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Abstract

In recent times, during the Mäori language revitalisation era, there has been a renewed interest in 
learning and promoting Mäori dialects. Iwi identification is often signalled by younger speakers 
of Mäori through pronunciation, idiom, vocabulary and written forms that are thought to be 
associated with a particular iwi or region. To date, there has not been promotion of a standard 
form of Mäori; standardisation efforts have instead largely focused on lexical/technical develop-
ment and promoting orthographic consistencies for writing Mäori. Mäori language is changing 
because of the need to create a new language for the modern world, along with dramatic changes, 
especially in the pronunciation of Mäori, mostly due to influences from New Zealand English. 
This paper discusses the literature on linguistic dialect variation, the historical context, and con-
temporary issues and tensions related to dialect usage and language change which have arisen 
in the language revitalisation era. It suggests that renewed interest in dialects can be framed in 
relation to overt expressions of what are sometimes termed “language ideologies” or beliefs about 
language. It is argued that further research is required on Mäori language ideologies in general, 
attitudes towards dialects and motivations for using them, and Mäori language use amongst 
younger speakers of Mäori.
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Introduction

Major gains have been made in the revitalisa-
tion of te reo Mäori over the last three decades. 
The sociolinguistic survey undertaken between 
1973 and 1979 by Richard and Nena Benton 
of the New Zealand Council for Educational 
Research clearly showed that, with the excep-
tion of a few isolated rural communities, the 
vast majority of Mäori children were not being 
brought up as speakers of Mäori (Benton, 1991). 
In the 1980s, köhanga reo and kura kaupapa 
Mäori emerged as two forms of Mäori medium 
education that sought to ensure the survival of 
the language, and are now well known inter-
nationally. In addition to efforts focusing on 
the compulsory school sector, universities and 
other tertiary institutes, iwi and community 
organisations such as Te Ataarangi have taught 
Mäori language to many thousands of learners 
and undertaken a great deal of Mäori language 
promotion.

The teaching of Mäori language to adults 
benefited immensely from work undertaken by 
the late Bruce Biggs to describe Mäori in struc-
tural frameworks. Such an approach became 
popular in linguistics after World War II (Biggs, 
1961). Scholars who have built on Biggs’s pio-
neering work include Hohepa (1967) and Reedy 
(1979), and, in more recent decades, Bauer 
(1981, 1993, 1997) and Harlow (2001, 2007, 
2015). Biggs also produced a grammar for 
teaching Mäori (Biggs, 1969) and dictionar-
ies (Biggs, 1966, 1981). Most of the authors 
describing the structure of Mäori include 
comments about Mäori dialects and regional 
variation. Papers focusing specifically on Mäori 
dialects, such as those of Reedy (1979) and 
Biggs (1989), clearly state the need for further 
research on Mäori dialects because sources 
of data are largely restricted to wordlists and 
observations, and no systematic large scale 
studies have been undertaken.

Teaching resources for the nascent Mäori 
medium sector have been largely created 
by native speakers of Mäori (e.g., Katarina 

Mataira, who wrote novels and a wide range 
of children’s picture books in Mäori) and are 
written in the dialect of their iwi. Set up in 
1987, Te Taura Whiri i te Reo Mäori—Mäori 
Language Commission (hereafter Te Taura 
Whiri) has been responsible for overseeing the 
production of Mäori curriculum statements 
and ensuring that government-  produced Mäori 
language materials are of an acceptable stand-
ard. It is interesting to note that, other than the 
promotion of orthography consistency for use 
in official government publications, including 
those produced for the Mäori medium educa-
tion sector and the broadcasting industry, there 
is not yet an acknowledgement of the need for 
a standardised form of Mäori. 

This paper discusses the recent renewed inter-
est in iwi dialects, which have become popular 
amongst many second language learners of 
Mäori involved in Mäori language revitalisa-
tion efforts. The new enthusiasm for dialects 
needs to be considered in the larger historical 
context of Mäori language change, including 
contemporary trends. It is argued that the inter-
est in dialects can be regarded as an example 
of a language ideology which is termed a “dia-
lect ideology”. Examples of dialect ideologies 
are provided along with possible rationales 
for their use. The attitudes that speakers may 
have towards language and their own iwi are 
also explored, and further areas of research 
are outlined. 

The nature of Mäori dialects

Mäori dialects do not, in fact, show a great 
deal of variation (Harlow, 2007). Differences 
are generally well known by fluent speakers of 
Mäori and this does not hinder communica-
tion. Linguists tend to recognise an East–West 
split for New Zealand. The North Island is 
split somewhat in alignment with the central 
mountain ranges with Te Arawa, Mätaatua, 
East Coast and Ngäti Kahungunu tribal regions 
in the eastern area, and elsewhere in the North 
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Island and upper South Island in the western 
area. Although sharing eastern features, the 
Ngäi Tahu dialect, once spoken in most areas 
of the South Island, has unique features as a 
result of a sporadic assimilation, for example, 
“poueru” for the widely used “pouaru” and 
“pounemu” for “pounamu” (Harlow, 2007, 
p. 48). There is also minor variation within 
these regions and even within tribal groups, 
which are in some cases spread over large geo-
graphical areas. 

Mäori dialects show slight variation in terms 
of phonological features, grammar, vocabu-
lary and idiom and in borrowings from other 
languages, especially English. Phonological 
differences are well known amongst Mäori 
speakers. Perhaps the most familiar is the var-
iation in the production of the phoneme /f/ 
(written as <wh>). In modern Mäori, most 
dialects pronounce <wh> in a way very similar 
to an English /f/. In Northland, speakers often 
use bilabial articulations for <wh> and /h/ for 
the <wh> in the causative prefix “whaka- ”. 
Clear evidence exists that in previous genera-
tions a number of different pronunciations of 
<wh> were produced by individual speakers 
(Maclagan & King, 2002). In the Taranaki/
Whanganui regions, /h/ was often replaced by 
a glottal stop, and <wh> is produced as a glot-
talised /ʔ w/. Tühoe speakers often pronounce 
the velar nasal /ŋ/ as an alveolar nasal /n/—in 
other words these two sounds have merged. 
Grammatical differences include preferences 
for certain constructions. For example, eastern 
speakers are reported to use “kei te . . .” as the 
continuous/progress aspect marker, whereas “e 
. . . ana” is preferred in western areas. Sometimes 
unique regional features are attested; for exam-
ple, Northland speakers often use “kourua” for 
the second person dual pronoun while “körua” 
is used elsewhere. An example of lexical vari-
ation is the word for potato, which in most 
areas is “rïwai”. Ngäti Porou speakers tend 
to use “parareka” and Taranaki speakers are 
reported to use “taewa” (this word, probably a 
borrowing, is also used in some parts of Ngäti 

Kahungunu). Mäori borrowings of English 
terms also vary amongst dialects: most speakers 
use “ngeru” for cat while some speakers from 
Northland use “poti” and in other areas “tori” 
is used. There are examples of regions using a 
borrowing where an equivalent Mäori word is 
available; for example, many Northland speak-
ers use “nö” for “käore”. 

Benton (1991) clearly demonstrated that by 
the 1970s Mäori had ceased to be an everyday 
community language. With the exception of rural 
Mäori communities in parts of Northland and 
central and eastern regions of the North Island, 
the language had become largely restricted to 
traditional ceremonies and religious events. The 
result was the loss of knowledge of Mäori dia-
lects and regional variation, along with a break 
in intergenerational transmission of Mäori. A 
further factor impacting on the use of Mäori 
was the large scale urbanisation of the Mäori 
population prior to the revitalisation efforts of 
the 1980s. This meant there were fewer oppor-
tunities to use the language and more contact 
with speakers of other dialects, which is likely to 
have also caused some dialect levelling amongst 
urban dwellers. 

It is not unreasonable, therefore, to expect 
that some of the dialect features, especially the 
lexical variations discussed above, are no longer 
used by younger speakers of Mäori who are 
products of Mäori medium education. They 
have grown up outside of their traditional 
dialect areas and have mostly been taught by 
second language speakers of Mäori. They are 
also unlikely to have encountered a lot of vari-
ation in the written Mäori readily available, 
owing to the fact that official publications—
especially those sponsored by the Ministry of 
Education—are mostly written by speakers 
from the eastern regions.

Finally, it is worth pointing out that the term 
dialect can be a potential source of confusion. 
According to the Waitangi Tribunal (2011),

The terms “dialect”, “mita”, “tribal reo”, and 

“reo a iwi” have many interpretations. Some 
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commentators describe dozens of ‘dialects’ 

within the reo of one particular iwi, while 

others identify variations across distinct geo-

graphical divides. Ngäti Porou Rünanga chair 

Dr Apirana Mahuika told us that he “bristled” 

at the use of the phrase “tribal dialects”, and 

stated that “te reo ake o Ngäti Porou is not a 

tribal dialect. It is my language and therefore 

all that I am.”

Our own view is that dialectal differences are 

important and, at times, pronounced in terms 

of idiom and accent. But the differences are 

not sufficient to impede verbal understanding 

between native speakers from different tribal 

areas. Indeed, despite effectively describing te 

reo ake o Ngäti Porou as a separate language, 

Dr Mahuika also explained that “there are 

areas of commonality in all the different reo 

of the different iwi. So that if you sit down 

and listen to a native speaker speaking the reo 

irrespective of where that person may come 

from you understand it.” (vol. 2, p. 388)

Mäori language change

Recent Mäori language change has dramatically 
impacted Mäori language, including Mäori 
dialects. The reintroduction of Mäori as a 
language of instruction into the compulsory 
school sector in the late 1970s has resulted in 
the language undergoing considerable lexical 
expansion in order to be able to cope with 
everyday classroom activities, and to allow 
speakers to talk about the modern world and its 
associated new technologies. Since its inception 
in 1987, Te Taura Whiri has been responsible 
for overseeing lexical expansion in Mäori. It has 
produced two dictionaries of neologisms (Te 
Taura Whiri, 1992, 1996), published new terms 
in its newsletter He Muka, completed a Mäori 
language dictionary, He Pätaka Kupu (2008) 
(in Mäori only), and overseen the develop-
ment of Mäori medium curriculum statements 
for the Ministry of Education and specialist 

dictionaries (Christensen, 2004, 2010; Ministry 
of Education, 1995).

Methods employed by Te Taura Whiri for 
creating new words are well discussed in the 
literature (Harlow, 2007; Keegan, 2005). There 
have been ongoing debates, however, regarding 
the practice of purging well-  established bor-
rowings from English, such as the days of the 
week and months of the year, and replacing 
them with terms based on traditional Mäori 
word forms. This is mentioned in the recent 
Wai 262 report (Waitangi Tribunal, 2011). 
Piripi Walker, a well-  known Mäori broadcaster 
and Mäori language advocate, questions the 
purging of “transliterations” without wide 
consultation amongst iwi as borrowings are 
commonly known amongst Mäori speakers. Te 
Puni Kökiri official and former Te Taura Whiri 
staff member Stephen (Tipene) Chrisp has 
claimed that alternative forms to borrowings 
were only suggestions and created in response 
to requests by Mäori speakers. Clearly, there 
are some purists who believe that the language 
would somehow be better off if borrowings 
were purged. Others, especially older speakers, 
sometimes see this as an unwanted intrusion 
on their own language forms. In the Wai 262 
report the late Dr Apirana Mahuika, a widely 
regarded Ngäti Porou leader, portrayed himself 

as fighting a battle against the work of Te 

Taura Whiri, metaphorically suggesting he 

was constantly having to dig the Te Taura 

Whiri weeds out of his garden in order to 

plant the seed of te reo ake o Ngäti Porou. 

He, like other claimants, described much of 

the “new language” as “unintelligible”. All 

he wanted was to hear a language on the 

Mäori news that any native speakers could 

understand, he explained, rather than one 

few could. (Waitangi Tribunal, 2011, vol. 2, 

p. 390)

Despite the objections of older native speakers, 
the proposed new terms for the days of the week 
and months of the year are now commonly 
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used in Mäori medium education settings and 
amongst second language learners of Mäori. 
Speakers who have greater interaction with 
older native speakers simply revert to borrow-
ings when it is clear that the audience may 
not be familiar with, or think highly of, new 
terminology.

Another area where Mäori language has 
changed is in pronunciation. Older speakers 
of Mäori often state that the Mäori being pro-
duced by younger speakers sounds different 
or that the mita has changed. Whilst it is not 
always clear what aspects of pronunciation 
change are being commented upon, research 
clearly demonstrates that te reo Mäori has 
changed. The MAONZE (Mäori and New 
Zealand English) project has used recordings 
from three sets of speakers to track changes 
in the pronunciation of Mäori and evaluate 
the influence from English (Harlow, Keegan, 
King, Maclagan, & Watson, 2009; Watson, 
Maclagan, King, Harlow, & Keegan, 2016). 
The first group of speakers were born in the 
late 19th century and were recorded mostly 
from 1946 to 1948. Most of these recordings 
are part of the Radio New Zealand Mobile 
Unit archive. The second group of speakers are 
kaumätua/kuia born between 1920 and 1940, 
and the third group are young speakers born 
between 1970 and 1990. The project results 
clearly show changes in both vowel quality and 
vowel duration (especially decreasing length 
of long vowels other than /ä/), and some evi-
dence of diphthong mergers, especially amongst 
the younger speakers (Harlow et al., 2009; 
Watson et al., 2016). The MAONZE project 
has reported gender differences, with female 
speakers from all three age groups being ahead 
of the male speakers in terms of raising the short 
vowels /e/ and /o/ and in glide weakening in the 
diphthongs (King, Watson, Maclagan, Harlow, 
& Keegan, 2010). The young women are also 
in advance of the young men in /u/ fronting. 
Project team members are currently exploring 
how the rhythm of Mäori has changed.

In addition to changes in pronunciation, the 
MAONZE project has provided clear evidence 
of other shifts in Mäori language use (Harlow et 
al., 2009; Watson et al, 2016). The tense/aspect 
marker “ka” has historically two allomorphs: 
/ka:/ is used when the rest of the verb phrase 
consists of only two morae (a mora consists 
of a syllable of the shape consonant-  vowel; 
“morae” is the plural of “mora”; see Bauer, 
1993); and /ka/, for longer phrases. Recordings 
of the first group of speakers, who were born 
in the late 1800s, show that this distribution 
was observed with a high degree of consistency 
in the mid-  20th century. However, the more 
recent recordings show variable behaviour, 
with modern younger speakers tending to show 
loss of both the allomorphy and consistent use 
of the short form. It is suggested that the shift 
is a result of both a proportional increase in the 
use of longer phrases over the same period and 
the decreasing use of Mäori generally, so that 
there have been fewer opportunities to acquire 
the rule. 

Many fluent speakers of Mäori and linguists 
firmly suspect that the grammar of younger 
speakers of Mäori is different to that of previous 
generations. Clear examples of these syntactical 
changes over time identified by Kelly (2015) 
include changes in relative clause structure, the 
use of the preposition “mö” and changing usage 
of two common verbs, “taea” and “ähei”. She 
describes other changes in syntax based on her 
own observations as a Mäori language teacher 
in a university (Kelly, 2014). Therefore, it is 
highly likely that younger speakers’ grammar 
is much more simplified and consists of influ-
ences from English in terms of word order or 
syntax, and that many Mäori lexical items are 
being used as simple equivalents of their English 
translation with a loss of their traditional Mäori 
senses and/or syntax. Clearly this an area for 
further research; longitudinal studies of acqui-
sition of Mäori into adulthood and beyond 
would be extremely beneficial.
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Is there a “standard Mäori language”?

Bruce Biggs (1952, p. 182) claimed that “stand-
ard Mäori” was based on the Mäori in the 
Ngäpuhi and Waikato districts, which are 
closely related. It was in these areas where 
missionaries had learnt Mäori, which enabled 
them to produce Te Paipera. Biggs asserted that 
many regarded this as the standard and that the 
speech of such areas as Te Urewera, the East 
Coast, and the Bay of Plenty was considered to 
be dialect. It was also noted that the speech of 
any one area is not inherently superior to that of 
any other, which suggests that no one single dia-
lect had become prestigious or was considered 
to be a better form of Mäori than any other. 
Bishop Manu Bennett, in his submission to the 
Waitangi Tribunal (1986) for the Te Reo Mäori 
claim, strongly argued that biblical Mäori was 
standard for the whole of New Zealand and 
was understood everywhere.

It is almost certain that Te Paipera is less well 
known amongst younger speakers of Mäori 
than in previous generations. Along with the 
general decline in Christianity in New Zealand, 
there has been a move by some Mäori involved 
in Mäori revitalisation efforts to seek out more 
traditional forms of spirituality and karakia. 
In some cases this has resulted in a purging 
of direct references to Christianity, which has 
become perceived as another form of colonisa-
tion. Furthermore, Te Paipera was last revised 
in the 1950s and contains vocabulary and 
archaic forms of Mäori that would be difficult 
for younger Mäori speakers to understand with-
out a good knowledge of the Bible in English. 
It is encouraging to note that the Bible Society 
of New Zealand published a version of the 
New Testament in Mäori in 2012 using current 
spelling conventions (including macrons) and is 
reported to be working on a new modern Mäori 
translation of the New Testament.

It may be argued that Mäori from the west-
ern regions of New Zealand is no longer the de 
facto for standard Mäori in the 21st century. 
For second language learners in the 1970s and 

1980s, Hoani Waititi’s (1970, 1972, 1978) 
eastern-  based Te Rangatahi series was one of 
the few Mäori language textbooks available. 
Since that time, many writers of Mäori for 
learners, such as Ruka Paora, Katarina Mataira 
and Tïmoti Käretu, have originated from east-
ern regions. John Moorfield’s well known Te 
Whanake series of textbooks, multimedia and 
e- resources is largely based on Mäori from the 
eastern region (see www.tewhanake.maori.nz). 
Whilst exact figures are unavailable, in recent 
decades many native speakers who were teach-
ers of Mäori and Mäori educators working for 
the Department of Education (known as the 
Ministry of Education since 1989) hail from the 
eastern region. The first Mäori language com-
missioner, Tïmoti Käretu, and many Te Taura 
Whiri staff members are from eastern regions. 
Moreover, there seems to have always been a 
strong representation of speakers from eastern 
regions in the broadcasting sector, especially in 
Mäori Television.

Certain forms of eastern features of Mäori 
such as the plural personal pronouns “rätou”, 
“mätou”, and “tätou” are pronounced as 
“rätau”, “mätau”, and “tätau” by almost all 
younger speakers of Mäori, although they are 
probably mostly still written with the former 
spellings rather than the latter, with the excep-
tion of some older native speakers who have 
grown up in eastern regions. It would not 
be surprising if the predominant progressive 
marker for younger speakers is the eastern 
“kei te . . .”, as opposed to the western “e . . . 
ana”. The spread of more widely spoken dialect 
features and the loss of less common features 
from smaller or less influential dialect features 
are part of a natural process of dialect levelling 
rather than one dialect gaining prominence 
over others.

Towards a written standard for Mäori

Te Taura Whiri’s (2012) Guidelines for Mäori 
Language Orthography appears to have been 
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adopted by many involved in the production of 
Mäori language materials. It has also overseen 
or ensured that the Mäori language of official 
documentation is of a very high standard. It 
has always worked closely with the Ministry 
of Education, especially overseeing impor-
tant Mäori language documents such as Te 
Marautanga o Aotearoa—The Curriculum of 
New Zealand (Ministry of Education, 2012), 
and the seven associated Mäori language cur-
riculum statements. Te Taura Whiri has also 
worked closely with the Mäori broadcasting 
sector. It appears that the language used in the 
above documents is more based on an eastern 
variety than other regions, reflecting the origins 
of the Te Taura Whiri staff involved in this 
work. The language of the documents can be 
difficult for some teachers who are not profi-
cient speakers of Mäori to understand. One 
group, based in Te Taitokerau, produced their 
own rewritten version of an earlier version of 
the current curriculum (Everitt, 1996), which 
was claimed to be much more transparent to 
local speakers of Mäori. It is beyond the scope 
of this paper to discuss issues of standardisa-
tion of both written and spoken Mäori in the 
revitalisation era.

Renewed interest in Mäori dialects

In my view, in recent times many younger 
speakers of Mäori, especially second language 
learners, have become interested in learning 
their own iwi dialect. There is little data to 
support this claim, which is primarily based 
the author’s observations as a fluent speaker 
of Mäori and his involvement with his whänau 
and the Mäori medium education community 
over the last three decades. Interest in learning 
and revitalising dialects is also reflected in com-
ments recorded in recent publications such as 
Te Matataua o te Reo—A National Research 
Agenda for Regeneration and Revitalisation of 
Te Reo Mäori (Pihama & Matamua, 2017) and 
“He hua ränei tö te reo Mäori mö ngä rä kei 

te heke mai?” (MacLeod, 2014), in addition to 
comments in the previously mentioned Wai 262 
report (Waitangi Tribunal, 2011).

I am not using “dialect” here in a strictly 
linguistic sense of significant variation in lan-
guage. Instead, it is being used as a synonym for 
iwi/regional variation or iwi/regional markers. 
Second language learners are often interested in 
learning about, and using, phonological forms 
and lexical items that may have been or are 
still being used in their traditional iwi region. 
Thus, language usage is being deployed as an 
overt identity iwi marker, very much in a similar 
fashion to tämoko, which have become popular 
amongst many Mäori involved in Mäori lan-
guage and cultural renaissance activities such 
as kapahaka.

The recent interest in dialects quite possi-
bly originated in the mid-  1970s. One regional 
grouping of three iwi (Ngäti Raukawa, Ngäti 
Toa, Te Ati Awa) based in Ötaki instigated 
a farsighted strategic plan in 1975 titled 
“Whakatupuranga Rua Mano—Generation 
2000” (Winiata, 2010). Mäori language was 
an important component of that plan. A sur-
vey found that there were very few speakers 
of Mäori in the region under the age of 30, 
and that urgent action was needed. This led to 
the establishment of Te Wänanga o Raukawa 
in 1981. The teaching of Mäori language has 
always been a key component of Te Wänanga 
o Raukawa, with a strong emphasis on the 
local dialect or the forms of Mäori spoken in 
that region. 

Interest in learning an iwi variety of Mäori 
can certainly be found throughout the country. 
Other iwi groups actively involved in promot-
ing their own dialects include Taranaki, whose 
efforts began in the 1980s and are detailed at 
www.taranakireo.co.nz. One important initia-
tive is the creation of a Taranaki dictionary, 
Te Puranga Takupu o Taranaki, which can be 
accessed through the website. Ngäi Tahu (Kai 
Tahu), especially since receiving their treaty 
settlement in 1998, have been actively promot-
ing their own dialect (see www.kmk.maori.nz). 
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Another example of a dialectal/regional diction-
ary is Te Papaku o te Taitokerau, available at 
www.temarareo.org/PAPAKUPU/dictionary- -
index.htm. A project has also recently begun to 
compile a Mäori dictionary of the Ngäpuhi dia-
lect for Te Wharetapu o Ngäpuhi in Whangärei 
(“Ngäpuhi Dialect”, 2010). The project team 
is based at Te Wänanga o Te Tai Tokerau 
(NorthTec). 

One of the larger iwi, the East Coast Ngäti 
Porou, is fortunate that the Ngata (2003) dic-
tionary is based on their dialect (and is reportedly 
under revision). Native speakers of Ngäti Porou 
relate that there is variation in the Ngäti Porou 
region, which covers a large area of the East 
Coast of the North Island. Te Rünanga o Ngäti 
Porou report that (probably based on 2006 
Census data) only a sixth (12,402) of the total 
Ngäti Porou population (71,895) live within 
the Gisborne rohe, and that these are likely 
to speak te reo ake o Ngäti Porou (Te Taura 
Here o Ngäti Porou ki Tämaki, 2009). Ngäti 
Porou has taura here based in most of the major 
urban centres of New Zealand. One of these 
major urban groups, Ngäti Porou ki Tämaki, 
has developed a strategic plan and is active in 
promoting te reo Näti amongst its members (for 
more recent statistics on the number of Mäori 
speakers by iwi see Keegan, 2017).

Not all fluent speakers of Mäori are con-
vinced that it is possible for those living outside 
of the region to learn an iwi/regional variety. 
Tuteira Pöhatu, a Ngäti Porou pakeke and 
native speaker of Mäori who grew up on the 
East Coast and has lived for many years in 
Auckland, suggested to taura here members 
that it was not possible for them to learn to 
speak Mäori as he had (personal communica-
tion, September 2010). He believed their home 
environments had changed too much from 
the largely Mäori-  speaking community he had 
been raised in. After many years of living in 
the city and interaction with speakers from 
other regions, he also believed that his own 
language had changed. His comments suggest 
that in urban environments dialect or regional 

levelling is inevitable because younger speakers 
are for the most part exposed to speakers from 
different regions and to teachers who are mostly 
second language learners themselves. 

Another area illustrating the resurgent inter-
est in dialects can be found in written Mäori, 
especially with respect to proper nouns. A 
Taranaki kura kaupapa Mäori describes itself 
as Te Pi’ipi’inga Kakano Mai Rangiatea, using 
either an apostrophe or an inverted apostro-
phe to represent the glottal stop, which as 
mentioned earlier is a feature of the Taranaki/
Whanganui region. Sometimes Ngäi Tahu/Kai 
Tahu names are spelt with a “k” but would 
be written as the digraph “ng” elsewhere. An 
example of this is the local term for the Southern 
Alps, which is written as Kä Tiritiri o te Moana. 
It seems that Ngäi Tahu is the most active iwi 
in terms of promoting their own orthography. 
Some Northern speakers now write the causa-
tive prefix “whaka- ” as “haka- ”. Some Tühoe 
speakers do not include the “g” when writing 
the diagraph “ng”; for example, “hunga” may 
be written as “huna”. 

Approximately 20 iwi radio stations are 
being funded by the government to deliver 
eight hours of Mäori language content every 
day. Many iwi also have websites with Mäori 
language content, which provide another 
medium for the promotion of Mäori dialects. 
These initiatives and the other kinds of activity 
and energy described above concerning dia-
lects and regional/iwi variations sit inside and 
interconnect with broader issues and concerns 
about Mäori language change and survival into 
the future.

Maori language attitudes, Mäori 
language ideologies

Important insights into the future survival 
of Mäori language derive from research on 
attitudes towards Mäori language. Recent 
important work on attitudes has focused more 
on non-  Mäori (Albury, 2016; de Bres, 2011). 
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The most well-  known are probably surveys 
undertaken by Te Puni Kökiri—Ministry of 
Mäori Development, the last of which was 
conducted in 2009. This research, whilst impor-
tant and useful, does not involve large samples 
and is not statistically representative of New 
Zealand, and therefore needs careful interpreta-
tion. Harlow (2005) correctly points out that 
overt practices and opinions of Mäori speakers 
which seem to reflect positive attitudes towards 
Mäori language may in fact derive from covert 
negative attitudes that are inimical to Mäori 
language maintenance and revival. In other 
words, it is extremely difficult to determine 
covert attitudes through practices and opin-
ions. In measurement terminology, there are 
likely major validity issues with survey instru-
ments and other methods of collecting data 
on attitudes.

Language ideologies (also referred to as lin-
guistic ideologies) play an important role in 
language revitalisation programmes. These are 
ideologies or beliefs, ideas, conceptualisations, 
attitudes and feelings that speakers have about 
languages; that is, their structure and uses. It 
is important to note that ideologies may not 
necessarily be correct or have any sound basis in 
research. Schieffelin, Woolard and Kroskrity’s 
(1998) edited collection is a seminal work 
on language ideologies, and Makihara and 
Schieffelin (2007) detail examples of language 
ideologies in Pacific societies. There is now a 
wide range of literature on language ideologies. 
A recent chapter by King (2014), focusing on 
Mäori language revitalisation, discusses “revi-
talisation ideologies” and how these differ at 
institutional and vernacular levels, noting that 
vernacular ideologies will vary amongst dif-
ferent groups in the population and over time, 
especially between generations. By extension, 
a central claim of this paper is that there has 
been a recent renewed interest in iwi/regional 
dialects, especially by younger speakers. In 
other words, “dialect ideologies” is clearly 
a specific type or subset of a revitalisation  
ideology. 

One example of a recent dialect ideology, 
or possibly a wider language ideology, is that 
an individual should write Mäori (even in for-
mal publications) exactly how they speak it, 
rather than using Te Taura Whiri’s established 
standard form of spelling and orthography. 
This is evident in spellings (i.e., proper nouns), 
as previously mentioned, but also in multiple 
author publications. For example, The Value 
of the Mäori Language: Te Hua o te reo Mäori 
(Higgins, Rewi, & Olsen-  Reeder, 2014) con-
sists of articles in English and Mäori, with at 
least one of the latter chapters written using 
dialect spelling/orthography. Mäori dialect 
orthographies are well attested in Mäori lan-
guage posts on social media platforms such as 
Facebook, although the use of Mäori language 
in social media is another idea that requires 
further research. A somewhat different example 
of a dialect ideology is evidence in the comments 
quoted above by the late Apirana Mahuika in 
Wai 262 on te reo ake o Ngäti Porou.

Discussion

Mäori language revitalisation efforts are for-
tunate to have coincided with some large iwi 
Treaty of Waitangi claims and settlements, along 
with renewed interest in iwi-  based education 
initiatives such as wänanga. This has resulted in 
some iwi becoming better organised and in some 
cases multimillion dollar organisations (e.g., 
Waikato-  Tainui, Ngäi Tahu). Language is very 
much part of iwi identity. Many younger Mäori 
are keen to signal iwi allegiance and therefore 
are eager to use forms of language thought to 
be associated with their own iwi. Attempts by 
younger speakers to imitate the dialects of older 
native speakers, especially when those dialects 
themselves are not yet well studied, may sound 
strange to older native speakers. The lexical 
items and idioms may be correct; however, the 
pronunciation of the older native speakers is 
difficult to achieve. The MAONZE project has 
clearly demonstrated that the Mäori spoken by 
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younger speakers is significantly different to 
that of previous generations in terms of vowel 
quality and quantity. Work is currently under 
way on changes in the rhythm of Mäori. It is 
well known that older speakers comment that 
the mita (in this sense referring to rhythm or 
speech) of younger speakers has changed. This is 
not salient to younger speakers who are mostly 
unaware or unlikely to readily accept that their 
Mäori is heavily influenced by New Zealand 
English, and very different to that used by their 
grandparents. In absence of good written records 
or sustained older native speaker contact, it may 
be argued that younger speakers of Mäori are 
merely inventing new dialect forms or registers.

It is not easy to determine the covert atti-
tudes that underlie dialect ideologies. Following 
Harlow’s (2005) observations, it certainly is 
possible that covert attitudes towards dialects 
are not always positive. In other words, dia-
lect ideologies may signal dislocations or even 
resentments of younger Mäori speakers who, 
through urbanisation, have had little exposure 
and involvement in their own iwi. It may pos-
sibly reflect the inadequacy of individuals whose 
iwi dialects have long fallen out of use. The 
attitudes that underlie dialect ideologies are 
areas for further research.

A recent New Zealand development is the 
establishment of an independent group, Te 
Mätäwai, formed under the terms of Te Ture 
mö te Reo Mäori 2016—Mäori Language Act 
2016. This is a 13-  member organisation (includ-
ing seven iwi representatives) that will attempt 
to lead revitalisation of te reo Mäori on behalf 
of iwi and Mäori. It is too early to determine 
what influence this group may have on Mäori 
language revitalisation efforts. However, it is 
worth pointing out that not all Mäori are con-
vinced that this is the right approach to further 
Mäori language initiatives (see comments by 
former Mäori Language Commissioner Tïmoti 
Käretu in “Te Karere TVNZ”, 2014).

It is important to note that much of the dis-
cussion and discourse (including publications 
mentioned in this article) around initiatives 

such as Te Mätäwai happen in Mäori, some-
times with translations of varying quality being 
available in English. Much of the international 
commentary on Mäori language revitalisation 
efforts, particularly around Mäori language 
policy, is written by scholars who do not know 
Mäori and therefore are limited to English lan-
guage publications.

Conclusion

This paper has provided an overview of lit-
erature on Mäori dialects and has noted some 
aspects of how Mäori has changed—in terms of 
pronunciation, lexicality and grammar—in the 
revitalisation era. It has also described a recent 
increase in the use or promotion of Mäori dia-
lects, especially by younger speakers of Mäori, 
most of whom have grown up and learnt Mäori 
outside of their traditional tribal areas. I have 
argued that much of the discourse on dialects 
can be regarded as a language ideology, which 
is clearly a reflection of a speaker’s language 
attitudes. Clearly there is a paucity of research 
on Mäori attitudes towards Mäori language 
and the changes currently happening, which are 
notoriously difficult to determine accurately.

The paper, due to lack of space, has made 
no attempt to provide a theoretical basis for 
the phenomenon of dialect ideologies, nor has 
it attempted to engage in any depth with the 
wider Mäori language policy literature (see 
Albury, 2014), much of which is not cognisant 
of recent important developments such as Te 
Mätäwai and associated Mäori language com-
mentaries. Discourse written in Mäori on social 
media (especially platforms such as Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram and YouTube) remains an 
untapped source of rich complementary data, 
together with Mäori language publications, on 
language attitudes and ideologies. There is still 
scope for further research on existing dialects 
because in some areas older speakers remain 
who have spent the majority of their lives in a 
particular dialect/iwi region.
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Glossary

ähei to be able, possible, within 

one’s power

e . . . ana particle combination used 

to indicate continuing 

action or state

hunga/huna people

iwi tribe

käore no

kapahaka a group form of Mäori 

performing arts

karakia incantation, prayer, chant

kaumätua/kuia elders

kei te . . . particle used to indicate 

continuing action

köhanga reo Mäori-  medium education 

centre focusing on early 

childhood and whänau

körua/kourua second person dual 

pronoun

kura kaupapa 

Mäori

Mäori-  medium education 

for compulsory school 

sector based on Mäori 

principles and practices

Mätaatua migration canoe, region  

in the Central North 

Island

mätou first person plural exclusive 

pronoun

mita rhythm, intonation, 

pronunciation and sound 

of a language, accent, 

diction, elocution, 

dialect, register

mö particle indicating “for”, 

“about”, “concerning”

Ngäi Tahu/Kai 

Tahu

tribe based in the South 

Island

Ngäti Kahungunu tribe based on the lower 

East Coast of the North 

Island

Ngäti Porou tribe based on the East 

Coast of the North 

Island

Ngäti Porou ki 

Tämaki

Ngäti Porou domiciled in 

Auckland

Ngäti Raukawa tribe based in the 

Maungatautari-  Tokoroa 

area and parts of the 

lower North Island

Ngäti Toa tribe based in the Käwhia 

region and parts of the 

lower North Island

ngeru cat

nö no (Northland)

pakeke elder

parareka potato (Ngäti Porou)

poti cat (Northland)

pouaru/poueru widow

pounamu/

pounemu

greenstone

rätou second person plural 

pronoun

rïwai potato

rohe district

taea to be able, accomplished, 

possible 

taewa potato (Taranaki)

tämoko traditionally based Mäori 

tattoos

Taranaki mountain, district, tribal 

group

tätou first person plural inclusive 

pronoun

taura here affiliated groups

Te Arawa migration canoe, district, 

tribal grouping in 

Central North Island

Te Ati Awa tribe based in the Taranaki 

and Wellington regions

Te Paipera the Mäori Bible

te reo ake o Ngäti 

Porou

authentic Ngäti Porou 

Mäori

te reo Mäori the Mäori language

te reo Näti Mäori as spoken in the 

Ngäti Porou region

tori cat

Waikato-  Tainui tribal grouping covering 

the Waikato region
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wänanga university, insitution of 

higher learning

whaka-  /haka- causative prefix

whänau extended family; in 

modern Mäori (and New 

Zealand English) any 

group with a similar aim, 

purpose or goal
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