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CULTURAL CHANGE – THE DECLINE OF THE MĀORI LANGUAGE  
IN AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND

INTRODUCTION: Language – an important part of cultural identity

One of the most important parts of cultural identity is language and this is no different for 
Māori, who believe “Ko te reo te mauri o te mana Māori (the language is the heart and soul of 
the mana of Māoridom)”.

 
 

 

 
  

French sailors with Māori, Kororāreka, 1835

 
 

 
 

 

Many Māori moved away from their rural lands into towns and cities in the 1930s and 1940s. 
They had to learn English to get work. Increasingly, te reo was confined to Māori communities 
that lived separately from Pākehā. Sir James Henare remembers being hit with a stick by his 
teacher for speaking te reo in his school grounds. The teacher said, “English is the bread-and-
butter language, and if you want to earn your bread and butter, you must speak English.”

3



CONSEQUENCES OF THE DECLINE OF THE MĀORI LANGUAGE

RESOURCE A: Te reo at risk of dying out

By the 1980s, less than 20 per cent of Māori spoke te reo. The language was dying out. In 1985, 
the Waitangi Tribunal heard ‘The Te Reo Māori Claim’. This asserted that te reo was a taonga 
(treasure) that the Government was obliged to protect under the Treaty of Waitangi. Te reo 
became an official language under the Māori Language Act (1987). Despite this, the number of 
people who can hold conversations in te reo Māori has continued to decline.
Te reo Māori is listed by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) as “vulnerable”. According to the 2013 New Zealand census, only 3.7 per cent of the 
total New Zealand population could hold a conversation about everyday things.

Proportion of Māori speakers in the Māori population, by age group, 2001–2013
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A recent study published in a British scientific journal suggests unless drastic measures are taken, 
the Māori language is doomed to die off, along with thousands of other languages with few 
speakers.
The research notes that older Māori are more likely than younger Māori to be able to hold a 
conversation about everyday things, which is backed up by data from Statistics NZ indicating 
people aged over 65 make up a significant chunk of te reo speakers.

 
 

 
 

The research also reports if learning rates are too low, the language will be on a trajectory 
towards extinction; if learning rates are sufficiently high, the language will be on a trajectory to 
revitalisation.
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CONTRASTING POINTS OF VIEW OF THE CULTURAL CHANGE

RESOURCE B: Different views

Abandonment of the native language no loss to Māori
At the beginning of the twentieth century, Māori society still largely spoke just Māori. 
However, there was an increasing shift to bilingualism (speaking or using two languages) 
among Māori until the 1930s, with te reo spoken at home and on the marae, and English used 
at school and in interactions with the Government or with employers.
However, in the 1930s, some Europeans advocated a move towards monolingualism (speaking 
or using only one language). The New Zealand Director of Education in 1930 even went as far 
as saying that “ … the natural abandonment of the native tongue inflicts no loss on the Maori”.
The twenty-first century has seen different views emerging.

Broadcasting Standards Authority draws a line
The Broadcasting Standards Authority (BSA), which is the Crown’s broadcasting watchdog, 
appears to be sick of people writing complaints about journalists and actors using te reo on air.

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

However, despite some taking offence at the use of te reo on air, many have praised 
broadcasters and stations for including more te reo Māori and normalising its use.
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Twitter backlash

In September 2020, some of New 
Zealand’s telecommunications 
companies banded together after 
a Twitter user criticised Vodafone 
for calling itself “Vodafone 
Aotearoa”. The user took to the 
social media platform to criticise 
the company after its recent 
network name change from 
Vodafone NZ.
When another Twitter user asked 
if New Zealand could “get back 
to normal” now Māori Language 
Week had finished, Spark said  
te reo is already “a normal part of 
our country”.

Don’t appreciate this, thanks @vodafoneNZ
Sep 26

Replying to and@vodafoneNZ

2degrees
@2degreesmobile

Translate Tweet
8:48 AM  Sep 29, 2020 Twitter Web App 

! Kei te pēhea koe? Hmmm, better notKia ora
switch to us. We love celebrating Te Reo Māori too!
Nice work @vodafoneNZ MB

Patriotic character 

Jared Mathieson (Pākehā), Otago University student 
and reporter for Critic, the student magazine of the 

Otago University Students’ Association (2010)

More of a conscious effort must be made by 
all New Zealanders to embrace the native language 

of Aotearoa and ensure its safekeeping for the 
future generations.  

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

So go on, give it a go.
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Teach children their own language

Fernand de Varennes (Canadian), United Nations 
special rapporteur, reporting on minority issues 

to the Human Rights Council (2020)

There are numerous benefits to 
prioritising the teaching of mother tongues.

 
 

 
 

 

The failure to use minority languages could be 
discriminatory or in breach of states’ human rights 

obligations, such as the right to education.

A responsibility

Ross Smith, aka “Matua Ross” (Māori), 
Northtec / Tai Tokerau Wananga 

Pathway Manager (2020)

People say that te reo is a passion 
but, for me, a passion is going fishing. 

 

 

 
 

 Also, those 
learning it have decreased; prior to the first lockdown, 

we had a lot of students but, when we went online, 
many students either had no connectivity or 

technology and, at the same time, 
many lost their jobs; te reo 

took a back seat.
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SHIFTS IN ATTITUDE OR PRACTICE

RESOURCE C: Changing the landscape

The Māori Language Movement
The Māori Language Movement is working hard to revitalise te reo.  

 

 
 

 

However, despite this, te reo Māori still needs protection. To achieve this, the Māori Language 
Movement is encouraging people to join an effort to develop one million speakers of te reo by 
2040. To date, 1,062,739 have joined.

An open invitation to celebrate and kōrero Māori for the whole year round
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The growth of te reo Māori spoken in Parliament
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Until the 1980s, the proportion of te reo Māori speech in Parliament was very low – less than 
0.1% for more than 130 years. 
However, over the past two to three decades, the percentage of te reo spoken in Parliament has 
increased, reaching over 2 per cent in one year.

Advertising practices
In recent years, advertising for Pink Shirt Day in 
New Zealand has included both English and te reo 
Māori, in an effort to be more inclusive.
Celebrated annually around the globe, Pink 
Shirt Day began in Canada in 2007 and has been 
celebrated in New Zealand since 2009. It aims to 
reduce bullying in Aotearoa by acknowledging 
diversity in all its forms and by helping to create 
workplaces, communities, schools, and whānau 
where everyone feels safe, valued, and respected.

Pink Shirt Day advertising, 2021
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A name change?
If New Zealand gets renamed, Aotearoa might not be the best, most inclusive option, according 
to an article on Stuff in June 2020. 
In the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement, and widespread discussion of New Zealand’s 
racist, imperial past, the name of the country has become a talking point again. 
Almost every year for the past decade, the New Zealand Geographic Board Ngā Pou Taunaha o 
Aotearoa has received an inquiry about the country’s name, and Magic Talk’s radio host Peter 
Williams also sparked debate online in 2020 after asking “New Zealand or Aotearoa?”
But renaming the country Aotearoa isn’t an accurate representation of the entire country, one 
expert says. “Aotearoa is actually one of the Māori names for the North Island of New Zealand, 
and has never included the South Island of New Zealand,” Dr Dan Hikuroa, a senior lecturer 
for the University of Auckland’s Te Wānanga o Waipapa, explained to Stuff.

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Given the goings-on around the world in the space of racism and honouring indigenous 
culture, Hikuroa thought it was good the discussion had resurfaced. “It’s as much a case of 
renaming as it is a case of remembering, and I think that needs to be an important part of any 
discussion and conversation that is had.”
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