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This account of immersing in Te Whanganui-aTara comprises the reflections of a cisheterosexual Pākehā woman’s experience of ocean
swimming year-round.

Introduction
Wild swimming in the ocean is an
opportunity to choose kinship over
domination, feminism over patriarchy
and embodiment over capitalism.
Through uncivilised immersions, we can
rewrite the narrative of the ocean.

Ultimately, it describes a process of understanding
the ongoing colonialism and patriarchy which
continues to subjugate women, queer and
indigenous people, the environment and morethan-human kin.
Extracted from my master’s thesis, Uncivilised
Immersion takes you through my experience of
finding bodily awareness, queering the tides,
making kin with the intertidal and re-storying
shorelines.
I hope that it will inspire you to consider your
own relationship with the sea, to undertake
uncivilised immersions of your own and reflect
on the responsibilities of being a custodian of
intertidal zones.

Why uncivilised immersion?
The notion of the untamed wildness of lakes,
rivers and oceans defines this kind of swimming.
Wild swimming involves immersion in natural
water bodies instead of specially designated pools.
Wildness is a colonial construct. It depicts that
which dwells on the margins of civilised society,
which cannot, or will not, be domesticated, tamed
and civilised.

Embodied Immersion
Uncivilised (adjective)
1: not civilised : barbarous
2: remote from settled areas : wild
(Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2022)

Making kin with the intertidal zone means
normalising the sea as an ‘appropriate’ place to
swim, where we are not in competition but
relationship with planetary waters.
Swimming in murky, often polluted, water rejects
the standards of cleanliness that modern EuroAmerican culture values (that is, ‘clean’
chlorinated waters).
To swim wild, is to embrace being uncivilised.

For me, uncivilised
swimming is an act of
immersion where
experience is paramount.
Distance covered or
calories burned has no
value- capitalistic
productivity is not
welcome here. Movement
is an expression of a body
in fluid space and a cocreation of a body and
environment.... this is
uncivilised immersion.
Eurocentric scientific
objectivity dismisses the
value of lived experiences
and subjective perception.

I suggest that immersing
in water is a means of
knowledge-making, one
which embraces subjective
understanding and
affective experience as
vital.
Attuning to bodily
sensations to foster
embodied experience is
known as somatic
awareness.
What follows is a guide to
somatic awareness during
wild swimming, informed
by my experiences of
uncivilised immersion.

A Guide to

Embodied Immersion
Start on the shoreline
Tune into the water. How is it moving? Where is the tide?
What can you see and hear? Centre yourself to the experience of
being by water.

Notice your skin
Sense your skin. What can you feel? If you feel numbness, what
does that feel like? What does your skin look like through the
lens of the water?

Feel your bones
Observe your skeleton. Notice your spine. Plant your feet or
kneel, let the water move you effortlessly. How does the rhythm

Choose your entry point
How do you want to enter the water? Do you want to tip toe in
slowly? Jump in fully? With sand or stone underfoot or steps
into waist deep water?

of the water move you? Let yourself relax and be moved.

Take your awareness outwards
As the water moves you, notice, how do you move water? What
do you see around you? How are you in relationship with other

Focus on your breath
If the water is cold, cold-water shock will kick in. Now you
must focus on your breath, steadily in through the nose and
blow out through the mouth. Two minutes is all it takes for the
shock to subside and your nervous system to settle. Breathe and
move until you feel this shift happen.

species?

Write about it
When you get out, take a moment to journal and reflect on your
experience. How did the water make you feel in your body?
How do you feel differently compared to when you got in?

The Intertidal Zone
An intertidal zone is a queer space. It is an
ever-changing milieu of matter; non-binary;
neither land nor sea; liquid ground.
The intertidal zone is a place of magic and fear.
It is a place of leisure and enjoyment; yet also, a
platform for migrant crises, border-making and
politic strife.
The intertidal zone carries meaning, memory
and ancestral history for humans but it, too, has
its own experience and relationships.
All matter in an intertidal zone has biocentric
equality, that is, equal right to exist and fulfill its
own potential.

When we infer aliveness and agency to all
matter… rocks, shells, sea glass… we are
animists.
Māori animism and kinship with the natural
world was subjugated by colonialism which
imposed dualistic ideas of mind-body, mannature, civilised-wild. This is one way hierarchy
was imposed, enabling indigenous people to be
relegated to subhuman.
Embracing animism offers a form of settler harm
reduction by recognising kinship with morethan-human and acknowledging the ongoing
harm caused by colonialism.
When beachcombing, we can embrace
relationships with the more-than-human world.

An intertidal zone is a living, dynamic place of
ever-emerging entanglements of matter.

Beachcombing allows us to be enchanted by
objects and being enchanted is to be spellbound,
to feel magic.

The intertidal zone, and all that makes the place,
has a right to exist and fulfill its potential
regardless of importance in capitalist culture and
it is the responsibility of human kin to be
custodians that allow this to happen.

Magic was weaponised by patriarchal
colonialism and capitalism for centuries and
used as a tool of oppression against women, it
led to the witch hunts of Europe and America.
Magic was used against indigenous people to
suppress kinship with the natural world and to
impose Eurocentric belief systems.
Embracing enchantment brings magic into play
and allows exploration of relational experiences
with the environment.

A word to beachcombers: There is evidence that shell removal
on busy beaches is having detrimental effects on marine ecosystems and thus, removal of items from intertidal zones
should be cautious.

Exploring enchantment and ecological kinship
while beachcombing can allow us to disrupt
dualistic paradigms and consider our place in
intertidal assemblages.

In Te Whanganui-a-Tara, the Marine Protected Area along
the south coast has a no-take policy. This policy includes the
beaches which are part of the marine eco-system.

The intertidal zone is
replete with queer life.

Queer Tides
We are continually engaging with water.
The planetary hydrological cycle circles through
us and binds us with all matter. The water that
exists on the planet has done so for time
immemorial and will continue to long into the
future.
In this way, we are in constant exchange and
interconnection with other bodies across time
and space. Our bodies are sites of comingling and fluidity, difficult to contain in
the envelope of individualism imposed by
dominant discourse.

The foundation of this life
is biofilm, a community of
bacteria and fungi encased
in an extracellular matrix,
found on moist surfaces
including our teeth.
Biofilm supports healthy
rock pool ecosystems and
determines the health of
oral cavities.
Bacterial life is awash with
asexual reproduction
which disrupts the notion
of a neat vertical
heteronormative tree of
life.

We are 90% bacteria,
made up of interspecies
encounters. The
membranes within our
bodies, and the intertidal
membranes between land
and sea, are underpinned
by queer single cell
organisms.
The rocky intertidal zones
of Te Whanganui-a-Tara
brim with queer
behaviour. Sea stars divide
and grow new limbs,
wrasse change sex when
stressed, anemones clone
themselves, limpets are
intersex.

I snorkel at Balaena Bay and find myself
surrounded by sea stars. I wonder, how can the
vertical tree of life still be held upright with all
these aquatic creatures destabilising its roots?
Manifold aquatic interspecies relationships take
place during immersion, perceptible or
imperceptible. I exchange my microbiome
with ocean, giving away and welcoming
microbes in and onto me, for better or worse.
The intertidal zone is not only a queerly liquid
ground, but also comprised of and proliferated
by many queer beings and relationships.

Feminist Re-storying
The female body has been
fascinated and feared
throughout history and
mythology.
These weave together to
create the ongoing story
of women and the sea and
by addressing these
narratives, perhaps we can
rewrite the story.
Womanhood has long
been associated with
womb and, medically,
women have been defined
by their ‘mysterious’

anatomy in many
oppressive ways.
The woman as womb trope
is a tedious reductionist
notion which maintains a
hold in settler-colonial
culture.
Not all women have
wombs and not all bodies
with wombs identify as
being women.
All bodies, however, come
from a womb and here, I
find connection with
immersion.

Arthur Rackham, A Midsummer Night's Dream, 1908

To me, immersing in the ocean allows a return
to an embryonic state and offers a comforting
interdependent embodied experience.
An embryonic being comes of menstruation
and menstrual cycles are like tides embodied.
Current research is revealing subtle links
between menstruation and lunar phases with
menstruation more likely at full or new moons,
when we also see spring tides and many aquatic
animals spawn.
As the moon dictates the tides, so too it
influences the bleeding which gives rise to
human life and proliferation of life in the
oceans.

The tale of Ronawhakamau-tai, Rona the
Tide-controller, shows us
that the link between
wāhine, the Moon and the
tides has long been known
in Māoritanga. It reminds
us that a menstruating
body is an embodiment of
interconnected planetary
life forces.

lore has depicted half
woman, half animal
creatures dwelling on the
threshold of worlds and
embodying interspecies
kinship. Captivating in
their beauty, they inspired
awe, distrust and fear
echoing the way female
bodies were treated in
society.

The female body in the sea
is shaped by mythology
and mythology is shaped
by culture. These stories
encapsulate the importance
of water in many cultures.

Taniwha are perhaps the
closest to mermaids in
Aotearoa. Taniwha can be
beneficent or malicious,
their stories convey
important information
about respecting watery
places.

Throughout Europe,
mermaid, siren and selkie

Taniwha and mermaids are queer,
shapeshifting, unknowable creatures, and
much like intertidal zones, they challenge the
rigidity of binary dualisms. Their long lifespans
teach us the importance of intergenerational
responsibility, their cautionary tales teach us to
respect the environment and they embody
interspecies relationships which teach us
empathy for non-humans.
Through mythology, we can start to re-story
the oppression of bleeding bodies and the
heteropatriarchal narrative of a non-male body
in the ocean.

By embracing queer, shapeshifting, multispecies
relationships in intertidal zones we
acknowledge the lessons of taniwha and
mermaids. When menstruating bodies engage
with the ocean, they enter direct relationship
with overlapping interplanetary cycles which
underpin life.
By embracing our relationships with the
shoreline, embodying our experience and
listening to mermaids and taniwha, we perform
small acts of resistance to heteropatriarchal and
human-centric culture.

Harry Clarke, Hans Christian Andersen’s Fairy Tales, 1916

Glossary
Agency
A somewhat debated term:
intentionality, doing,
autonomous will.

Animism
Inferring life on to all
matter, whether living or
not.

Aotearoa
(Te reo Māori) The Land of
the Long White Cloud or,
New Zealand.

Assemblage
Ad hoc groupings of diverse
elements, of vibrant
materials of all sorts.

Assemblages are living,
throbbing confederations
that can function despite the
persistent presence of
energies that confound them
from within (Bennett,
2010).

Dualism
A theory that considers
reality to consist of two
irreducible elements or
modes (Merriam Webster
Dictionary). A binary, black
and white way of thinking.

Embodiment
To experience being in
one’s body.

Enchantment
To be spellbound, a state of wonder.

Hydrological cycle
The sequence of conditions through which
water passes from vapor in the atmosphere
through precipitation upon land or water
surfaces and ultimately back into the
atmosphere as a result of evaporation and
transpiration (Merriam Webster Dictionary).

Intertidal Zone
Where the ocean and land meet, an extreme
eco-system, underwater at high tide and
exposed during low tide.

Liminal

Taniwha

A space between the known
and the unknown, a
threshold.

Water monster.

Māoritanga

(Te reo Māori) The Great
Harbour or, Wellington.

(Te reo Māori) Māori
culture.

More-than-Human
A term used in academia to
describe the social world
which encompasses all
relations between humans,
non-humans and matter. It
is an inclusive term which
aims to decentralise humans
(though, problematically it
self-refers to human)

Pākehā
(Te reo Māori) Someone of
European descent,
commonly used in Aotearoa.

Te Whanganui-a-Tara

Vertical Tree of Life
A term inspired by Stefan
Helmreich referring to the
overemphasis of the
proliferation of life through
heterosexual reproduction
with no attention to the
horizontal reproduction
which occurs asexually.

Wāhine
(Te reo Māori) Woman,
female, feminine.
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