
Māori people
The Māori are the indigenous Polynesian people of mainland New 

Zealand. Māori originated with settlers from eastern Polynesia, 
who arrived in New Zealand in several waves of waka (canoe) 

voyages between roughly 1320 and 1350. Over several centuries 
in isolation, these settlers developed their own distinctive culture, 

whose language, mythology, crafts and performing arts evolved 
independently from those of other eastern Polynesian cultures.

This is an example of a waka. Maori people used waves of these to get to 
New Zealand.



More about Māori with facts

Māori fact: The greeting in Maori is called a Hongi. This is 
when two people press their foreheads and noses briefly 
together, closing their eyes and breathe deeply. This is to 
representing sharing the “breath of life” where souls and 
meeting.

Māori fact: The Maori culture the people are guided by two 
main beliefs Manaakitanga and Kaitiakitanga.: 
Manaakitanga, which values hospitality, is all for the Maori 
people to treat visitors and guests with an abundance 
kindness and have mutual respect for their beliefs. 
Kaitiakitanga, which values guardianship teaches the 
philosophy of caring for the natural world. Maori people 
take the responsibility of caring for and protecting their 
land very seriously.

Māori fact: Before Europeans came to New Zealand, the 
Māori did not need a name for themselves as a people. 
After Europeans came to New Zealand, the indigenous 
people called themselves Māori. Māori means "normal" or 
"ordinary". They called other people, especially those who 
came from Britain, "Pākehā".

Māori fact: Kia Ora’ is the common Maori greeting. 
The word Ora' a noun mean life, health and vitality.

Māori fact: With 15% of New Zealand’s population 
being Maori, the native Maori language is one of the 
country’s three official languages along with English 
and New Zealand sign language. Maori language is 
currently used by about 23% of the country’s 
population, but figures are rising.



History and tribes of Maori
• Before the European settlers arrived in New Zealand, there 

was no written language for Maori, otherwise known as “Te
reo Maori”. Instead, history was also taught orally through 
stories or depicted in carvings. That’s why the Maori people 
are among some of the most incredible story-tellers you’ll 
ever meet.

• Maori arrived (migrated from Polynesia) in New Zealand, then 
known as The Land of the Long White Cloud, around AD950 
(10th century) in canoes. They mostly settled in the Northern 
parts of New Zealand as they were warmer.

• Poi is famously known as a style of performance art amongst 
the Maori, where you swing tethered weights in an array of 
rhythmical and geometric sequences. Originally this 
technique was designed for male warriors to improve their 
core strength and coordination before they engaged in battle.

• Iwi are the largest social units in Aotearoa (New 
Zealand) Māori society. The Māori-language word iwi means 
"people" or "nation", and is often translated as "tribe", or "a 
confederation of tribes". The word is both singular and plural 
in the Māori language.

Name of Tribe. Locality.

Aopouri and Rarawa North Cape to Hokianga.

Ngapuhi Bay of Islands.

Ngatiwhatua and Uriohau Manukau Kaipara and Waitemata.

Ngatitai Firth of Thames and Auckland.

Ngatipaoa Thames from Cape Colville to Katikati.

Ngatierangi Katikati to Maketu and inland.

Ngatiwhaka-aue Maketu and Lake Country.

Ngatiraukawa Otaki Arowhenua.

Waikato Valley of Waikato to Manukau.

Ngatimaniapoto Valley of Waipa to Mokau.

Ngatiawa West Coast from Mount Egmont to Mount 
Taupiri, Waikanae, Wellington, &c.

Te Whakatohea Bay of Plenty and inland.

Ngatipouri Cape Runaway and inland.

Ngatituwharetoa Lake Taupo and centre of North Island.

Ngatitama From Mokau inland.

Taranaki West Coast near Mount Egmont.

Ngatiruanui Waitotara and inland

Ngarauru Waitotara to Whanganui and inland.

Ngatihau Whanganui and inland.

Ngatiapa Rangitaue, Whanganui River, and inland.

Ngatitoa Near Wellington.

Ngatikahungunu Table Cape to Palliser Bay, and inland.

Te Urewera Taupo to Poverty Bay.

Whanauapanui Cape Runaway to Bay of Plenty and inland.

Rangitane Admiralty Bay and vicinity.

Ngahitao South and Middle Island.



More about Maori tribes

• Iwi are usually governed 
by rūnanga (Governing councils or trust 
boards. ) which represent the iwi in 
consultations and negotiations with the New 
Zealand government. Rūnanga also manage 
tribal assets and spearhead health, education, 
economic and social initiatives to 
help iwi members

• The term can also be a verb meaning "to 
discuss in an assembly". An iwi (tribe) can have 
one governing rūnanga and many sub 
rūnanga, in such cases it can be used to mean 
the subdivision of a tribe governed by that 
council.

• These are some pictures of the standard 
design of tribal tattoos. 



Maori 
Religion

The Maoris believe in gods which represented 
the sky, earth, forests, and forces of nature. 

The Maori people also believe that the spirits 
of their ancestors could be called upon to 

help them in times of need or war. The 
Maori culture is rich with songs, art, dance, 

and deep spiritual beliefs.

Traditional Māori religion, that is, the pre-
European belief system of the Māori, was little 

modified from that of their tropical 
Eastern Polynesian homeland (Hawaiki Nui), 
conceiving of everything, including natural 

elements and all living things as connected by 
common descent through whakapapa or 
genealogy. Accordingly, all things were 

thought of as possessing a life force or mauri. 
Illustrating this concept of connectedness 

through genealogy are the major 
personifications of pre-contact 

times: Tangaroa was the personification of the 
ocean and the ancestor or origin of all 

fish; Tāne was the personification of the forest 
and the origin of all birds; and Rongo was the 

personification of peaceful activities and 
agriculture and the ancestor of cultivated 

plants.



More on Maori Religion, ft. 
Tapu and Mana.
• Certain practices are followed that relate to traditional concepts like tapu. Certain 

people and objects contain mana - spiritual power or essence. In earlier 
times, tribal members of a higher rank would not touch objects which belonged to 
members of a lower rank. This was considered "pollution" and persons of a lower 
rank could not touch the belongings of a highborn person without putting 
themselves at risk of death.

• Tapu can be interpreted as "sacred", as "spiritual restriction" or "implied 
prohibition"; it involves rules and prohibitions. There are two kinds of tapu, the 
private (relating to individuals) and the public tapu (relating to communities). A 
person, an object or a place, which is tapu, may not be touched by human contact, 
in some cases, not even approached. A person, object or a place could be made 
sacred by tapu for a certain time.

• In pre-contact society, tapu was one of the strongest forces in Māori life. A violation 
of tapu could have dire consequences, including the death of the offender through 
sickness or at the hands of someone affected by the offence. In earlier times food 
cooked for a person of high rank was tapu, and could not be eaten by an inferior. A 
chief's house was tapu, and even the chief could not eat food in the interior of his 
house. Not only were the houses of people of high rank perceived to be tapu, but 
also their possessions including their clothing. Burial grounds and places of death 
were always tapu, and these areas were often surrounded by a protective fence.

• Today, tapu is still observed in matters relating to sickness, death, and 
burial: Tangihanga or funeral rites may take two or three days. It is traditional for 
mourners to wash their hands in water and sprinkle some on their heads before 
leaving a cemetery. After the burial rites are completed, a feast is traditionally 
served. Mourners are expected to provide koha or gifts towards the meal. After the 
burial, the home of the deceased and the place they died are ritually cleansed 
with karakia (prayers or incantations) and desanctified with food and drink. The 
widow or widower is not left alone for several nights following.



Maori Traditions.
• Hongi: A gesture of respect, the Hongi is a traditional greeting done by pressing the nose 

and forehead against someone else’s. It’s the equivalent of doing a thoughtful handshake 
but is much more intimate, given the faces are placed so close together. Known as the 
breath of life, the tradition began when the first earthly Māori woman, Hineahuone, was 
born. Made of clay, she only came to life when the god Tane breathed life into her through 
her nostrils. You’ll have many opportunities to practice this greeting with your guides 
through New Zealand, as well as with some of the locals you might come to meet along the 
way. Don’t be terrified by the close interaction and use it as a great way to break the ice 
and get to know the people.

• Haka: Made popular by the New Zealand All Blacks, who have turned the traditional dances 
into an important cultural event on the world stage, the Haka is a Māori war dance that 
was traditionally saved for the battlefield. The action-packed dance is a display of strength 
and pride, which includes powerful stomps of the feet, wide eyes and the well-known 
tongue poking. Today, the Haka is used during Māori ceremonies, celebrations and to 
honour guests.

• Ta Moko: Traditionally, Ta Moko was an important cultural representation of heritage, 
personal rank and wisdom. Now, these tattoos are most commonly worn on faces, bottoms 
and thighs for men, and on the lips and chin for women. Before European colonisation, the 
tattoos were a complex series of designs that were carved into the skin using a sharp 
implement, usually made from sharp bone or sharks teeth, which was coated in ink and 
then tapped into the skin. The Māori people consider the head to be the most sacred part 
of the body and this is why that face and head is a popular place for tattoos.

• Whakairo: Known as the Māori art of carving, Whakairo is not just visually beautiful, but it 
tells an important narrative that expresses personal allegories and cultural histories. These 
stories are passed down from generation to generation and are generally carved by men on 
a series of objects including weapons, tools, instruments, buildings and canoes. Styles vary 
between tribes, too, while different figures represent different meanings.

• Hangi: The method of cooking known as Hangi has been used for thousands of years by the 
Māori culture, but is generally reserved for special occasions. The method of creating the 
perfect Hangi was perfected over many years and passed down from generation to 
generation. The process remains largely similar and includes preparing meats, potatoes and 
vegetables by placing them into a pit dug into the ground, on top of hot stones and 
untreated, both of which should burn for long periods of time. Three hours later and you 
have a meal fit for a whole community.
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