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Focus on Culture 1.3
The Māori of New Zealand

The original inhabitants of what is today 
known as New Zealand were Polynesians 
who arrived in a series of migrations 
more than 1,000 years ago. They named 
the land Aotearoa, or land of the long 
white cloud. The original inhabitants’ 
societies revolved around the iwi (tribe) 
or hapu (subtribe), which served to dif-
ferentiate the many tribes of peoples. In 
1642, the Dutch explorer Abel Janszoon 
Tasman sailed up the west coast and 
christened the land Niuew Zeeland after 
the Netherlands’ province of Zeeland. 
Later, in 1769, Captain James Cook sailed 
around the islands and claimed the entire 
land for the British crown. It was only 
after the arrival of the Europeans that 
the term Ma-ori was used to describe all 

the tribes on the land. Those labeled Ma-ori do not necessarily 
regard themselves as a single people.

The history of the Ma-ori parallels the decline of other 
indigenous peoples in colonized lands, except for the signing 
of the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840 by more than 500 chiefs. 
The treaty was recorded in Ma-ori and in English. Differences 
between the two versions caused considerable misunderstand-
ings in later years. The Ma-ori and the English may have had 
different understandings of the terms governance and sover-
eignty. In exchange for granting sovereignty to Great Britain, 
the Ma-ori were promised full exclusive and undisturbed pos-
session of their lands, forests, fisheries, and other properties 
and the same rights and privileges enjoyed by British subjects. 
The terms of the treaty were largely ignored as Ma-ori land was 
appropriated as settlers arrived.

Activism in the late 1960s brought a renaissance of 
Ma-ori languages, literature, arts, and culture, and calls to 
address  Ma-ori land claims as the Treaty of Waitangi became 
the focus of grievances. In 1975, the government introduced 
the Waitangi Tribunal to investigate Ma-ori land claims, which 

resulted in some return of Ma-ori land. In 1994, the government proposed to settle all Ma-ori land claims for 
$1 billion—a very small percentage of current value.
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Map 1.1  New Zealand 
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New Zealand Ma-ori dance


