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Starting with the whakapapa of the Waikeria Prison 
Uprising in 2020/21, this article examines what the 

suppression of prisoners’ freedom of speech tells us 
about the struggle to defeat the far Right. Drawing on 
the authors’ personal experience of censorship at the 
hands of the Crown, the article demonstrates the futility 
of relying on the capitalist state to achieve the liberation 
of exploited and oppressed people. The article goes 
on to critique liberal ‘safetyism’ as a demobilising 
force, which prioritises fear for personal safety over the 
necessity of struggle. In contrast, the authors argue that 
it is only through mass struggle that the far Right can be 
defeated, and liberation can be achieved. 
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EMMY RĀKETE & TI LAMUSSE

Whakapapa of a Prison Riot: Prison 
Censorship, Free Speech, and the Fight 
against Fascism

The universe began with Ranginui and Papatūānuku, the 
progenitors who set in motion the cascade of genealogy we 
live within still. The bleak sky, devoid of light, and the fertile 
earth, fallow, crushing all of reality between them. Their 
children whispered to one another in this stifling night, 
describing their unacceptable condition and deciding what 
they must do. Into this situation, Tāne Mahuta lay on his 
back and pushed with his feet, splitting what had been one 
into two, inaugurating the world of light. Cause inevitably led 
into effect. All phenomena can be understood by analysing 
this flow, within which we can interpret their genealogy and 
recount their whakapapa. 
 In the final days of December in 2020, an event occurred 
perhaps as singular as Tāne Mahuta’s great push. Between 
the merciless heavens and the uninterrupted farmland of 
Waikato, a fire began in Waikeria Prison’s most decrepit 
unit and did not stop burning. By the time the ashes were 
extinguished, the high-security unit had been reduced to 
rubble and the misery of the people it had contained laid 
bare and incontestable. Ranginui and Papatūānuku clung to 
one another, so that Tāne Mahuta was forced to tear them 
apart. Waikeria Prison had clung, suffocating, to the people 
it contained—and so it too was torn apart. 
 What follows is our recounting of the whakapapa of this 
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event, where we make sense of it and explain the meaning of the Waikeria 
Uprising for the ongoing struggle to abolish prisons. In doing so, we 
demonstrate the reverberations of the uprising in the lives of incarcerated 
people and the struggle for prison abolition. First, we outline the threat to 
freedom of speech posed by the Department of Corrections, which both 
preceded and continued following the uprising. Second, we demonstrate 
the way that the Crown has used security logics to reaffirm the tyrannies 
of prisons and their officials. Third, we insist that the uprising provides a 
reminder that the state can never defeat the existential threat posed by the 
emboldened fascist Right. We, therefore, critique the liberal prioritisation 
of ‘safety’ over struggle—what we call ‘safetyism’—as a fundamental barrier 
to liberatory struggle. In doing so, we hope to provide a counter-narrative 
to dominant liberal and right-wing discourses on free speech and anti-
fascism. 

Uprising

The fires of the Waikeria Uprising began to smoulder long before the summer 
of 2020, before, indeed, any of those who lit the fires were born. Moana 
Jackson notes that prisons were not an aspect of the Māori justice system.1 
Instead, incarceration is a mode of punishment particular to the capitalist 
mode of production.2 Like the system of private ownership of property 
and production on the basis of profit, prisons needed to be brought to 
Aotearoa in the holds of British warships and imposed on this land through 
bloodshed.3 The blood-soaked horror of primitive accumulation secured 

1  Moana Jackson, ‘He Whaipaanga Hou–Maori and the Criminal Justice System: 
A New Perspective, Part 2’ (Wellington, New Zealand: Policy and Research Division, 
Department of Justice, 1988).
2  Dario Melossi and Massimo Pavarini, The Prison and the Factory (Carcere e Fab-
brica, Engl.). Origins of the Penitentiary System, Critical Criminology Series (London: 
Macmillan, 1981); Michael J. Lynch and Raymond Michalowski, A Primer in Radical 
Criminology, 4th ed. (London: Lynne Riener, 2010); Angela Y. Davis, Are Prisons 
Obsolete? (New York: Seven Stories, 2003).
3  Jared Davidson, Blood & Dirt: Prison Labour and the Making of New Zealand (Wel-
lington, New Zealand: Bridget Williams Books Ltd, 2023).
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 the capitalist mode of production in Aotearoa by depriving Māori of their 
land (and their lives) and transmuting it into the private property of the 
new capitalist class.4 This made New Zealand’s emerging bourgeoisie rich 
and relegated surviving Māori to an immiserated and deprived existence, 
starving in the margins of New Zealand’s society. The Armed Constabulary 
Force, one of the military organisations responsible for executing the 
colonial regime’s wars of conquest, was reorganised in 1886 to become 
the New Zealand Police.5 This army of the rich persecuted Māori during 
colonisation to carry out primitive accumulation and then it persecuted 
Māori in the ghettos to which colonisation had consigned them.6 
 Waikeria Prison protrudes from the plains of Waikato, confiscated by 
the Crown following its brutal 1860s campaign to crush the sovereign 
Kīngitanga.7 Many Māori prisoners make the long drive out to the prison in 
the piss-stained reek and suffocating heat of a prison transport van through 
acre after acre of their own stolen homeland. 8 When the intergenerational 
trauma and systemic deprivation inflicted on Māori through colonisation 
erupts as dysfunctional behaviour, capitalist society relies on incarceration 
to banish the evidence of its foundational violence.9 
 To recount a more contemporary moment in the genealogy of the 
Waikeria Uprising, the prison site was first a farm, like most of Waikato. 

4  Barber, Simon. ‘In Wakefield’s Laboratory: Tangata Whenua into Property/Labour 
in Te Waipounamu’. Journal of Sociology 56, no. 2 (2020): 229–46; Emmy Rākete, 
‘Army of the Rich’, in The Routledge International Handbook on Decolonizing Justice, 
ed. Chris Cunneen et al., 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2023), 136–45; Evan Te Ahu 
Poata-Smith, ‘The Political Economy of Māori Protest Politics 1968-1995: A Marxist 
Analysis of the Roots of Māori Oppression and the Politics of Resistance’ (Doctor 
of Philosophy Thesis, Dunedin, University of Otago, 2001); Ti Lamusse, ‘Grieving 
Prison Death’ (Master of Arts Thesis, Auckland, University of Auckland, 2017).
5  Vincent O’Malley, The New Zealand Wars | Ngā Pakanga o Aotearoa (Wellington, 
New Zealand: Bridget Williams Books, 2019).
6  Rākete, ‘Army of the Rich’.
7  Davidson, Blood & Dirt, 198.
8  Ti Lamusse, ‘Aotearoa Justice Watch: A Report on Complaints About New Zealand 
Police and Prisons’ (Wellington: Aotearoa Justice Watch, 2024).
9  Jackson, ‘He Whaipaanga Hou’.
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In 1911, the farmland and the structure, which would become the prison’s 
high-security unit, was built and became a borstal for young men and 
boys taken into state care.10 Waikeria Borstal Institution was violent and 
dangerous, being named in the testimonies of a number of participants in 
the Royal Commission of Inquiry into Abuse in State Care.11 In the 1980s, 
the borstal system was abolished and Waikeria was reclassified as a men’s 
prison, a status which it bears into the present day.12 
 By the time of the uprising, Waikeria Prison was an unusually 
straightforward metaphor for New Zealand’s prisons: a decrepit institution, 
neither refurbished nor replaced, squatting on stolen land, and crammed 
full of captive Māori people. Corrections officials knew well that Waikeria 
was uninhabitable, with the Inspector of Corrections noting in a 2019 
report that ‘the high security units continue to be an environment not 
conducive for the humane treatment of prisoners’.13 On 29th December 
2020, prisoners in the high-security unit made that inhumane treatment 
clear for all to see.
 The Waikeria Uprising began with the destruction of security cameras, 
which allowed for participants in the uprising to light smaller fires while 
prison officers struggled to know what was happening or where. Participants 
smashed through a ceiling and gained access to the roof, opening more cells 
and freeing more participants as well as taking protective equipment and 
tools from a guardroom.14 As the fires spread, the high-security unit was 
evacuated and the Waikeria Uprising participants sat on the roof of the 
abandoned building, enduring exposure to the elements and deprivation 

10  Davidson, Blood & Dirt; Janis Adair, ‘Waikeria Prison: Unannounced Follow-up 
Inspection’ (Wellington: Office of the Inspectorate, 2019).
11  Scotcher, ‘Pacific Voice: Gang Member “lost Ability to Love” after State Abuse’, 
RNZ, 5 November 2019.
12  Adair, ‘Waikeria Prison: Unannounced Follow-up Inspection’.
13  Adair, 3.
14  Janis Adair, ‘Report of the Independent Inquiry into the Waikeria Prison Riot: 29 
December 2020-3 January 2021’ (Wellington: Office of the Inspectorate, 2022).
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of food and water.15 A few days into the uprising, participants used 
phones from the prison to contact their families outside, who in turn 
contacted People Against Prisons Aotearoa (PAPA), the prison-abolitionist 
organisation to which we belong. They passed along a message explaining 
the political purpose of what media organisations had tried to portray as 
a mere prison riot. After lightly copy-editing the text for clarity, PAPA 
published the Manifesto of the Waikeria Uprising on our website and on 
our social media accounts.16 
 The Manifesto of the Waikeria Uprising communicates the whakapapa 
of the uprising, progressing from the immediate present and tunnelling 
back into the past. It begins by addressing the direct conditions in the high-
security unit:

Our drinking water in prison is brown. We have used our towels 
for three straight weeks now. Some of us have not had our bedding 
changed in five months. We have not received clean uniforms to 
wear for three months—we wear the same dirty clothes day in and 
day out. We have to wash our clothes in our dirty shower water and 
dry them on the concrete floor. We have no toilet seats: we eat our 
kai out of paper bags right next to our open, shared toilets. These are 
only very few of the reasons for the uprising.17 

While these complaints directly precipitated the uprising, the manifesto 
moves on to the deeper past, excavating the origins of Māori oppression 
itself:

We are tangata whenua of this land. We are Māori people forced 
into a European system. Prisons do not work! Prisons have not 

15  George Block, ‘Waikeria Prison Riot: Concern over Corrections’ Starvation Tac-
tics’, Stuff NZ, 6 January 2021.
16  See People Against Prison Aotearoa (Facebook), ‘Manifesto of the Waikeria Upris-
ing,’ Facebook post, 31 December 2020.
17  Waikeria Prison Protesters, ‘The Manifesto of the Waikeria Uprising’, Take No 
Prisoners, February 2021, 5.
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worked for the generations before! Prisons just do not work. They 
keep doing this to our people, and we have had enough! There is no 
support in prison, all the system does is put our people in jail with 
no support, no rehabilitation, nothing. We have had enough. This 
is for the greater cause.18

The participants in the Waikeria Uprising were clear that, while their 
protest was instigated by the humiliating environment they had to endure, 
it was the prison system itself that made the uprising inevitable. Although 
they do not use this language, the manifesto demonstrates that capitalist 
society required colonisation and that the crises triggered by colonisation 
are suppressed through the use of incarceration. The everyday practice 
of imprisonment depends on a security mindset that attempts to make a 
rupture impossible. In so doing, it creates conditions so inhospitable that 
it makes rupture inevitable. The oppression of Māori, and the security 
mindset of the Department of Corrections, are elements in the whakapapa 
of the Waikeria Uprising. This uprising heaved off the conditions it had 
inherited, destroyed the high-security unit, and inaugurated the world of 
light. So ends our recitation. Tīhei mauri ora. 

5HVLVWDQFH�DQG�6XSSUHVVLRQ

Even as the participants in the Waikeria Uprising were compelled to come 
down from the roof, the uprising demonstrated that the prison system was 
in crisis. The uprising broke out due to poor prison conditions and the 
capitalist oppression of Māori, but all prisons are in poor condition19 and 
all prisoners, with few exceptions, are drawn from the most marginalised 
and exploited segments of the proletariat. The Waikeria Uprising was an 
extraordinary event, resulting from a whakapapa of oppression that is not 
only ordinary, but normalised. 

18  Waikeria Prison Protesters, ‘The Manifesto’, 5.
19  Peter Boshier, ‘Kia Whaitake | Making a Difference: Investigation into Ara Pouta-
ma Aotearoa | Department of Corrections’ (Wellington: The Office of the Ombuds-
man, 2023).
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 During the uprising, PAPA quickly recognised that we had a responsibility 
to intervene, and that the situation posed a strategic opportunity for the 
abolitionist struggle. Across the country, and particularly in prisons, 
people were talking about the prison as a site of political contestation. In 
response, the organisation adopted a strategy, titled ‘Ngā Ringaringa E 
Rua: A Proposal for Inside-Outside Committees’. Inspired by the history 
of class struggle inside and outside of prisons, Ngā Ringaringa E Rua was a 
strategy for building organised power inside and across the prison walls.20 
In brief, the plan was to foster the creation of ‘inside committees’ composed 
of prisoners in strategic prisons. These would be paired with ‘outside 
committees’, which would support them, plan together, and communicate 
their demands, just as PAPA had done for the Waikeria Uprising. This work 
has a precedent in New Zealand with the historical effort before the Great 
Imperialist War, World War I, to form a national prisoners’ union.21

 As a part of PAPA’s attempts to organise incarcerated people, we sent 
copies of our newsletter, Take No Prisoners, to more than 500 prisoners 
across the country. The first of these newsletters, after the uprising, included 
information about prisoners’ rights and the manifesto of the Waikeria 
Uprising as well as poetry from incarcerated people and crosswords.22 The 
newsletter was a key part of PAPA’s strategy to ensure that incarcerated 
people could take part in political struggle to improve their own lives and 
address the injustices of incarceration. 
 The Department of Corrections was so frightened by the prospect of 
prisoners working with people on the outside to address their rights that 
multiple prisons banned prisoners from being able to read the newsletter. 
Indeed, then-minister of Corrections, Kelvin Davis, stood in the House of 
Representatives and accused PAPA and Te Pāti Māori of trying to instigate 

20  Ed Mead, Lumpen: The Autobiography of Ed Mead (Montreal: Kersplebedeb, 
2015); Mao Zedong, ‘Some Questions Concerning Methods of Leadership’, Marxists.
org, 1 June 1943. 
21  Davidson, Blood & Dirt, 131.
22  People Against Prisons Aotearoa, ‘Take No Prisoners: Issue 5’, People Against 
Prisons Aotearoa, February 2021.
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violence against prison officers.23 In a chilling example of how liberal 
capitalist democracy is premised on the repression of political speech, the 
minister called the cops on PAPA.
 In response to this repression, Issue Six of Take No Prisoners ran 
with a lead story titled ‘Corrections doesn’t want you to read this’.24 As 
it turns out, Corrections did not want prisoners to read it. The prison 
administration could not handle the possibility of incarcerated people 
reading something as scandalous as a newsletter that explained how to 
make complaints against staff, included art from prisoners, and encouraged 
prisoners to send PAPA memes. As far as we could tell, every single issue 
of the newsletter was censored and either destroyed or returned to PAPA 
undelivered. Even sharing information about how to make a complaint, let 
alone the possibility of organised political action by incarcerated people, 
was an intolerable threat to the safety and security of the prison estate. The 
political speech of an unpopular group, prisoners and their advocates, was 
censored. This censorship, and the repression of prisoner collectivisation 
more broadly, meant that the Ngā Ringaringa E Rua strategy was never 
able to become established. The strong arm of the capitalist state was able 
to crush the resistance of those it kept in cages. 
 The state’s attack on the rights of prisoners to communicate with the 
outside did not end there. Corrections officials decided to further punish 
PAPA, and the prisoners we struggle alongside, by banning prisoners from 
participating in PAPA’s pen-pal network, the Prisoner Correspondence 
Network. The director of one prison decided, in early 2023, that no one 
at his prison would be allowed to take part in the network after it had 
operated in New Zealand’s prisons since 2016. This decision cut off dozens 
of people in prison from their pen-pal friendships that had, in some cases, 
developed over years. 
 Unlike the reactionaries who think their freedom of speech is being 
destroyed when someone disagrees with them for being racist, the 

23  Amelia Wade, ‘Prison Pamphlet Referred to Police over Fears of Inciting Vio-
lence’, NZ Herald, 23 February 2021.
24  People Against Prisons Aotearoa, ‘Take No Prisoners: Issue 6’, People Against 
Prisons Aotearoa, May 2021.
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suppression of political speech by the Department of Corrections is an 
actual example of the state censoring views it does not agree with. It is not 
your grumpy Uncle David, or the faceless horde of esoteric Nazi wizards 
crowding these authors’ social-media feeds, who are a threat to the Crown 
and the capitalist class. It is prisoners and prison abolitionists standing up 
for the working class. That is why incarcerated people bear the brunt of 
censorship: their political speech exposes the fundamentally exploitative 
nature of the criminal-justice system and so must be repressed if capitalism 
is to survive.

6HFXULW\�DQG�6SHHFK�

None of the repression of political speech described above is particularly 
unique to the sixth Labour government regime. The suppression of speech 
is, rather, ingrained into the prison system, fundamental to the nature of 
incarceration in Aotearoa New Zealand. As described by Erving Goffman, 
prisons are ‘total institutions’, which are premised on the idea of one group of 
people (staff) managing and containing another group of people (prisoners) 
against their wills.25 In these total institutions, the needs of staff to manage 
prisoners in order to prevent disobedience, let alone revolt, takes priority 
over the needs of prisoners to enjoy the human dignity that is our common 
right. This need to manage prisoners is reflected in the paranoia of the 
Aotearoa New Zealand prison system that prioritises risk management and 
security above all else.26 Such prioritisation is seen in the denial of visits from 
family, time outside of cells, and access to (re)habilitation programmes—
and in the overall subordination of the humanity of incarcerated people to 

25  Erving Goffman, Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and 
Other Inmates (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1961).
26  Lamusse, ‘Grieving Prison Death’.
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the security of the prison.27

 Calls for ‘security’ have always been the defence of the tyrant when 
justifying unjustifiable acts. As tyrants of their own little kingdoms, 
prison directors can similarly use their general concern for security to 
justify banning political speech of prisoners. Under the Corrections Act, 
for example, a prison director can withhold any mail if they believe that 
it poses ‘a threat to the security of the prison’.28 Security is a nebulous 
concept, encompassing both founded and unfounded fears, which can be 
interpreted broadly. In the case of the repression of Take No Prisoners, the 
idea that prisoners could talk about their rights among themselves posed an 
existential threat to a system of control that sees prisoners as bodies to be 
managed, rather than people whose power and dignity must be respected.
It was for these same reasons of security that one of the co-authors of this 
piece, Ti Lamusse, was banned from entering any Aotearoa New Zealand 
prison in 2016. Prior to this ban, Ti had been involved in a protest against 
the treatment of a person in solitary confinement. The possibility of 
prisoners and their advocates politically agitating for humane treatment, 
again, posed a threat to the security of Aotearoa New Zealand prisons. 
Rather than address the conditions that led to protest, Corrections would 
rather suppress information that could lead to protest or reputational 
damage.
 This fear of reputational damage is particularly clear in the tight 
grip that Corrections holds over information critical of the treatment of 
people in prison. Under the Corrections Act, to record a prisoners’ voice 

27  Frances Chin, ‘“They’re Breaching Our Human Rights”: Prisoners Still Denied 
Family Visits’, Stuff, 15 April 2023; Ti Lamusse, ‘Solitary Confinement in New 
Zealand Prisons’ (Wellington: Economic and Social Research Aotearoa, 2018); Sharon 
Shalev, ‘Time for a Paradigm Shift: A Follow Up Review of Seclusion and Restraint 
Practices in New Zealand’, Seclusion and Restraint (Auckland: Human Rights Com-
mission, December 2020); Human Rights Commission, ‘Thinking Outside the Box? 
A Review of Seclusion and Restraint Practices in New Zealand’ (Auckland: Human 
Rights Commission, 2017); Peter Boshier, ‘OPCAT Findings Report: A Question of 
Restraint’ (Wellington: Office of the Ombudsman, 2017); Boshier, ‘Making a Differ-
ence’; Lamusse, ‘Grieving Prison Death’.
28  Corrections Act 2004, s108(1)(d)(ii).



21

or image, a journalist or academic needs the express permission of prison 
authorities.29 In practice, this restriction means that prisoners are not free 
to call up a journalist to let them know about their experiences. Moreover, 
whānau cannot record their incarcerated loved-one’s voice and provide that 
to news media. It is impossible to conduct independent academic research 
within prisons, with Corrections claiming editorial control over the final 
research, including what amounts to the right to veto conclusions that it 
considers politically damaging.30 Instead, researchers must hand over their 
academic freedom to the Crown to be able to interview people in prison. 
In practice, therefore, there is almost no critical research into incarcerated 
people in Aotearoa New Zealand while they are in prison. As far as possible, 
Corrections controls what can and cannot be said about the cages it runs.
 These regimes of censorship dialectically produce the resentment, 
frustration, and violence that they supposedly aim to prevent. The Waikeria 
Uprising happened for a reason. It occurred in a context of maltreatment, 
dehumanisation, and two centuries of colonial subjugation. When there 
was no other way for their voices to be heard, the riot was the voice of 
the voiceless. When people are denied ‘legitimate’ means for resistance 
to their oppression, only ‘illegitimate’ ones remain. There can be no class 
oppression that does not produce class struggle. 
 In the aftermath of the uprising, PAPA offered advice to Corrections that 
addressing prisoners’ concerns head-on could prevent future uprisings. It 
was a gift the prison bureaucrats would not accept. Take No Prisoners, Issue 
Six, notes that inside-outside committees could ‘prevent future violence 
like what happened at Waikeria. We want to make sure that human rights 
abuses and awful conditions are addressed before people use violence to 
solve these issues’.31 It is precisely in its short-sighted focus on security, 
at the expense of all else, that the Department of Corrections ensures the 
conditions for future uprisings.

29  Corrections Act 2004, s141(1).
30  NZ Department of Corrections, ‘Conducting Research in Ara Poutama Aotearoa’, 
Department of Corrections, 15 February 2024.
31  People Against Prisons Aotearoa, ‘Take No Prisoners: Issue 6’, 3.
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The whakapapa of the Waikeria Uprising, and the repression of speech by 
the Crown in its aftermath, can teach us some important lessons about 
the role of freedom of speech and our responses to our enemies in the 
struggle for liberation. On the one hand, the political Right has decided to 
stage a culture war on the supposed denial of freedom of speech for bigots 
and reactionaries. From their perspective, the biggest threat to freedom 
of speech is so-called ‘cancel culture’.32 Rather than being silenced, this 
so-called cancel culture is nothing other than the social backlash that right-
wing agitators and propagandists experience because the things they say 
about marginalised groups are unpopular. Far from being concerned with a 
lack of freedom of speech, they are scared of the speech of those who oppose 
them. On the other hand, liberals, some of whom consider themselves 
‘radical’, have decided that the state or capital are the true defenders of 
marginalised or vulnerable people against the far Right.33 As a result, their 
response to the rising and emboldened far Right is to call for private and 
council-run venues to cancel their events. In some cases, these same liberals 
also call for the state to criminally prosecute ‘hate’ speech. For liberals, the 
powerful are going to save us, if only we ask nicely. 
 The repression of prisoners’ speech demonstrates the futility of both 
the right-wing and liberal understandings of political speech. Prisoners’ 
experiences demonstrate how the Crown can suppress the speech of 
politically unpopular people with ease and without much backlash. The 
Right’s lack of concern about the censorship of Take No Prisoners speaks to 
their actual motives. The so-called ‘Free Speech Union’ dashed off a half-
hearted press release about the government ban of our publication, a rather 
sad comparison to the enormous media campaigns they seem thrilled to 

32  As demonstrated by the New Zealand Right’s handwringing about cancel culture: 
Brooke van Velden, ‘Real Change Now Speech: Brooke van Velden’, ACT New Zea-
land, 6 June 2023.
33  As seen in the numerous calls for the criminalisation of ‘hate speech’ or ‘hate 
crimes’. 
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organise for every eugenicist and skull-measurer who’s willing to appear on 
camera.34 Instead of being concerned with actually existing state repression 
of speech, the right simply desires to express bigotry without response. The 
Right’s concern about free speech is a convenient justification, and rallying 
cry, for reactionary propaganda. 
 Where the Right’s approach is pernicious and opportunistic, the liberal 
response is tepid and self-defeating. Calling on the capitalist state, or capital 
itself, to protect vulnerable people from hurtful speech ignores the material 
ways in which that same state subjugates the speech of oppressed people. 
Prisoners in Aotearoa New Zealand come from overwhelmingly poor 
backgrounds, are disproportionately violently victimised throughout their 
lives, have greater rates of disability, and are primarily colonised peoples.35 
If liberals were serious about protecting vulnerable people, they would be 
fighting, in earnest, for freedom of speech for incarcerated people. Instead, 
liberalism is a political strategy that is more concerned with discomfort 
about hateful words than it is with material suffering of oppressed people. 
 The liberal approach also surrenders the task of defending the working 
class in all its particularities and multiplicity. It dismisses the need for 
working-class self-defence and hands responsibility for this task to the 
government. Liberalism depoliticises struggles for liberation, by outsourcing 
them to the capitalist state. This approach reflects a basic flaw in the liberal 
theory of the state. Liberals see the state as the neutral arbitrator of an 
underlying social order, which it can be trusted to defend against the far 
Right. The Marxist theory of the state more properly recognises it as a 
contradictory institution, which at some moments blunts class struggle 
and at others prosecutes it.36 Trusting the state to neutralise the far Right 

34  Stephen Franks, ‘Franks: Government’s Use of Police Action to Silence Political 
Activists Chilling’, Scoop, 24 February 2021. Catrin Owen, ‘Supreme Court Dismisses 
Appeal over Speakers Barred from Council Venue’, Stuff NZ, 5 December 2022.
35  Ti Lamusse and Tracey McIntosh, ‘Prison Abolitionism: Philosophies, Politics, 
and Practices’, in The Aotearoa Handbook of Criminology, ed. Elizabeth Stanley, Sarah 
Monod de Froideville, and Trevor Bradley (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 
2021), 289–302.
36  Vladimir Lenin, The State and Revolution, trans. Robert W. Service (London: 
Penguin, 1992).
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neglects the role played by the state in shoring up capitalism during crises. 
Uncritical dependence on the capitalist state leaves us defenceless against 
the alliance of the liberals and the fascists that occurs when capitalism 
enters crisis. We cannot trust the Crown to act in the interests of liberation. 
 As capitalist organisations across the world have demonstrated repeatedly, 
their support for the liberation of the oppressed, most prominently rainbow 
communities, is premised on the profitability of this support for marketing 
and sales purposes.37 Where profitability is not guaranteed, their support 
disappears. Similarly, we cannot rely on the good intentions of the state 
to liberate us from oppression in the form of hate-speech laws and similar 
interventions. Where criminalisation occurs, it overwhelmingly targets the 
poor and marginalised.38 As Marxists, we recognise that our programme 
is a programme of total transformation—the abolition of exploitation 
and the liberation of all of humankind. The governments enforcing that 
exploitation, preventing that liberation, cannot be our vehicle. 
 We can best respond to the emboldened far Right by emboldening 
ourselves. The lessons of the 20th century and the rise of fascism teach 
us that it is in the mass mobilisation of people that we show our strength. 
Rather than asking the city council to cancel the speech of reactionary 
organisations, the Left should mobilise thousands of people outside the 
venues, sending a clear message that we reject them and their politics. This 
mobilisation was an effective strategy in response to the ‘Inflection Point’ 
conference in Wellington in May 2024. The conference brought together 
a who’s-who of transphobes, homophobes, and fascists. Instead of calling 
for the cancellation of the booking of the conference, organisers of the 
counter-protest, Queer Endurance in Defiance and Pōneke Anti-Fascist 
Coalition, mobilised people instead. In just six days, organisers were able 
to turn out more than 1000 people to rally outside the convention centre, 
showing solidarity with trans communities. The masses are the source 
of our strength, and it is the masses alone that can defeat the far Right. 

37  Alexandra Chasin, Selling Out: The Gay and Lesbian Movement Goes to Market 
(New York: Palgrave, 2000).
38  Beth Richie, Arrested Justice: Black Women, Violence, and America’s Prison Nation 
(New York: New York University Press, 2012).
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This protest was a demonstration of our power, rather than a request for 
assistance from state power.
 However, as both the authors of this article have experienced, there 
is a dominant discourse within the liberal Left that ‘safety’ matters more 
than political power. Like a prison director who sees threats to security 
everywhere, liberals see risk in standing up to fascists. This pernicious 
‘safetyist’ discourse has seen the cancellation of a national day of action in 
solidarity with rainbow communities as well as the demonisation of trans 
organisers for organising a response to transphobic aggression. In some 
instances, these same liberals have undermined the safety of antifascist 
organisers by sharing footage of community self-defence actions recorded 
by reactionaries and discouraging people from attending solidarity events. 
Their fear for the ‘safety’ of the vulnerable—often asserted on our behalf 
and over our objections—meant liberals were unwilling to support 
mobilisations to demonstrate our power. It was safer and more comfortable 
to ask the state to do it for us.
 This prioritisation of safety above all else is underpinned by a naive 
risk aversion. The reality is that the liberation of oppressed people across 
the world has only ever been achieved because comrades have been willing 
to take risks and put themselves in harm’s way. Safetyism stands in the 
way of our liberation. Safetyism is disarming during a crucial moment in 
our preparation for the coming confrontation with the forces of reaction. 
We must recognise that we can only win our freedom through struggle, 
and that safety in struggle can never be guaranteed. The only guarantee 
here is that the bourgeoisie and the state bureaucrats who serve them will 
never struggle for us. We can have ‘unsafety’ now, or total obliteration later. 
Struggle or defeat. We insist on struggle.

What is to Be Done

Whakapapa is relentless. History is pitiless. This intervention has not been 
written to try to stop the river’s flow. For things not to happen is a power 
none of us possess. We are all in mid-motion at all times. We found some 
value, as events carry us along with them, in trying to analyse what is 
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happening and what it might mean for future efforts to steer ourselves. 
The Waikeria Uprising was instructional because it demonstrated that the 
colonial prison system is neither stable nor secure but wheeling constantly 
around total disintegration. PAPA’s campaign to provide prisoners with 
a structure that could give expression to this disorder, and the state’s 
suppression of that campaign by totally negating our right to free speech, 
was also instructional. It demonstrates that we cannot rely on the Crown 
for our liberation. To cut off the zip ties of liberalism from our liberation 
struggle, we make the following proposals.
 First, we propose that we should fight to amend the Corrections Act 
by removing the sections that allow the Department of Corrections to 
suppress the free speech of prisoners and their supporters. This right to 
speech would allow incarcerated people the simple dignity of expressing 
their suffering, sharing their hopes, and reaching out to give these political 
expression. Busting incarcerated people’s speech from the confines imposed 
on them by prison wardens and politicians is part of how we can build the 
social movement it will take to break the system of mass incarceration. 
When this reform comes, it will come not as a gift from the ruling class but 
as our prize for victory in struggle. 
 Second, we propose that the revolutionary movement must re-evaluate 
its understanding of where political power comes from if we are to 
successfully confront and destroy the fascist enemy. When we accept liberal 
accounts of power, we believe that the state can defeat fascism for us if we 
simply report the enemy to the cops. Fascism is an outgrowth of liberalism, 
and so liberalism can no more defeat fascism than the maggot can defeat 
the fly. If we want to defeat the fascist enemy, we must do it ourselves, with 
our own strength, with our own institutions, with our own power. Only 
the power of the masses—the vibrant, collective energy that comes from 
an organised movement, an organised class—can triumph. Waiting for the 
cops to kick the Nazis out is waiting to die. As a faggot and a transsexual 
dyke writing this, the notion is unappealing. 
 At this point in our whakapapa, we are enduring a night that stretches 
on seemingly without end. We are crushed between the clouds and the 
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dirt, between a future that seems to belong only to the rich and a present 
that seems inescapable and inhospitable. But whakapapa allows for nothing 
to be eternal. There can be no parents that do not beget children, and 
no oppression that does not beget revolutionaries. The stillness of that 
primordial night was broken twice: firstly by the whispered speech of the 
children of the earth and sky, secondly by the great push of Tāne Mahuta 
who turned that speech into resolute struggle. Our situation is no different 
today. We must communicate, despite the silence enforced by the powers 
that rule our world, to clarify our collective understanding of the task 
before us. Then we must gather our independent power, the power of the 
masses even when we are forced down onto our backs, and we must push. 
And then the light will stream in.
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