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Kahu (Pai) is an eight year old Maori girl with a special gift. She can communicate with whales. She could be the leader her tribe needs, but her great-grandfather adheres strictly to Maori tradition which requires a male heir. He barely acknowledges her. 
The Whale Rider" tells the story of Kahu, a young girl in New Zealand struggling to find her place in her family and community. She craves the love of her great-grandfather, but he's entirely focused on the future of their tribe who don't have an elder male heir to inherit the chief's title.
There's only Kahu, and her great-grandfather doesn't see the use of a girl. Kahu is strong and determined, and her destiny as the fabled whale rider is secure due to her ability to communicate with whales, but only if her tribe notice in time. 
This is a beautiful story about the struggles with tradition, about magic versus reality, about the status of our modern world with its racism and sad ecology.

The theme of Whale Rider – that of female empowerment – is not unique, but the context in which it is presented is. Like many tribal societies, the Maoris are patriarchal, and the concept of a female ruler, if not unthinkable, goes against tradition. 
Whale Rider assumes what might happen if, in seeming contravention of religious custom, a girl appears to have been endowed with the mystical abilities of chieftain. 

The Whangara people live in a village on the eastern coast of New Zealand – a place they have inhabited for more than a millennium. Legend says that their demi-god ancestor, Paikea, arrived in New Zealand on the back of a whale. 
Since then, the first-born son has always been the Whangara chieftain – until now. Pai is the lone survivor of a difficult birth that claims the lives of her mother and her twin brother. Her grief-stricken father, Porourangi (Cliff Curtis), flees the island for Europe, leaving his little daughter in the care of his father and mother, Koro (Rawiri Paratene) and Nanny Flowers (Vicky Haughton). 
Koro is bitterly disappointed, since it appears that the bloodline of centuries has ended with his immediate family. He cannot bring himself to consider that Pai, the firstborn in Paikea's bloodline, might be the rightful chieftain – because she is not a male. 

The majority of the story takes place when Pai (Keisha Castle-Hughes) is about 11 years old. 
She spends most of the film trying to prove herself to her grandfather, who stubbornly refuses to consider her as anything more than a disappointment. 
He begins to teach all the first-born males in the village in the "old ways," hoping that one of them will show the courage, strength, and fortitude to take over the Whangara's leadership. 
Ultimately, however, it is the whales – those animals that bore Paikea to New Zealand – who indirectly reveal the truth. 

The story itself is richly rewarding and uplifting – the coming-of-age tale of a girl who must defy the odds to achieve her goals. 
The characters and relationships are three dimensional. The most rewarding of these is that of Pai and her grandfather. There is affection there, but, on Koro's side, a self-imposed distance. 
Especially early in the film, we see that he genuinely cares for his granddaughter, but his disappointment about her gender colors his actions and perspective. For her part, all she wants to do is earn his respect – a point that is heartbreakingly illustrated when she gives a speech dedicated to him. 
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Reading Techniques



Different ways to read the book are suggested here as well as suggestions for reading for personal enjoyment. 

Prediction 

Predict what the story will be about after reading Chapter One. 

Reading for an overview 

In pairs, select a number from 2 - 20. Turn to the corresponding chapter and read. Summarise the passage by discussing the main ideas. Present your summary to the class. 

Getting through the book 

Read chapters aloud as a class
Teacher reads to the class
Read silently by yourself
Read aloud to a member of your Whanau or in pairs
Set a reading goal for completion of chapters
This reading log could be adapted for this purpose 
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Reading Goal
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Shade in the number of chapters you read and respond to over a period of two weeks. Your aim is to complete the book on or before the set period is up. Include other texts in your personal reading. 
Protagonists and Antagonists

 in Literature

Reading Log



	Name ______________________

Date _______________________
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	Title
	Author
	Comment on the role of the protagonist and the antagoniost
	Date completed
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Ideas



Discuss the following ideas using material generated in the unit as a stimulus. You can refer to ideas from your reading log, the web, the Wharenui, your personal reading experiences. 

Present an explanation or opinion about an idea and it's effect in the novel as a whole.
Support your ideas with evidence from the novel, other texts or personal experience.
Summarise your viewpoint. 

· The role of tribal male leadership 

· The role of women as leaders 

· Hunting whales for sport, meat or science 

· Family relationships 

· Contrast of the whale story with the Kahu story 

· Contrast of scientific language with descriptive language 

· Environmental concerns 

· Traditional values versus modern values 

· Importance of Māori traditional accounts and ancestry 

· Importance of whakapapa 

Compare The Whalerider to another text in terms of main ideas. Orally discuss your comparisons in small groups by: 

· Giving a brief summary of the text(s) 

· Stating similarities 

· Stating differences 

· Explaining the effect the text had on you giving reasons 
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Recommend a text from your own personal reading. You can give an overview, read or comment on a particular section and give it a star rating. Remember not to give the main storyline away. Your purpose is to attract reader interest. 
The Story
In a small New Zealand coastal village, Maori claim descent from Paikea, the Whale Rider. In every generation for more than 1000 years, a male heir born to the Chief succeeds to the title. 
The time is now. The Chief's eldest son, Porourangi, fathers twins - a boy and a girl. But the boy and his mother die in childbirth. The surviving girl is named Pai. 
Grief-stricken, her father leaves her to be raised by her grandparents. Koro, her grandfather who is the Chief, refuses to acknowledge Pai as the inheritor of the tradition and claims she is of no use to him. 
But her grandmother, Flowers, sees more than a broken line, she sees a child in desperate need of love.
And Koro learns to love the child. When Pai's father, Porourangi, now a feted international artist, returns home after twelve years, Koro hopes everything is resolved and Porourangi will to accept destiny and become his successor. 
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But Porourangi has no intention of becoming Chief. He has moved away from his people both physically and emotionally. After a bitter argument with Koro he leaves, suggesting to Pai that she come with him. She starts the journey but quickly returns, claiming her grandfather needs her…
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HOMEWORK ACTIVITIES: Test your knowledge of New Zealand. Find out the answers to share with the class next lesson.
1. What´s the capital of New Zealand? 

a) Auckland
b) Wellington
c) Sydney 

2. Which percentage of the population lives in cities? 

a) 80%
b) 30%
c) 50% 

3. Are there more sheep, more kangaroos or more people in NZ? 

a) sheep!
b) kangaroos!
c) people, of course! 

4. What is NZ's closest neighbour?
a) England
b) Argentina
c) Australia 

5. What´s the population of New Zealand? 

a) 3,000,000
b) 4,000,000
c) 6,000,000 

6. What is the indigenous language of the New Zealand? 

a) Maori
b) English
c) Samoan 

7. How many big islands does New Zealand have? 

a) 5
b) 1
c) 2 

8. What is the most popular sport in New Zealand? 

a) Rugby
b) Football
c) Golf 

9. New Zealand is independent since:
a) 1920
b) 1907
c) 1950 
10. What is New Zealand's national symbol?
a) Sheep
b) Silver fern
c) Kiwi 

11. New Zealand is the first country in the world: 

a) to give the vote to women in 1893
b) to have a woman Prime Minister
c) to win the Football World Cup 

Read the following review of the film and complete the blanks with one of the words from the box below. Do not repeat the words. There are more words than blanks. 
Whale Rider is every bit as bold and uplifting as its title 1) _____________. Adapted from the novel by Witi Ihimaera, it's a contemporary growing pains yarn, infused 2) _____________ the mysticism of 3) ____________ Maori legend - celebrating tradition and redefining it for our times.
On the east coast of New Zealand, the Whangara people believe their presence there dates 4) ____________ a thousand years or more to a 5) ____________ ancestor, Paikea, who escaped death when his canoe capsized 6) _________ riding to shore on the back of a whale. From then on, Whangara chiefs, always the first-born, always male, have been considered Paikea's 
7) ___________descendants. Pai (Keisha Castle-Hughes), an 11-year-old girl in a patriarchal New Zealand tribe, 8) ____________ she is destined to be the new chief. But her grandfather Koro (Rawiri Paratene) is 9) _____________ by tradition to pick a male leader. Pai loves Koro more than anyone in the world, but she must fight him and a thousand years of tradition to 10) _____________ her destiny.
With the weight of the film on her shoulders, Keisha Castle-Hughes 11) __________ poised and unaffected. Her onscreen presence is as powerful as the role 12) _____________, and then some. Director Niki Caro 13) _____________ her against a sandy dreamscape, conveying all the drama of the New Zealand coastline and Pai's 14) _____________ connection to her environment. 
In weaving together 15) ______ themes of family, and the need for acceptance, with the romanticism 16) ______________ ancient legend, Caro is 17) ____________ for the most part. However, the knotty family dynamics can sometimes feel perfunctory and even a little clichéd, highlighted 18) ________________ a key scene when Koro fails to show at Pai's school concert. 19) ______________ so, Whale Rider is a wonderfully refreshing and evocative 20)_____________ fairytale that's sure to make waves with its audience.
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Comprehension Activity

                    THE WHALE RIDER

IN THE BEGINNING...


Legend has it that Kahutia-te-Rangi, ancestor of the people of Te Tai Rawhiti (the place washed by the eastern tide), travelled from Hawaiiki (land of the Ancients). He escaped certain death on the back of a whale when his canoe capsized and a whale took him to shore. To commemorate his voyage he was given a new name - Paikea, and his descendants live at Whangara, on the East Coast of the North Island of New Zealand, today. Hundreds of years later, the marae at Whangara still bears Kahutia/Paikea riding on the back of a whale as its tekoteko (figurehead), on its Ridgepole.



THE BACKGROUND..

.
In 1986, New Zealand author Witi Ihimaera, living in New York City, saw a whale stranded up the Hudson River. The sight made him homesick for the area he grew up in, and made him think of the story of the ancestor of his area. Over a period of three weeks, he wrote "the Whale Rider" - a story of Kahutia-te-Rangi, a story of Whangara, of small-town rural New Zealand, a story of the changing and breaking of years of Maori tradition and teaching. The story of a Maori chief whose eldest great-grandchild is not the boy he wanted. The story of a girl called Kahutia - Kahu - who could be the next chief.



THE STORY...

Kahutia was a girl who was meant to be a boy. She is the first child of her generation in the chief's family, and her birth breaks a long line of chiefs, stretching back to Paikea himself. Further than that, when she was born her mother died, and her father was not willing to just put things behind him, marry again, and produce another child (preferably a son) any time soon. In the movie, this is more tragic, more poignant. The movie is about a girl called Paikea, and over the opening scene, you hear her words: "There was no gladness when I was born. My twin brother died, taking our mother with him." This is the kind of life Kahu/Paikea leads… growing up with the knowledge that she was meant to be a boy, that she was meant to grow up to be chief of the tribe.

It is important to know here that the place of women in Maori society is much regulated by tradition. Women may not speak on a marae, they may not set foot on a waka (traditionally a war canoe), they may not learn to wield the taiaha (spear). They cannot see a tekoteko panel or a canoe being carved. They cannot take part in the schooling of future chiefs. It is the women who do the cooking, who do the karanga(welcome) for visitors to the marae. Women do not wear trousers on a marae. The women sing the waiata (songs) at the close of each speech, the men do the haka (war dance). A woman cannot be chief. Paikea/Kahutia challenges that. 


She cannot see why she shouldn't be permitted to learn at the school the elders (including her great grandfather/grandfather, Koro or Paka) set up for the boys of her generation. A kura (school) to instruct the youngsters of the tribe in the way of the ancient ones. And youngsters means males. In the movie Nanny Flowers (her grandmother/great-grandmother) refuses to let the first lesson start until Paikea is there. Paikea does the karanga for the manuhiri (visitors) while Nanny Flowers does the Karanga for the tangatawhenua (hosts). Koro relents and suggests that Paikea can stay, but only if she sits at the back. She leaves, and learns the chant by listening through the windows, learns the taiaha from her uncle. She bests one of the boys at the taiaha, on the marae grounds. Koro is angry, yells at her for breaking tapu (sacredness). She can do no good as far as he is concerned: because she is a girl. Were she a boy, she would be the one. But she isn't. In the book this whole exchange is present, and yet not as obvious. 

The final test asked of the boys is one of endurance. Koro takes them out on a boat on the harbour, and explains how he was taught. The chief took a carved stone and threw it overboard. Whoever could return it would be the next chief. In the book, it is a stone, in the movie it is Koro's whaletooth pendant, the symbol of his chieftainship. All the boys fail to retrieve it and it settles on the ocean floor. Later Paikea/Kahutia is out in the same spot with her uncle. She dives down, is gone for ages, and returns with the whaletooth/stone - and a crayfish for Koro. It is not until much later, at the end of the book/movie that Koro is given the stone/pendant.

After the boys fail to return with the taonga (treasure = pendant/stone) Koro withdraws into himself. Paikea/Kahutia is sent away - she has disappointed Koro. Nevertheless she is still proud of her heritage, her family, and she writes a speech which she delivers partially in Maori. She leads the Maori Culture Group, and Koro is her special guest at the end of year concert. The audience is told that she won the school prize and the district prize for her speech. The power in this part of the film is awesome. Dressed in the Culture Group 'costume', holding a small cup, her lips blackened traditionally, unruly hair partially tamed by a headband, she gives her speech. Dedicated to her Koro, who was not there, the empty chair in the front row. "I come from a long line of Maori chiefs, stretching back to Paikea. I broke that line, and it is nobody's fault it was broken" she says. 

Meanwhile, down on the beach, the whales that Kahutia/Paikea called because her Koro was calling them and they were not answering him, are stranded and dying. Kahutia/Paikea is not allowed to help, not allowed to watch. They're trying to protect her. One by one, the whales give up - if they can only get the king whale out, it will be fine, the others will follow. But it is not to be. "He wants to die." Koro says. Paikea has other ideas… going down to the beach as the others leave, she greets the whale with a hongi. She climbs onto his back, she pats him, she talks to him, and she asks him to move. He moves... when the people leaving the beach turn around Paikea is not in sight, the big whale is not in sight, the rest of the whales are not in sight. Nanny Flowers gives Koro the stone/pendant. He looks at her. "Which one? Which one?" "Do you need to ask that?" It was Paikea/Kahutia, of course. And she is out at sea on the back of a whale, and no one thinks to see her back.

 

Later her body is washed up on the beach. She lives, but is in a coma. In hospital, Koro waits at her bed, he is ready for her to be his successor. She wakes.

The movie closes with a scene that you have to understand Maori customs to understand completely. Paikea and Koro are on a waka, a war canoe - the one Paikea's father Porourangi never finished carving, the one she went to when she needed to think. She calls the chant for the paddlers to follow, to keep time to. And the paddlers of that waka? Male and female, together… keeping the community strong.



Read the extract above and answer the following questions. Do no write out the questions.  All answers to be in complete sentences.

1. After reading the review, write a retelling of the events in The Whale Rider, of no more than 100 words.

2. What does this story tell us about the nature of girls in the Maori culture?  Use your understanding of the film to explain your response, given examples where possible.

3. How important are whales to the Maori culture?  Again use examples from the movie to support your responses.

4. Draw up a table and make a list of the all the Maori words and their meanings as given in the passage.

5. Try to write a story using some of the Maori words.  You might like to write about one of the events in the movie.

Make up your own legend, beginning with one you are familiar with then changes the events to suit your version.       
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