (My Beloved Flag), as assertions of indigenous Hawaiian 
patriotism.74 In the public sphere, Hawaiian sovereignty advocates often fly 
the Hawaiian flag upside down to symbolize a nation in distress.75 In recent 
years some Hawaiian nationalists, wanting a symbol less reminiscent of the 
British and American flags, have promoted what they claim is the original 
Hawaiian flag as an alternative “Kānaka Maoli”, or native Hawaiian, flag.76 
However, while the Kānaka Maoli flag has grown in popularity, it has not 
replaced the Hawaiian flag as a symbol of Hawaiian sovereignty.

Conclusion
Each of the overseas situations discussed above illustrates a different point 
about the role of flags and other symbols of collective identity in societies 
grappling with tensions over histories, sovereignties and identities. In Britain 
the flying both of flags representing distinct national identities and of the 
Union Jack representing the United Kingdom state suggests the possibility 
of accommodating dual (or indeed multiple) identities within a state. 
However, the case of Northern Ireland is a caution against an overly-utopian 
expectation that it is easy and natural to accept pluralism of symbols and 
of the identities they represent. Where different symbols represent different 
ethnic groups living side by side with each other, with very different 
historical memories and aspirations for the future constitutional position of 
the territory in which they live, any approach to the use of symbols by the 
state (including maintaining the status quo or adopting supposedly neutral 
symbols) is likely to be seen as advantaging one group and prejudicing the 
other. Fortunately, New Zealand is very far from being in a similar position 
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to Northern Ireland. Here, a widely shared sense of New Zealand identity 
is able to coexist with other identities, even if a multiplicity of identities 
and loyalties is seen as a challenge by those who subscribe to a ‘one New 
Zealand’ ideology.
 The cases of Australia and Hawai‘i raise different issues from those that 
arise in the United Kingdom. In both cases, the state has given official 
recognition to indigenous flags, although in the Australian case the flags 
are recognized as symbols of indigenous identities while in the case of 
Hawai‘i an indigenous flag has been appropriated to represent the state 
itself. What does it mean for the state to recognize or even appropriate 
symbols of indigenous identity and struggle? Does this enhance the mana 
of indigenous peoples, or is it simply a form of assimilationism? Certainly, 
it seems that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, and native 
Hawaiians, continue to use their flags to symbolize their autonomy and 
political struggle despite the use of these flags by the state. The Australian 
and Hawaiian situations also suggest questions about whether recognition of 
the symbols of historically-marginalized groups is merely window-dressing 
which distracts from more important issues. For example, what role can 
symbols play in helping to reconcile societies that are trying to come to 
terms with the legacies of injustice, inequality and ethnic conflict? Can 
such recognition really assist in moving towards societies which are more 
inclusive and better able to accommodate difference? These are important 
questions for Aotearoa New Zealand, too, to consider.
 Across the world, flags and other symbols have been contentious at times 
because they have no inherent or fixed meaning, but instead have historical 
and contemporary associations that vary between different individuals and 
groups in society. They also mark boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, 
differentiating ‘us’ from ‘them’, and, in the case of national or state symbols, 
they inevitably raise questions of sovereignty and power. All of these factors 
can make discussions about symbols difficult – sometimes, as in Northern 
Ireland, almost paralysingly so – but such discussions are important for what 
we can learn about each other in the course of them. Indeed, prompting 
debate and discussion seems to have been one of the purposes for which 
the tino rangatiratanga flag was developed in the first place: ‘If the Maori 
flag can stimulate debate,’ wrote Hilda Halkyard-Harawira, ‘then she is a 
powerful educator’.77 Some of the more thoughtful responses to the proposal 
to fly a Māori flag on the Auckland Harbour Bridge and elsewhere have 
seen it as an opportunity to open up dialogue about Aotearoa New Zealand’s 
history, and about the place of Māori and non-Māori in this country.78 If 
the conditions are right, such discussions can make people aware of other 
perspectives on questions of nationhood and identity in a way that helps to 
bridge social divisions and not entrench them. A bridge may, indeed, be the 
most symbolically appropriate place of all on which to fly a Māori flag.
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