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This article analyses how specific nodal points of performative control developed and
consequently structured the discourse on Aotearoa New Zealand’s response to the COVID-
19 pandemic. It identifies these points by adopting a rhetorical-performative approach to
uncover three particular performances of control that articulated the pandemic in Aotearoa
New Zealand, from the diagnosis of the first COVID-19 case in the country in February 2020
through toOctober 2020. This period of analysis covers the emergence, subsequent nationwide
lockdown, elimination, and re-emergence of the virus. There are three distinct nodal points that
unfold as key to the nation’s ability to control COVID-19: the hegemonic “us”; iwi regionalism; and
the rhetoric of kindness. A mixed approach of content analysis of government data, Facebook
data, and key imagery is employed to constitute these nodal points’ relevance and how they
structured the performative control that threaded through the nation’s initial response as awhole.
The article demonstrates how Aotearoa New Zealand, considered by popular assessment to
have been successful in its response toCOVID-19,managed to eliminate the virus twice in 2020,
but not without aspects of the antagonisms that have beset other nations. These include the
exacerbation of internal dichotomies and questions about the legality of Government mandates.
As the country’s response to COVID-19 is traced, the employment of a rhetorical-performative
framework to identify the key nodal points also highlights how the framework could be applied to
Aotearoa New Zealand’s continuing response as the pandemic endures.
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INTRODUCTION

International assessments of Aotearoa New Zealand’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic have
been of a job well done. However, there were frictions evident in New Zealand society as a result of its
response. Discursively read, as is done here from a Laclaudian-Mouffean (1985; c.f. Howarth, 2018;
Palonen, 2018) perspective, internal antagonisms led to hegemonic struggles that were prevalent
throughout the course of 2020. Aotearoa New Zealand was not unique in its performances of control,
and contestations of performativeness, in response to the pandemic. The rapid transmission of the
virus meant that despite its geographical isolation and relatively low population density, the country
had to quickly consider enforcing the same public restrictions as other nations in a bid to limit the
virus’s potential spread in the community. It also meant that Aotearoa New Zealand was just as
susceptible to the political nature of the virus that led to the stigmatization of others, particularly
based on ethnicity, and the curbing in of previously exceptional nationalistic tropes (Roberto et al.,
2020).
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This article presents a rhetorical-performative analysis, based
on Ernesto Laclau’s poststructuralist discourse theory and then
developed by Emilia Palonen (2018), of Aotearoa New Zealand’s
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This enables the use of
nodal points, which are moments that can inhabit the center of a
discourse and provide both meaning and nodal linkages (Laclau
and Mouffe, 1985). Thus, this article identifies three key nodal
points that articulated the logics of the pandemic in Aotearoa
New Zealand via performative control, and structured the
discourse of its response to COVID-19. By articulating the
hegemonic “us”, iwi regionalism—in this case, those in M�aori
tribal areas asserting regional border enforcement—and the
rhetoric of kindness as crucial nodal points, the article
provides a unique viewpoint to Aotearoa New Zealand’s
widely acclaimed COVID-19 response. Particularly the first
nodal point highlights the argument Palonen has advanced
that for Laclau and Mouffe, it is the “us” that is in itself a
temporary performative articulation—here, countering
COVID-19—and its temporary state is specifically of
importance (Palonen, 2021).

Although there are studies that discuss aspects of Aotearoa
New Zealand’s socio-political landscape via post-foundational
and specifically Essex School—based frames of reference (Stuart,
2003; Phelan and Shearer, 2009; Tregidga et al., 2014; Salter, 2016;
Horvath, 2018), there has not been the range of examination
applied using such a framework as there are in particularly
Europe and the Americas. In current Kiwi political science
literature, wider aspects of the Essex School have successfully
enhanced knowledge of polarization (Satherley et al., 2020);
populism, or at least the lack thereof of a radical right
(Donovan, 2020); and gender (Golder et al., 2019). Here, the
utilization of a rhetorical-performative analysis through which to
interrogate Aotearoa New Zealand’s COVID-19 response allows
the identification of meaning-making and discourses that are
unique to the country. Further, the conflict that exists within the
Kiwi response, including the bringing of a court case questioning
the legality of the lockdown and the subsequent judgment, is an
affirmation that Aotearoa New Zealand’s version of democracy is
robust and “inhabited by pluralism” (Mouffe, 2000, p. 34).
Demonstrating that there is space for disagreement even in
the pandemic period, it is in line with the radically democratic
perspective to democracy that contests the role of consensus as a
basis of democracy and highlights taking stands, and even
disagreeing (Mouffe, 2005). The radical democratic perspective
of Mouffe that positively endorses disagreement is a unique lens
through which to view Aotearoa New Zealand’s version of
democracy, especially considering the emphasis on consensus
within the nation’s pandemic response. However, positively
viewing the disagreements that do exist allows us to highlight
crucial dimensions of the nation’s democracy that might
otherwise be difficult to open up.

The literature on Aotearoa New Zealand’s COVID-19
response has emphasized the country’s initially successful
approach that led to it declaring its elimination of the virus on
8 June 2020. The country has been highlighted as one from which
lessons can be learnt, alongside similar relatively efficacious
countries such as Taiwan, Iceland, and Singapore (Foudaa

et al., 2020; Summers, et al., 2020). Others have highlighted
M�aori mobilization (Dutta et al., 2020; McMeeking and
Savage, 2020), and particularly Prime Minister Jacinda
Ardern’s effective crisis communication and leadership
(McGuire et al., 2020; Wilson, 2020). The politicization of the
virus via the heavily partisan nationalistic, diasporic, and
prejudicial race-based discourses that framed some overseas
responses to the virus (see, in particular, Linnamäki’s and
Chiruta’s contributions to this Research Topic) are not as
apparent in Aotearoa New Zealand. This inclusive hegemonic
articulation (Palonen, 2021) has been one of the peculiarities of
the nation’s response; however, battles of discursive togetherness
are still in evidence. Based on a sustained study of online
ethnography of Aotearoa New Zealand’s COVID-19 response
and overlaid with a rhetorical-performative analysis, the key
contribution of this article is to unveil and investigate the
diverse moments of performative control that structured
Aotearoa New Zealand’s pandemic discourse, and identify how
they emerged.

The article begins by outlining its theoretical framework,
operationalizing aspects founded in Laclau’s and Mouffe’s
construction of discourse, concept of hegemony, and frontiers
building into a rhetorical-performative analysis of the
performative control of the COVID-19 crisis in Aotearoa
New Zealand. The powerful argument of Laclaudian-Mouffean
analysis is that any political community ought not to be taken for
granted and always seeks articulation (Palonen, 2021). In a crisis
situation, communities are performed through a rhetoric of unity,
and sometimes difference, in order to perform said crisis, as is the
ethos in this Research Topic. Highlighting Aotearoa New Zealand
to investigate performances of control allows turning to
community-forming practices and rhetoric, and this
framework is contextualized in the Results section. After the
outline, I continue by identifying key nodal points, in part via
official Facebook images, that also work to perform meaning-
making and help to articulate performative control (Palonen,
2018) in Aotearoa New Zealand’s experience of the pandemic.
These nodal points highlight the control that must be performed
in a crisis such as a pandemic, but in doing so I argue that these
particular nodal points are a distinctively Kiwi response to the
threat of COVID-19 that have served to reinforce the nation’s
constructed identity. The article concludes with a short discussion
and offers ideas for future research.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This research resulted from contextualizing Aotearoa
New Zealand’s response via online ethnography (Hjorth, 2016)
of majority Aotearoa New Zealand—based news websites. As a
Kiwi living in Finland, which had its own relatively lauded path in
responding to COVID-19 in 2020, the critical distance to my
home country as a case study enabled a unique perspective that
has made the nodal points identified particularly clear against a
European context.

I concentrate the operationalization of a discursive framework
onto the material used for this article, which comprises of publicly
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accessible mixed data, to articulate the discursive lens through which
the key nodal points are identified. These include Facebook, which
was a vital communication channel for the Government, especially in
the first nationwide lockdown; government agency data and official
websites; and national and international media analysis, for the time
period 26 February 2020 – 7 October 2020. The material collected
from this period includes images from public Facebook posts,
domestic media articles, and the Ministry of Health’s detailed
COVID-19 case details database. The start of this date selection
marks the diagnosis of the first confirmed case of COVID-19 in
Aotearoa New Zealand, which made it the 48th nation worldwide to
have a confirmed case (Ministry of Health, 2020b). The end of the
date selection is when the whole of the country returned, after an
outbreak of community transmission, to Alert Level 1, the least
serious level within the adopted alert level framework.

In order to analyze the data and understand the
particularities and dominant Kiwi narratives of COVID-19
and the performance of control, I utilize a rhetorical-
performative analysis based on postfoundational discourse
theory (Palonen, 2018). This relies particularly on Laclau’s
and Mouffe’s theory of discourse to conceptualize discourse,
hegemony, and identity (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985). This
approach is sensitive to transformations in the “discursive
field”, composed of meanings that are unevenly laid out and

crisscrossed with antagonism (Ibid., p. 105). This means that
political forces as well as citizen groups always need to
articulate meanings and fix their relations in the discursive
field through nodal points—i.e., the privileged signs around
which other signs are ordered (Jørgenson and Phillips, 2002).
Although nodal points initially lack meaning in and of
themselves, through articulation they are constructed as
important discursive signs, even though it is not possible to
permanently connect the meaning of any of the elements to a
conclusive actuality (Jørgenson and Phillips, 2002, p. 28). The
role of the analyst is to locate those nodal points that are
central in the discursive field, shared by or competed over by
several political forces that would enable them to enhance our
knowledge of the logics of articulation in this case (Palonen,
2019). In this way, the three nodal points that are located are
also subject to identity changes and could be otherwise
identified depending on which discursive meanings they
can connect with. Likewise, the notion of performative
control can also identify differently relative to its ability to
connect with discursive meanings. If to be performative only
exists relative to its ability to be performed (Butler, 1988),
then the performance of control can only siphon meaning via
its relation to discursive meaning. As such, meaning-making
is performed across multiple articulations, including the

FIGURE 1 | New Zealand’s framework of COVID-19 alert levels. Source: New Zealand Government’s Unite against COVID-19 Facebook page, 21 March 2020.
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rhetoric and imagery concentrated on in this article (Palonen,
2018).

In order to fully understand the development of the discursive
field in Aotearoa New Zealand during the COVID-19 pandemic
and performances of control by key actors, I will next go through
an overview of the pandemic in the country and Government
responses to it. Then I will analyze in more detail how central
nodal points were formed, and what their political roles were
during the pandemic.

RESULTS

The control performed by the Government in response to the
emerging threat of COVID-19 developed in a cautious manner
that was benefitted by Aotearoa New Zealand’s geographic
boundaries and isolation in the South Pacific. With 28 cases
confirmed by 19March 2020, all from overseas arrivals, the Prime
Minister announced that the country’s borders would be closed to
incoming arrivals, apart from citizens and permanent residents
and their partners and/or children (Radio New Zealand 2020a).
This was a historic move. The four-tier alert level system shown in
Figure 1, similar to Singapore’s Disease Outbreak Response
System Condition model, was announced on 21 March as the
Government’s control framework based on the spread and
severity of the virus, and the country was placed at Alert Level 2
(Abdullah and Kim, 2020). The immediate elevation of the country
to Alert Level 2 indicated not only that the Government was not
wary of performing control via immediately implementing an
increased alert level, but also that the virus had already broken

control of the barriers set up days and weeks earlier to prevent its
spread.

With Aotearoa New Zealand’s first case of community
transmission confirmed on 23 March and an increase of
confirmed cases to 102, the country moved to Alert Level 3,
with the Prime Minister stating that the country would move to
Alert Level 4—i.e., a nationwide lockdown—at midnight on 25
March (Ardern, 2020a). It meant that all educational facilities and
non-essential services were closed, and the idea of a personal
household “bubble” within which people could interact entered
the national vernacular.

An exceptional control lever was applied, with a State of
National Emergency in force from 25 March until 13 May
2020, with each 7-day state extended seven times
(New Zealand Government, 2020). The level of control that
this enabled is a rare occurrence for the nation; it was the
second-ever declared its history, the first being after the 2011
Christchurch earthquakes. The declaration of the State of
National Emergency, in combination with the issuance of an
Epidemic Notice the same day and subsequently a number of
Orders under the Health Act, empowered the Government, the
police, and other public servants with wide-ranging powers, the
likes of which had not been seen for over 60 years (Science Media
Centre, 2020).

The nationwide lockdown did not immediately impact the
virus’s spread. Similar to other affected countries, particularly in
Europe, the transmission chains of the virus were spread
throughout the country, but were particularly high in tourist
areas, and across age groups where large private occasions—for
example, weddings—took place (Robert, 2020). Aotearoa

FIGURE 2 | New Zealand’s confirmed and probable community cases of COVID-19 from 26 February 2020 to 7 October 2020 and corresponding alert levels.
Before 17 June 2020, cases at the border were included in the total of the relevant district health board. Source: Data is from the New Zealand Ministry of Health,
31 January 2021.
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New Zealand had its first fatality caused by COVID-19 on 29
March, and by 2 April the number of new cases reached its daily
peak of 82 new cases, with 899 total cases (Ministry of Health,
2021a). However, as Figure 2 demonstrates, although the effect of
the nationwide lockdown did not occur straight away, its success
could be seen in the relative brevity of Alert Level 4.

With Parliament adjourned (due to the nationwide lockdown)
on 25 March until 28 April, an important signifier of the
bipartisan political response to COVID-19 was established: the
Epidemic Response Committee, which existed until 26 May. The
online-based committee of MPs was chaired by the then Leader of
the Opposition, Simon Bridges, with its purpose to scrutinize
both legislation in the absence of Parliament, and Government
and official decisions related to the COVID-19 pandemic, given
the range of powers and control enacted under the State of
National Emergency. The organized and comparatively
consensual national response demonstrated the political center
that Aotearoa New Zealand still has today, different to most
modern democracies that the country tends to compare itself to
that nowadays tend to have a split center.

However, the control the committee could exercise was tested.
First, its ability to summon witnesses was challenged when the
Minister of Tourism, Kelvin Davis, cancelled a scheduled
appearance before the committee, days after he had been
“grilled” at the committee (Brunton, 2020). Instead, the
Minister appeared on a Facebook Live event, giving credence
to the notion of the Government seeking to highlight its own
preferred avenues of communication, particularly Facebook
(Coughlan, 2020). Here, the control lay with the Minister, who
did not schedule a make-up appearance, instead of with the
committee charged with parliamentary oversight.

The committee’s lack of control was emphasized by
Government members again once Parliament resumed.
Despite the committee still being active, the then Leader of the
Opposition tweeted an email from a ministerial advisor to
Ministers counseling them to decline invitations from the
Epidemic Response Committee (Bridges, 2020a). The rational
provided was that Parliament’s other select committees were
functioning again and Ministers should prioritize them
(Devlin, 2020); however, it also displays the lack of control of
the committee overall. Despite the committee being set up as a
parliamentary substitute, in reality the Government’s focus was
on its own communication via press briefings and the Prime
Minister’s Facebook interactions. Given the ability of Ministers to
reject appearing before it, the Epidemic Response Committee
could instead be seen as the Government performing the
impression of bipartisanship, when in fact the control itself
was concentrated, at least in terms of the public face of the
pandemic, on the Prime Minister and the Director-General of
Health, Ashley Bloomfield.

With varying levels of compliance regarding a requirement
since 14 March for arrivals in the country to self-isolate, by 9
April the Government announced that all citizens and permanent
residents travelling to Aotearoa New Zealand would have to enter
2 weeks of publicly-fundedManaged Isolation Quarantine (MIQ)
at hotels that were turned into guarded facilities, with returnees
monitored and mostly confined to their rooms for the duration of

their stay (Ministry of Business, Innovation, and Employment,
2020). With daily cases declining, on 27 April the country moved
down to Alert Level 3; although the country did not have zero
cases overall, the virus had been eliminated from a public health
perspective, as any new cases could be contact-traced
(Bloomfield, 2020). On 8 June, the country moved to Alert
Level 1, with no active cases in the community and all
constraints essentially removed, bar those at the border.
Aotearoa New Zealand was officially free of COVID-19, with
its last remaining confirmed case recovered and it having been
17 days since a case was diagnosed. However, on 11 August,
following 102 days without any community transmission of
COVID-19, four cases from within one family were confirmed
(Ministry of Health, 2020a). This saw the Auckland region, where
the cases were based, moved back to Alert Level 3, whilst the rest of
the country moved up to Alert Level 2. At the time of writing, the
source of the cluster, which led to 179 new cases from community
transmission, has not been identified (Ministry of Health, 2021b).

OppositionMPs, particularly the leader of the right-wing ACT
party, questioned the legality of the police attempting to restrict
residents to their suburbs during Alert Level 4 (MacLennan,
2020). This questioning was borne out when the validity of the
initial stages of Aotearoa New Zealand’s lockdown were
challenged in the High Court by a former legislative drafter,
who was concerned not about the necessity for a lockdown but
about the legality of it. The court ruled in August 2020 in favor of
one of the three causes of action that had been brought, stating
that although the lockdown was required and reasonable, it was
contrary to Aotearoa New Zealand’s Bill of Rights and not
authorized under the law (Borrowdale v Director-General of
Health, 2020). An order by the Director-General of Health,
under section 70 of the Health Act, enforcing the lockdown
restrictions was not made until 3 April, making the directives to
stay home—which, in its evidence, the Government stated were
intended to be informative and were merely guidance—unlawful
for the 9 days prior (Ibid). Without having the legal strength
behind the directives to stay at home, instead the control used by
the Government was a reliance on fear of the virus to motivate
people to limit their personal movements. Compliance with what
were presented to the public as legal requirements instead relied
on a collective will to fight the virus’s spread.

In response to the judgment, the Attorney-General ascertained
that “In the end the measures taken by the government worked to
eliminate COVID-19” (Parker, 2020). The discipline and
adherence to the rule of law that was emphasized in the early
days of the lockdown did not apply to the Government in what is
a fragile stage in any democracy: a state of the exception. The
public health emergency and the steps taken to eliminate the virus
in Aotearoa New Zealand led to an emphasis of the uniqueness of
the situation, with the Prime Minister stating that there is no rule
book for a pandemic (Young, 2020). The antagonism that the
court ruling discloses can be framed in anti-elitist terms: the
Government, as “the elite”, utilized hegemonic decision making
that was outside its legal remit to ensure that what it thought was
best for “the people” was enacted by community consensus to
follow the Government’s “strong signals, guidance and nudges”
(Knight, 2020). The Government’s approach to “go hard and go
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early” (Ardern, 2020b) was initially vindicated with the
elimination of community transmission of cases by the end of
April 2020, but this does not repudiate the lack of legality in the
first days of Alert Level 4. However, the conflict that exists with
the bringing of the court case and the subsequent judgment is an
affirmation that New Zealand’s version of democracy is robust
and “inhabited by pluralism” (Mouffe, 2000, p. 34).
Demonstrating there was space for disagreement even in the
pandemic period, it is in line with the radically democratic
perspective to democracy that contests the role of consensus
as a basis of democracy and highlights taking stands, and even
disagreeing (Mouffe, 2005).

With cases declining, Auckland moved to a modified “Alert
Level 2.5” on 30 August and to Alert Level 2 on 23 September,
with the remainder of the country moving to Alert Level 1 on 21
September. Auckland joined Alert Level 1 on 7 October
(New Zealand Government 2021). The pandemic seemed to be
over again. Next, I will turn to the particular nodal points that
performed a significant role in the discursive field during the
analyzed pandemic period.

Key Nodal Point 1: Performative Control via
the Hegemonic “us”
COVID-19 has seen a rearticulation of Aotearoa New Zealand as a
nation, perhaps as imposed by its geographic boundaries—being an
isolated set of islands—as by any party-political speak since the start
of the pandemic. The ease with which the country can physically bar

any person or form of transport at its borders inherently feeds into
an us vs. them dichotomy. Aotearoa New Zealand’s physical
isolation has meant that such a dichotomy has always existed to
a degree; however, its realization as nationalism tends to be
inconspicuous at best. Since the signing of the divisive Treaty of
Waitangi in 1840 until the latter quarter of the 20th century, the
overriding tenets of Aotearoa New Zealand’s culture stemmed from
the United Kingdom. Burgeoning multiculturalism and especially a
growing appreciation and regard for the M�aori culture has seen a
unique character evolve, but these bonds are complex and
problematic, and dominate late-night radio talkback.

This evolution has hastened in recent years by two tragedies
that will continue to affect the long-term character of the nation:
the Christchurch mosque terrorist attacks on 15March 2019, and
the Whakaari/White Island volcanic eruption on 9 December
2019. Both had already brought about versions of a “new normal”
for Aotearoa New Zealand, such as more police bearing arms and
increased unease about the relationship between the volatile
nature of the country’s geography and its biggest export
industry, which is tourism. The COVID-19 pandemic has
brought about another perceptible shift in the nation’s
consciousness. The ability to control Aotearoa New Zealand’s
borders as part of its COVID-19 response has fed a “curbing in”
of the country’s latent nationalism. Ethnonationalism became
more pronounced. This was seemingly predicted in the early
stages of the pandemic, with the Director-General of Health
feeling compelled to emphasize the Kiwi citizenship of the first
diagnosed cases (Stuff, 2020).

There is a complicated duality to the emergent state
nationalism, or identification of the hegemonic “us”, in
Aotearoa New Zealand during the pandemic that has also
been witnessed worldwide. Its affective force encouraged
compliance with Government mandates for the benefit of
fellow Kiwis; however, it has also led to an othering of not
only other countries but also those returning to Aotearoa
New Zealand (Antonsich, 2020). This identification is not
necessarily fixed; “the people” is not a demographic category,
but the role of politics is to generate such a temporary “us”
(Palonen, 2021). The majority of returnees are citizens or
permanent residents, but there is a sense of exclusion as to
their role in the task of preventing COVID-19’s spread. It is a
duality that is reflected throughout the country’s COVID-19
experience, as it was both the Government’s comparatively
swift and complete national lockdown as well as its
geographical borders that formed its successful defensive
structure against the virus.

Such othering continued to spread internally in the nation.
Reports of racist incidents against the Asian community related
to COVID-19 encouraged theHumanRights Commission to launch
its “Racism isNo Joke” campaign in July 2020, extending its previous
“Give Nothing to Racism” campaign (Human Rights Commission,
2020). Figure 3 from the Human Rights Commission’s Facebook
page shows one of its campaign images, attempting to ensure people
do not conflate the virus with racial linkages as towho has it or where
it came from. Prejudice intensified following the cluster that emerged
in South Auckland on 11 August 2020, which ended Aotearoa
New Zealand’s 102-day COVID-19—free streak. However, the focus

FIGURE 3 | Give Nothing to Racism Campaign. Source: New Zealand
Human Rights Commission Facebook page, 2 March 2020.
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changed when the family at the center of the cluster was identified as
Pasifika, in part because the area of South Auckland itself is
stereotyped as low-income and predominantly made up of M�aori
and Pacific Islanders. A rumor was posted on Reddit as to how the
virus had entered the community that, despite being deleted hours
later, spread throughout social media (Farrier, 2020). The rumor led
to a Facebook post on 15 August on a conspiracy theory page
“Expose Hatred in NZ” that leant heavily into the stigmatization and
prejudices that some within the nation’s hegemony negatively
associate with M�aori and Pacific Islanders, including of single
motherhood, breaking the law, unemployment, and being
familiar to government agencies (Ibid). Interim Minister of
Health Chris Hipkins denounced the rumor as comprising “vile
slurs” (Deguara, 2020). Stigmatization of those who were deemed
based on ethnicity to be outside the hegemonic “us”—the 70 percent
of Kiwis who identify as of European descent (Statistics
New Zealand, 2020)—is part of what leads to the development of
this nodal point as an important part of Aotearoa New Zealand’s
COVID-19 response, especially as it feeds into the two other
identified nodal points, through discrimination and a lack of
kindness.

It was a signification of hegemony and of “othering” that are
both underlying tensions in Aotearoa New Zealand at all times
amongst socioeconomic and cultural subsets, but was particularly
obvious with the cluster outbreak. By singling out a family as
deliberately behaving against Aotearoa New Zealand’s best
interests and by focusing on their socio-cultural background
and where they lived, it embodied a lack of societal unity that
was an antithesis of Aotearoa New Zealand’s COVID-19 strategy.
It was exacerbated by the then Deputy Prime Minister—and
leader of New Zealand First, the country’s closest example of a
right-wing populist political party—Winston Peters claiming to
Australian media days earlier that he had heard from a journalist
that the cluster had originated via a quarantine breach
(New Zealand Herald, 2020). Both Government Ministers and
agencies refuted the rumor and repeated pleas for people to trust
official sources regarding COVID-19. It was a rare moment in
Aotearoa New Zealand’s COVID-19 experience where the
control of discourse regarding the virus was lost by the
authorities, especially as it was further exacerbated by the
Prime Minister’s own deputy. It also displayed a level of
distrust with the Government and the information being
provided to the public.

Health authorities were compelled to clarify, for example, that
at least the second case that was diagnosed in Aotearoa
New Zealand involved specifically “a Kiwi family” after they
faced sustained abuse on social media (Martin, 2020). The
threat of moralism and stigmatization on those who have had
the virus has been a continual undercurrent in Aotearoa
New Zealand since the pandemic started. Initially there was an
“othering” of non-Kiwis when the pandemic first began to
threaten Aotearoa New Zealand’s borders; however, it was
internalized and exacerbated with the South Auckland cluster.
The discovery of the cluster led to the greater Auckland area
moving to Alert Level 3, and the rest of the country to Alert Level
2, on 12 August until 30 August in an attempt to control the
outbreak (Ministry of Health, 2020a). The exceptionalism of the

Auckland region was not new—the common derogatory
vernacular for an Aucklander throughout the rest of the
country is JAFA, or Just Another Fucking Aucklander
(Bardsley, 2014)—but the sociological and physical divide
(with travel between Auckland and other regions severely
restricted) was, and it led to both a forced and metaphorical
regional curbing in by the rest of the country. The rhetoric of
unity was somewhat splintered with the exceptionality of the
Auckland region; however, as is detailed via the next nodal point,
it was not for the first time during the nation’s lockdowns.

The hegemonic “us” that has been detailed stands out for
Aotearoa New Zealand, as the country has not experienced the
same contemporary swell in radical right-wing politics as the
democracies it is often compared with. This is its importance as
a nodal point that gave structure to the nation’s response, and it
developed alongside the evolution of the virus in Aotearoa
New Zealand, intensifying as case numbers intensified. It also
splinters the egalitarian sociopolitical structure that the country
prides itself in. The inherently exclusionary actions that led the
nation’s response to the virus, such as the closing of borders, fed a
narrative of stigmatization and rumor-mongering that picks up on
Laclau’s and Mouffe’s logic of equivalence (Laclau and Mouffe,
1985), but the antagonism was fractured between the hegemonic
“us” and those in the ethnic minority assumed to not be citizens, or
the “others”.

Key Nodal Point 2: Performative Control via
Iwi Regionalism
Aotearoa New Zealand’s domestic politics are structured in an
outwardly straightforward manner, with its three governmental
tiers of Parliament, regional councils, and local councils.
However, multiple tensions exist within each of these tiers,
particularly around the incorporation of tikanga M�aori
(generally defined as M�aori cultural practices) and specific
M�aori representation at all levels of government. The
institutional antagonisms that exist cause M�aori to be
inherently apprehensive of most Government mandates, and
any performativity of statehood by iwi (M�aori tribes) tends to
be at a local level, apart fromwhen Treaty ofWaitangi settlements
are made. In pre-colonial times tribal boundaries were constantly
disputed antagonistic frontiers, and even today they often
overlap; regardless, they are superseded at a national level by
designated M�aori seats in Parliament, of which there are seven
out of the usual 120 seats that constitute Parliament. The real
political power for iwi comes from Treaty of Waitangi
settlements—compensation for losses stemming from the
Treaty—and the subsequent apologies and return of assets
included with the settlements. However, this does not
compensate for the worse health outcomes that M�aori tend to
experience, compared with P�akeh�a (non-M�aori) (Graham and
Masters-Awatere, 2020).

With the borders closed, the coronavirus narrative shifted
inwards and highlighted already existing social and cultural
divides. The day before the nationwide lockdown, iwi in some
parts of the country began setting up roadblocks on main roads
into their area, questioning those driving into the area as to their
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purpose for travel. This mobilization was motivated by reported
hostile treatment in the state health sector, and was borne out
with M�aori 50 percent more likely to die from COVID-19 than
P�akeh�a (Steyn, et al., 2020). Additionally, the roadblocks were
focused in geographically isolated areas that had fewer public
health services available.

In the Bay of Plenty, on the East Coast of the North Island, the
iwi Te Wh�anau-�a-Apanui was the first to announce their
intentions to block entry into their area to non-residents and
non-essential workers, with community members manning the
western and eastern borders into the area 24 h a day
(Hurihanganui, 2020). In the Northland/Te Tai Tokerau area
of the North Island, a roadblock was set up on the main state
highway into the area. When asked as to the legality of the
roadblocks, the Deputy Police Commissioner emphasized the
importance of supporting the cultural response (Radio
New Zealand, 2020b). The roadblocks can be seen as a
microcosm of the wider national pandemic response; early on
in the pandemic the shortage of ventilators countrywide was
emphasized as a cause for the “go hard and go early” approach
(Dutta et al., 2020).

Imagery around the roadblocks had stark contrasts. Photos
from May 2020 from the public Facebook pages of now M�aori
Party members of Parliament Debbie Ngarewa-Packer and
Rawiri Waititi show the roadblocks as running collegially with
police present, inquiring as to travelers’ reasons for moving
within regions during a period of heavy restrictions (during
Alert Level 3). Conversely, the New Zealand First party’s
Facebook page took a deliberately more divisive image of men
physically blocking the road, no police presence, and the national
M�aori—or tino rangatiratanga; M�aori sovereignty—flag
displayed. The legality of the roadblocks were debated in the
media, and images such as the New Zealand First one worked to
emphasize already existing antagonisms. M�aori manning the
roadblocks were likened to “empowered mobs” and “vigilante
thugs”, with a talkback radio host labelled the actions as “silly . . .
bullshit . . . all about separatism.” (Jackson, 2020; Peacock, 2020).
Checkpoints were instigated in other areas of the North Island
during Alert Levels 3 and 4, although by the end of April they had
reduced to single figures (Burrows, 2020). Anxiety about the
virus, a desire to protect communities with predominantly M�aori
demographics, and a lack of trust regarding the ability or will of
authorities to aid M�aori, led to iwi exerting their own
performance of control over the virus (Dutta et al., 2020).

The roadblocks not only constituted a performative practice of
control by a vulnerable population in isolated areas, but also they
were a symbol of meaning-making sovereignty for M�aori. It was a
representation of tino rangatiratanga by iwi, which is a regular
cleavage in Aotearoa New Zealand’s domestic politics. This was
emphasized in a meeting of the Epidemic Response Committee:
when the Chair stated that the roadblocks were unlawful in every
context, the Police Commissioner disputed that (Harris and
Williams, 2020). The hegemonic rhetoric surrounding the
checkpoints also reflected division, possibly for the purpose of
preventing stigmatization. Both the PrimeMinister and the Police
Commissioner initially referred to the roadblocks as variations on
“community-led checkpoints”, instead of iwi-led (Dutta et al.,

2020), homogenizing the checkpoints and the iwi manning them.
Regardless, the fact that the police framed their response as
merely visitations to the roadblocks showed that much of the
discursive power lay with iwi. It also feeds into the logic of who
can define borders. Aotearoa New Zealand is not required to
engage in space-claiming practices to constitute its borders; they
are geographically set. Perhaps this makes the contestation of
borders within the nation more antagonistic; however, many iwi
boundaries predate colonial settlement. The split in the country’s
collective unity that the roadblocks signified was a shift in the
narrative, from blame on those bringing the virus into the country
to targeting those who were attempting to reduce the potential
spread of the virus within their own communities in Aotearoa
New Zealand.

Key Nodal Point 3: Performative Control via
Rhetoric of Kindness
The two main mediums used for communication and engaging
with the public by the Government, particularly during the
nationwide lockdown, were televised press briefings and
Facebook. There were near daily 1pm press conferences on
weekdays over the course of the virus’s emergence in Aotearoa
New Zealand and the subsequent lockdown, with the Prime
Minister and the Director-General of Health updating the
country on the latest COVD-19 figures and allowing time for
questions from reporters. They became a fixture of lockdown
when the majority of people were at home, and made a national
celebrity out of Bloomfield. The continuity of having, for the most
part, Ardern and Bloomfield present the Government’s
communications increased the perception of consistent and
stable control over the pandemic. A survey conducted by
Massey University after the first nationwide lockdown had
Ardern’s communication rated at 8.45 out of 10, and
Bloomfield’s as 8.19 out of 10 (Thaker and Menon, 2020).

However, there was a missing link between the Prime
Minister’s consistent appearances on Facebook and the
willingness of other Ministers to speak, especially during the
nationwide lockdown, with local media outlets reporting in May
that they had been denied the ability to interview relevant
Ministers, with only the top-ranking Ministers available to
speak to the media (Manch, 2020). The Government’s belief in
its level of control over its pandemic response was highlighted by
an email from one of the Prime Minister’s advisors that was
forwarded to unintended recipients in May 2020, in which
colleagues were told “There’s no real need to defend. Because
the public have confidence in what has been achieved and what
the Govt is doing. Instead, we can dismiss,” (Manch, 2020). With
rhetoric of any kind dismissed, instead reliance was on the
performance of control having been accepted by the public.

The second main avenue of communication that the Prime
Minister used was Facebook Live. This was not new, as Ardern
often provided short updates or condensed versions of recently
announced policies, along with the live streaming of press
conferences and major parliamentary speeches, such as the
Budget. Aotearoa New Zealand has a history of expecting its
leaders—not only political, but across all spheres—to be
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unpretentious and casual no matter the context, to ensure that
they are still one of “us” (Holmes et al., 2017). The use of
Facebook Live during the pandemic exemplified the “all in this
together” narrative with an intimate, spontaneous conversation of
sorts with the Prime Minister, who interspersed repetition of
pandemic-related announcements and key messages with
answering viewer questions (Ardern, 2020a).

It also aided in bridging the traditional limitations female
leaders face regarding the gendered divide between public vs.
private, and politics vs. domestic (Johnson and Williams, 2020),
as via the Facebook Lives Ardern delivered targeted messaging on
the controls the Government was leveraging to minimize the risk
of infection from her Wellington-based home, in a lounge chair
and apologizing for her casual wear (Ardern, 2020c). What could
be seen as a particular, domestic performativity of gender was
counterbalanced with some of the Facebook Lives and of course
press briefings being conducted in more formal business wear,
maintaining the balance between care and authority that is not
required of male political leaders. The gendered leadership style
was emphasized by the media highlighting of countries led by
women being considered more successful at managing the
pandemic—commonly cited examples, along with Aotearoa
New Zealand, are Denmark, Finland, Germany, Iceland,
Norway, and Taiwan. The balance between politics and the
domestic not only accentuated the “fictive solidity” of gender
and leadership (Hey, 2006), but also the certain solidity of
performative camaraderie and of ensuring that Kiwis viewed
the Prime Minister—and, therefore, the Government and
other pandemic decision-makers—as one of “us”. This “us”
performativity and its consistent employment in Government
rhetoric, most obviously with the “team of five million” refrain as
seen in Figure 4, was crucial for aiding in public compliance with
the lockdown restrictions, as it fostered a sense of collegiately
amongst the nationwide community.

The use of Facebook as a main communication channel not
only aided in the impression of genuineness but also aided in
co-creating the crisis with the people of Aotearoa
New Zealand, further providing credence to the

togetherness of the lockdown (McGuire et al., 2020).
Instead of being in contrast to the initial authoritative
stance taken in the run-up to the implementation of the
lockdown, this closeness and perceived transparency forged
trust and the feeling of a common ground among the Kiwi
public.

Figure 4 shows examples of the messaging used by the
Government during at least the early stages of the pandemic.
The usage of the “team of five million” as an inclusionary
metaphor worked on several levels. First, its appeal for the
nation to work together to eliminate the virus via empathetic
consensus was in contrast to other nations launching their battles
on the virus—for example, Emmanuel Macron declared that
France was “at war” against the virus (Erlanger, 2020). This
was further highlighted with the official New Zealand
Government page for information on the pandemic called
“Unite against COVID-19”. Second, “it fed into an “us” vs.
“them” dichotomy and into Aotearoa New Zealand’s underdog
persona, if we take “us” as the nation and “them” as other nations,
or perhaps even Kiwis overseas.” Third, New Zealand’s
“compassionate liberalism” (James and Valluvan, 2020, p.
1240) as a signifier helped feed into the “team of five million”
metaphor. The discursive formation “of the metaphor” also
effectively isolated those opposed to the nationwide lockdown
or to the Government’s wider virus response as them not being
part of the team.

The overarching kindness signifier was underlined with
several key phrases that have been the foundational axioms
underpinning Aotearoa New Zealand’s coronavirus approach.
With the announcement of restrictions on 14 March, the
Prime Minister emphasized the need for the country to “go
hard, and go early” with its pandemic response (Ardern,
2020b). The shared language as a “team of five million,”
and the cooperation and behaving for the greater good that
they infer, aided the nationalism previously discussed at least
during the nationwide lockdown. The discursive dominance of
those terms were key in defining Aotearoa New Zealand’s
defense strategy.

FIGURE 4 | Messaging from the New Zealand Government. Source: Nelson City Council Facebook page, 25 March 2020; Unite against COVID-19 Facebook
page, 14 May 2020 and 21 March 2020.
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The collective rhetoric worked in ensuring that Kiwis were
mostly compliant with the lockdown measures, emphasized and
enforced by a neighborhood form of control: the police website set
up for people to report suspected lockdown breaches during Alert
Level 4 initially crashed, with over 9,000 reports from people
“dobbing in” individuals and businesses for suspected lockdown
breaches in its first 3 days (Roy, 2020). The irony of this is that, as
was previously detailed, the time period when these reports were
made was within the High Court’s ruling that the order to stay at
home was unlawful. There is also an element of individual
performative control visible, as it is an indication that those in
lockdown—with the lack of control over, for example, their
personal movements and who they could have personal contact
with—sought to exert control via active surveillance over others by
reporting them to the authorities.

The distinctive employment of kindness that is a hallmark of
the Prime Minister’s leadership rhetoric can be traced back to her
speech at the United Nations General Assembly in September
2018, when she emphasized that the “one concept that we are
pursuing in New Zealand it is simple and it is this: kindness”
(Ardern 2018). This was consolidated and extended as a form of
crisis communication after the tragedies of March and December
2019, providing a benchmark that the country was already
familiar with. It has become one of the prevailing hegemonic
discourses in Aotearoa New Zealand. As the dominant discourse,
although it may be difficult to argue that kindness is political, it
could always have its hegemonic status challenged by a new,
antagonistic discourse within both Aotearoa New Zealand’s
politics and society. Kindness as an objective reality can
always become the political again. The kindness discourse was
not only from the Government; in line with Aotearoa
New Zealand’s bipartisan approach to crises, the then Leader
of the Opposition, Simon Bridges, tweeted at the start of the
lockdown of the importance of staying at home, using the “We’re
all in this together” refrain (Bridges, 2020b).

The meaning-making evident in the Prime Minister’s crisis
communication was consistent throughout the first year of the
pandemic, and that helped to ensure buy-in from the public
when the country was in its national lockdown. Humans are
inherently driven to both create and continue meaningful self-
narratives, and in Aotearoa New Zealand the key phrases that
emerged have fed its self-narrative regarding COVID-19
(Mackay and Bluck, 2010). Going back to the argument that
the “people” are not taken for granted in politics, but that that
articulation of the people is a key to performative politics
(Palonen, 2021), we can also point, through the theory of
hegemony of Laclau and Mouffe, to both inclusive and
exclusive processes, universal claims and claims of
particularity, which go hand in hand in politics (Laclau,
1992). The inclusive political rhetoric that evoked the
importance of kindness emerges as a key nodal point
because its meaning-making was a central factor in Kiwis
complying with lockdown regulations and forging a
community consensus. As was seen with the descriptor of
iwi checkpoints as community checkpoints, the rhetorical
focus was on having Aotearoa New Zealand concentrate on
its supposed homogeneity as a “team of five million”.

DISCUSSION

This article has positioned key aspects of Aotearoa New Zealand’s
COVID-19 response in a rhetorical/discursive-performative analysis
framework. The multiple facets to any country’s response to the
COVID-19 pandemic means there are multiple nodal points that
could have been extrapolated. The three nodal points chosen help to
explain the generalized success of Aotearoa New Zealand’s COVID-
19 response in comparison with other nations, and how they bound
together as an inclusive, if temporary, articulation that is both
performative and hegemonic. However, it has also disclosed
internal exceptionalisms evident in the nation’s response. The
material shows that throughout the pandemic, the framing of the
nation’s response as reliant on kindness and working together as a
team has not been able to completely avoid the hegemonic
divisiveness of not only other nations but also those within the
country who were either singled out for blame, such as the South
Auckland family, or singled out for attempting to protect their
communities, as with the iwi roadblocks.

First, an emphasis on the hegemonic “us” was performed
throughout the pandemic in 2020. It began with the
rearticulation of nationalism in Aotearoa New Zealand due
to the virus being brought in from overseas, but it devolved
into race-based attacks and particularly the scapegoating of
some minorities in the community. The country’s natural
borders and the closure of travel to all but citizens and
permanent residents performed control as a blunt
instrument, organically feeding the emphasis on hegemony
that occurred. However, ironically this insular focus helped
aid the electoral dismissal of the Deputy Prime Minister
Winston Peters, who had previously campaigned on such a
nationalist angle. Second, the performative control shown by
some iwi in setting up roadblocks to prevent the spread of the
virus in vulnerable communities also displayed underlying
antagonisms regarding the social and cultural divides with
M�aori. It constituted a performative practice of statehood that
was a regional version of what the nation had enacted, but
highlighted the deep-seated cleavage that exists over the tino
rangatiratanga—M�aori sovereignty—that is held by M�aori.
Third, the consistent communication delivery methods of
the Prime Minister, the rhetoric of kindness, and the “team
of five million” metaphor were central in forging control by
consensual compliance. Despite the early days of the
nationwide lockdown later being challenged in court, the
performativity of willing everyone to be part of the “team
of five million” saw wide compliance for the strict measures.

The kindness rhetoric was used as a mobilizing device and as
a performative aspect of statehood that reinforced the need for
consensus in order for the nationwide lockdown measures to
work as intended. Whether this will be the case if the virus is to
emerge again in the community is unknown. As the chains of
equivalence and thus the nodal points of the discourse
on Aotearoa New Zealand’s pandemic response transform as
the pandemic endures, a rhetorical/discursive-performative
analysis framework could be operationalized further to
develop nodal points that are emerging at the time of
writing. Complications such as a lack of PPE for staff within
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MIQ, intermittent travel corridors with Australia and the Pacific
Islands, and vaccine delivery are proving to be challenging for
the country’s continued management of COVID-19.

The Laclaudian-Mouffean approach enables us to see the
performative political articulation, where the hegemonic “us”,
iwi regionalism, and the rhetoric of kindness are the three key
nodal points that have been identified as significant in
structuring the discourse on how Aotearoa New Zealand
responded to COVID-19 via performative control. The
country has both structural and socio-political advantages
that have aided in its, so far relatively successful,
management of the crisis, but there has also been the re-
emergence of domestic cultural, geographical, and social
frontiers that will become more evident if the virus is to
return to the community.
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