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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), traveled 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 give 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. 
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 a 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.   

Main Characters: 


Paikea (“Pai”) 
     Granddaughter of Koro (Maori community leader)


Koro

     Maori community leader (Pai’s grandfather)


Nanny Flower      Pai’s grandmother


Pourangi
     Pai’s father


Uncle Rawiri
     Pai’s Uncle 
1.  What is the conflict or problem in the opening scene of the film? 

2. How does this problem impact Pai? How does it impact her community?
3. Even thought she is forbidden from the warrior class, what warrior tests does Pai engage in? (3, at least)

4. What is Pai’s final test to prove that she will continue the long line of chiefs? Explain how this is an appropriate “abyss”—both literally and symbolically. 
5. Why is Koro so upset that his whale tooth pendant is not returned?

6.  Why does Koro think it is so important to find a Maori chief? 

7. How are some of the young Maori men portrayed?  What do you imagine is their occupation? 
8. How does the portrayal of the Maori people change after the tradition of chief is continued? For example, how does it impact the adult men and their roles in the community? 
9. During the last scene, Pai and Koro are on a waka (war canoe).  How has the acceptance of Pai     changed traditions in the community?  
10. What character qualities do Pai and Odysseus have in common? Choose two qualities and give specific examples from the stories to support your ideas. 

11. In what way is Whale Rider a modern version of the hero’s journey archetype? Explain. 

