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THE MAORI LANGUAGE IN TAUMARUNUI AND DISTRICT 

fieldwork for the survey of language use in Maori 

communities was carried out in the Taumarunui 
district in January, February and May 1978. The 

interviewers were Tom Rangihuna CNgati Porou), Sharon 

Moerkerk CManiapoto), Himiona Henry (Waikato/ 
Maniapoto), Numia Ponika CTuhoe), Evelyn Te Uira 

(Waikato) and Taari Nicholas CNgati Ranginui/ 

Ngaiterangi/Ngapuhi) . 

Our interviewers visited thirty nine households in 

Taumarunui as part of the survey. These households 

had a total population of 15~, 1~2 of whom were of 

Maori descent. (This was about seven percent of 

Taumarunui's total Maori population at that time.) 

Twenty households with 81 people were included in the 

survey in Manunui. Seventy two of these were of Maori 

descent (36 percent of the total Maori population). 

In Ohura another ten homes were visited. Of the ~7 

people living in these households, ~6 were of Maori 

descent - most of the area's Maori population at that 

time. Eight households with 31 people were also 

visited in Waimiha. All of these people were of Maori 

ancestry and represented about three-fifths of the 

Maori population. · 

Eight of the interviews were carried out in Maori, 

eight in both Maori and English and the remaining 6~ 

were all in English. 



Results of the Linguistic Surveu 

Iwi Affiliation 

The people who were interviewed mentioned a total of 
17 major iwi to which they or the members of their 
households belonged. The iwi to which the largest 
number overall of the people in the survey were 
affiliated was Tuwharetoa. A total of 99 people (or 
32 percent) belonged to this iwi. The iwi with the 
next largest number of members was Maniapoto with 92 
people (or 29 percent of the total) and ~2 people (13 
percent) belonged to Ngapuhi. Tuwharetoa was the 
largest iwi in Manunui, and Maniapoto was the largest 
in Waimiha and Taumarunui, but in all these 
communities the largest iwi was still a minority of 
the total Maori population of the homes we visited. 

Abilitu to Speak and Understand Maori 

We can see from the information in the table that, 
of the people included in the survey, only two people 
under the age of 25 (both in Waimiha) could speak 
Maori fluently. the rest of the fluent speakers were 
all over 25 and the vast majority was older than ~5. 
Nearly two fifths of the adults aged between 25 and 
~~ were able to understand spoken Maori with ease. 
Although few people under 25 could speak or 
understand Maori well, Just over one quarter had at 
least some knowledge of the language. Overall, nearly 
everyone over ~5 could speak or at least understand 
Maori well, but nearly half of the total number 
included in the survey had absolutely no knowledge of 
Maori, with the highest proportion of these being 
under 25. 
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KHOHL£D6£ OF SPOKEN #RORI IH TRU#RRUHUI 
RHD DISTRICT Cl97B) 

Taumarunul 

No 
• 

'i5 yrs & over 26 
25 to 'i'i yrs 6 
15 to 2'i yrs n 

2 to l'i yrs 0 

Overall 32 

'i5 yrs & over 28 
25 to 'i'i yrs 12 
15 to 2'i yrs 3 

2 to l'i urs 1 

Overall 'i'i 

Liait•d Und,rst•nding 

'i5 yrs & over 
25 to 'i'i urs 
15 to 2'i urs 

2 to l'i yrs 

Overall 

Ho Knowl,dg• 

'i5 yrs & over 
25 to 'i'i yrs 
15 to 2'i yrs 

2 to l'i yrs 

Overall 

2 
8 
8 

10 

28 

2 
11 
22 
36 

71 

% 

81 
19 

0 
0 

22 

88 
39 

9 
2 

31 

6 
26 
24 
21 

20 

6 
34 
67 
77 

so 

Manunul 

No 

8 
2 
0 
0 

10 

8 
8 
2 
0 

18 

0 
'i 
'i 

11 

19 

2 
9 
7 

2'i 

'i2 

80 
10 

0 
0 

13 

80 
39 
JS 

0 

23 

0 
19 
31 
31 

24 

20 
43 
54 
69 

53 

Ohura 

No 

5 
3 
0 
0 

8 

7 
5 
0 
0 

12 

1 
2 
'i 
'i 

11 

0 
3 
'i 

17 

2'i 

63 
30 

0 
0 

17 

88 
so 

0 
0 

26 

12 
20 
so 
19 

23 

0 
30 
so 
81 

51 

Walmlha 

No 

3 
0 
1 
1 

5 

'i 
1 
2 
2 

9 

0 
2 
3 
2 

7 

0 
2 
2 
8 

12 

7S 
0 

u 
10 

19 

JOO 
20 
29 
17 

32 

0 
40 
43 
17 

2S 

0 
40 
29 
67 

(Numbers and percentages refer to members of households visited; 
percentages have been rounded to nearest whole number). 
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This is a pure~y imaginary map of the district co,·ered by this 
report, on which the households included in the survey have 
been localed lo show the Maori l1ngu1ge resources of the uu. 

Knowledge"of M1ori 
1mong Hounhold Ht1ds 

e n,,th Ou('nl spt•akl•rs 
.A On~ Ournl Spt'al.er 
'\l Some understanding 
0 Little or no knowledge 

TAUMARUNUI and MANUNUI. 

Use of the Maori Language in the Household 

English was the main language used in most of the 
households we visited. In none of the homes wi th 
dependent children, was Maori the main lan ua e 
between family members, although Maori and ~ng~is~sed 

~~re u~ed
1
equally in one. Maori was reported as being 

e main anguage used in only one childless home In 

t~o~~ homes with sole occupants, Maori was used with 
v _ 5 ors in seven. In the remaining 56 households 

witht~hildren and the 12 childless households Eng l ish 

w~s edonly language used, except for a few f amilies 
w o use small amounts of Maori now and again. 
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Maori Language in the Communitu 

Most of the household heads we interviewed said that 

English was the main language they used for everuday 

conversations in the community. However, in each area 

there were some people who used both Maori and 
English when talking with neighbours and vistors. In 

Taumarunui about two fifths of the people interviewed 

used both Maori and English with their visitors and a 

few used only Maori. Most people were even more 
likely to use English with children in the community 

although, once again, some people used both Maori and 

English and, except in Taumarunui, the children in 

these cases generallu replied in the language they 
were spoken to in. 

Maori was more likely to be spoken in certai n 
religious ceremonies particularly in prauers for 
opening meetings and in services and sermons. Maori 

was also used almost exclusively in whaikorero on the 

marae and more people were likelu t o use onlu Maori 
for chatting on the marae than theu were elsewhere in 

the community. 

If any two people from these distric ts included in 

our survey had met unexpectedly there would have been 

very little chance that theu would have been able to 

have had a conversation in Maor i . The highest chance 

would have occurred in Taumarunui and Waimiha where 

the odds would have been about one in fourteen. If 

both people had been adult, however, the chances 
would have been higher in· all the communities -
ranging from about one in six in Manunui and Waimiha 

up to about one in three in Taumarunui and Ohura. 
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A few people in Taumarunui mentioned that although 
they preferred to speak Maori they found this was 
impossible as so few other people in the area could 
speak Maori well. Two women commented that the only 
time they ever speak Maori continually is on the 
marae. One of these women also said, however, that 
with the "call for the revival of the language" she 
finds herself speaking Maori more and more -
something she does not regret. The other woman, on 
the other hand, said that when speaking Maori she 
preferred to speak it all the time and not break into 
English. Because this was so difficult due to the 
lack of other fluent speakers, she felt she "may as 
well be consistent and use one language", that is, 
English. 

This is~ pure~y imJgin~ry 11up of thr district covtrrd by this 
report, on which thr housrholds included in the sun·ey h~vr 
been loc,llrd to show thr M•ori l•ngu•ge ruources of thr uu. 

Kno1o·ledgr of :l.bori 
•mong Household Hr.d, 
e Both tlul'nt ,~.ikers 
A One fluent S~Jlr.er 
'1 Some undcN.imJini; 
0 L1ttll' or nu J..n, ,.,·lcJi;c 

OHURA and WAIMIHA. 
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Attitudes Towards the Maori Language 

Although the ability to speak and understand Maori 
was generally confined to the over ~5 age group, the 
Maori language was nevertheless very important to 
many of the household heads we spoke to. In Waimiha 
and Manunui about half said Maori was the language 
they preferred to use most for everyday conversations 
and about a third in Taumarunui and Ohura preferred 
Maori. 

Many of those adults who could not speak Maori 
fluently regretted this, especially those whose 
parents had tried to teach them when they were young. 
Some people's parents had refused to ever speak Maori 
to them, encouraging them, instead, to concentrate on 
grasping the English language, believing that this 
was the key to a good education. Some informants were 
very bitter about this because they now have no 
knowledge of Maori at all. 
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Many speakers of Maori, and also those who _wereton~y 
ust learning the basics, felt that it was imper an 

io try to teach their children or grandchildren to 
s eak the language, and were making efforts to . do so. 
o~e man who had virtually no knowledge of Maori was 
trying to at least teach his children correct 
pronunciation of Maori words and place names. ~est 
children, however, were just not interested an 
either laughed when their parents or grandparents 
s eke Maori to them or just ignored them entirely, 
s~me parents had decided it was just not worth the 
bother of trying to teach someone who didn ' t want to 
learn while others persevered, One koroua, whose 
philosophy was that all Maori people should know 
Maori, was confident that given time his mokopuna 
would be willing to learn. 
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Not everyone we spoke to was so keen on their 
children learning Maori. There were still some people 
who considered that English was the "bread and butter 
language '' and were either opposed to their child 
learning Maori or were just indifferent to the whole 
affair. One woman , however, had quite a different 
opinion to this. She wanted her daughter to learn 
~aori as she felt it would help her to get a job 
where a knowledge of Maori was vital for the 
position. 

A number of people in each communi t y favoured the 
teaching of Maori language in schools, especially 
those parents who wanted their children to learn the 
language but were unable to teach them themselves. 
Some people thought it was essential that all Maori 
childen know Maori, while one man felt all New 
Zealanders should be bilingual. Some parents had sent 
their children to Maori colleges such as Te Aute and 
St Stephen's to ensure their children would learn 
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the language and other aspects of the culture. One 
woman who sent her sans to Te Aute as she could not 
teach them their Maoritanga said she was glad she had 
done this as it had given them a sense of pride in 
being Maori. 

Another woman said that she herself· had gained more 
confidence after attending Maori night classes. 
Although she eventually gave up the classes, the 
language that she learnt made her feel confident 
about going out to the local marae by herself and 
becoming involved in the activities th.ere. 
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Conclusion 

Although at the time of the survey, the only people 
we came across in the Taumarunui district who were 
able to speak Maori fluently were over the age of 25 
- except in Waimiha - and there were only a few of 
these, it was clear from comments made that for many 
people the Maori language was a very important part 

· of their life and identity. Some of those whp could 
speak Maori found only limited opportunities to use 
their language. For some people this was because few 
others in the community could speak Maori, others had 
a partner who spoke only English. Same had Just 
gradually decided that English was more convenient to 
use on an everyday basis and only spake Maori with 
elders or close relatives. Generally, though, the 
fact that there were so few young people in the area 
who could speak or even understand Maori well was 
recognised as a problem by the people we spoke to. 
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One woman who was "disgusted" that her children won't 
speak Maori commented that "it is only the old people 
who speak Maori". Most of those parents who had tried 
to teach their children Maori seemed to have been 
greeted with disinterest but it is to be hoped that 
if more children also begin learning Maori in school, 
their parents' efforts will not be in vain. Also, 
recent development like kohanga reo may encourage 
children to take a much more positive view of the 
Maori language, and offer new hope for the future. 
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This report was prepared by : 

Paula Martin 
(Ngai Tahu/Rangitane) 

(c) Copyright, Maori Unit, NZCER, Wellington 
July 1986 (128) 
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The Survey of Language Use in Maori Households and Communities 

The census of language use on which this report is based is the first part of a general study of 
the place of the Maori language in Maori communities, its structure, how it is spoken and 

written under modern conditions, and its relevance to New Zealand as a nation. This study is 
being conducted by the Maori Unit of the New Zealand Council for Educational Research. 

Fieldwork for the census phase began in Whangaroa County and Te Tii in August 1973, and 
ended in August 1978. Follow-up studies and studies in additional communities will be 
undertaken from time to time (the first of these was conducted in Waverley in August 1979). 

The map on the front cover shows the approximate localities in which ten or more 

households were visited between 1973 and 1979. Since the linguistic census was completed, 
the major task of the Unit has been the analysing and reporting of the information collected. At 

the same time, however, studies of the structure and usage of the Maori language have 
commenced; these will result in a series of handbooks and other materials for teachers of Maori 
(including parents), and for people wishing to learn the language. An example of this is The 
First Basic Maori Word List, published in 1982. Other publications have included background 

studies for bilingual education projects, and reports on policy issues affecting the Maori 
language and Maori speakers - for example, the legal status of Maori in New Zealand. 

The Purpose of This Report 
This report has been prepared for the people who participated in the original survey and who 
provided the information on which it is based. It is hoped that it will encourage people to 

compare the situation now with that at the time covered by the report, and that this 
information will provide a basis for discussion and debate about what action, if any, each 

community might take to ensure that the Maori language is at least as important in the twenty
first century as it was in the 1970s. 

Further Information 
One copy of this report is provided free to each person interviewed during the linguistic 
census in the area concerned, and to local schools, Maori Language Boards, and Maori 

Committees. Further information about the linguistic survey, and lists of publications, may be 

obtained from the Maori Unit, New Zealand Council for Educational Research, P.O. Box 3237, 
Wellington. 
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