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NEW ZEALAND ENGLISH AS A DISTINCT FIRST-LANGUAGE VARIETY  

OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

УДК 811.111‟282.4(931) 

БЕЛЯЄВ ПАВЛО, 

здобувач освіти філологічного факультету 

КЗВО «Вінницький гуманітарно-педагогічний коледж» 

 

Abstract: The article explores the status of English as spoken in New Zealand and the 

preconditions for the emergence of New Zealand English, characterizes it as a variety of 

language and analyses the peculiar features of its vocabulary arising mainly from language 

contact with New Zealand‟s indigenous population. 

Key words: language, English, variety, New Zealand, Māori. 

Formulation of the problem. Interest in the problem of variability of English is explained by 

the complexity of its structure and features of its functioning in various linguistic contexts and 

territorial areas. The relevance of this study is due not only to general interest in linguistic 

phenomena, but also to the need to understand and take into account linguistic and cultural 

differences for effective communication in the globalized world. 

Analysis of recent research and publications. The problem of language variation has been 

extensively discussed in the works by P. Siemund, B. Kachru, Ph. Seargeant, J. Swann, T. 

McArthur. The origins, development and linguistic characteristics of New Zealand English have 

been studied by B. Laurie, L. Campbell, J. Hay, M. Maclagan, A. Sudbury, P. Trudgill and other 

researchers.  

The aim of the study is to explore the status of English as spoken in New Zealand, to describe 

the preconditions for the emergence of New Zealand English and to characterize it as a distinct 

variety with special regard to its vocabulary. 

Presenting findings. English is spoken today on all five continents as a result of colonial 

expansion in the last four centuries or so. The colonial era is now definitely over but its 

consequences are only too clearly to be seen in the presence of English as an official and often 

native language in many of the former colonies along with more or less strongly diverging 

varieties which arose in particular socio-political conditions. 

Language variation refers to the phenomenon where a language exhibits differences in 

pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar, and usage across different geographic regions, social 

groups, historical periods, or communication contexts. It encompasses both regional and social 

dialects, as well as variations due to factors such as age, gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic 

status. Language variation is a natural and inherent aspect of language, reflecting the diversity 

and dynamism of human communication. 

English varieties can be categorized across various dimensions. The following list outlines the 

dimensions pertinent to this course work, though it is not exhaustive and additional dimensions 

may be identified: 

- geographic regions, including national entities and dialect areas; 

- historical expansion; 

- language contact; 

- language shift; 

- mode of language acquisition (first, second, third language acquisition). 

The dimensions relevant for our purposes include region and language contact resulting from 

historical expansion, and language acquisition processes [1, p. 29]. 

“A variety” is the neutral term that has come to be used normally for group-specific language 

forms is The term dates from the 16
th

 century and originates from Latin varietas/varietatis – 
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“diversity” [2, p. 1081]. Any set of language habits that is shared by a certain group of speakers 

for use in certain contexts constitutes such a variety. 

In order to describe regional varieties of English, the Indian scholar B. Kachru has proposed a 

model consisting of three concentric circles: inner, outer, and expanding. The Inner Circle 

contains territories where English is the primary or native language; to it belong such varieties as 

British English, American English, New Zealand English etc. The Outer Circle refers to 

territories colonized by Britain (such as India, Nigeria, and Singapore) and the US (such as the 

Philippines), where such institutionalized and increasingly autonomous non-native varieties as 

Indian English and Philippine English can be found. The Expanding Circle contains those 

countries not colonized by Inner Circle nations: that is, the rest of the world. To it belong such 

performance varieties as Indonesian English. The author thus identifies three types of English-

using speech fellowships: norm-providing, norm-developing, and norm-dependent [3, p. 137]. 

Thus, New Zealand English can be classified as the Inner-circle, norm-providing variety of 

English. 

Central to the emergence of numerous varieties of the English language is the history of 

colonisation. Ph. Seargeant defines the concept of colonisation as processes involving the 

establishment, often by force, of communities of English speakers in territories around the world. 

These communities positioned themselves in a relation of power to the indigenous or pre-existing 

populations of the territories in which they settled, while at the same time maintaining economic 

and cultural links with Britain [4, p. 100]. Each colony provided a unique context politically, 

socially and linguistically. Nevertheless, the researcher discerns a common sequence of events in 

many of those colonies where English emerged as a main language: 

1) colonization, whereby an original settlement was made by English speakers; 

2) political incorporation, whereby the colonized territory was brought under the central 

control of the British government; 

3) a nationalist reaction which sometimes, but not always, led to independence.  Each stage of 

this sequence had linguistic implications [4, p. 103].  

New Zealand English is the variety of the English language spoken by most English-speaking 

New Zealanders. English is one of New Zealand‟s three official languages (along with New 

Zealand Sign Language and the Māori language) and is the first language of the majority of the 

population. The English language was established in New Zealand by colonists during the 19
th

 

century. The most distinctive influences on New Zealand English have come from Australian 

English, English in southern England, Irish English, Scottish English, the prestige Received 

Pronunciation, and Māori. New Zealand English is most similar to Australian English in 

pronunciation, with some key differences. 

New Zealand was the last habitable landmass in the world to be colonised. The Polynesian 

ancestors of the Māori people arrived around 1150–1200 AD. Settling first on the coast, they 

hunted seals and moas. They also began to grow food, and some moved to the forests. They lived 

in small tribal groups, with a rich culture of spoken stories, and strong traditions of warfare.  

The arrival of Europeans from the early 1800s had a major effect on these early communities. 

Among the newcomers were missionaries, and many Māori became Christians. They learnt to 

read and write and began trading, especially in pigs and potatoes. The first English-speaking 

settlers – Australian sealers from Port Jackson – arrived in Aotearoa in 1792. More settlers from 

Australia, Britain, Ireland, and America followed in the early 19
th

 century. The influx surged after 

the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840, prompting large-scale settlement from Britain and 

Australia. By the mid-19
th

 century, the Māori were outnumbered by the European settlers known 

as Pākehā. With these settlers came a diverse array of accents and English varieties, creating what 

E. Gordon has termed a “mixing bowl”. In spite of varied origins, social sircumstances, and 
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historical events, in a relatively short period of time very different individuals began to develop 

common linguistic traits in their language [5, p. 76].  

 The vocabulary of New Zealand English can be traced back to various regions throughout 

Britain and Ireland, likely mixed together in Australia before reaching New Zealand. Another 

significant source of New Zealand English vocabulary, distinguishing it from other English 

varieties, is te reo Māori – the Māori language. Just as North American colonists adopted 

numerous words from Native American and First Nations peoples, Pākehā (white people who live 

in New Zealand, especially ones whose ancestors came from Europe) adopted a large number of 

words to describe previously unfamiliar phenomena. Unlike the diverse linguistic landscape of 

Australia, where over 200 distinct languages were spoken by scattered gatherer-hunter groups, 

New Zealand was predominantly inhabited by an agricultural people speaking a single language. 

It‟s important to note that while the Māori faced persecution from Pākehā settlers, they were not 

subjected to the same level of victimization or extermination as the Aboriginal peoples of 

Australia. This resulted in a unified source of Pākehā borrowings from the Māori language [6].  

The influence of Māori on New Zealand word stock extends beyond geographical and natural 

phenomena.  Having analysed Māori words discussed in “Historical Dictionary of New Zealand” 

[7] we classified them into the following semantic fields: 

1. Social structure and government, e.g. Ariki – a title, often translated as “chief” or “noble 

person”; hapu – a subtribe or clan within a larger Māori tribe; kaumatua – elders within the Māori 

community who hold significant respect and authority; koro and kuia – grandfather and 

grandmother, whose role is highly valued in Māori culture as they often serve as repositories of 

traditional knowledge, stories, and language, and they play important roles in the upbringing and 

guidance of grandchildren. 

2. Terms related to cultural and religious concepts, e.g. haka – a traditional dance originating 

from the Māori people; marae – a traditional Māori meeting ground or communal complex; mana 

– a Māori concept that encompasses authority, prestige, power, and spiritual energy which refers 

to the inherent dignity and power possessed by individuals, communities, or objects; tapu – a 

fundamental Māori concept that denotes sacredness, prohibition, or restriction and applies to 

people, places, objects, and actions that are imbued with spiritual significance and are therefore 

considered restricted or off-limits; tohunga – a Māori expert, specialist, or practitioner in various 

fields such as traditional knowledge, healing, spiritual practices, or crafts who possesses deep 

cultural and spiritual knowledge and often hold important roles within their communities.  

3. Nature and environment, e.g. kauri – a type of large tree that grows in New Zealand, is 

important in Māori culture and has significant ecological and economic value; kaimoana – 

seafood or shellfish in Māori language which encompasses a wide range of marine delicacies and 

plays a vital role in Māori cuisine and culture, being a traditional and important food source; 

pounamu – a type of hard, green gemstone highly valued by the Māori people as a precious and 

sacred material in Māori culture, often passed down through generations. 

New Zealand English also features words and phrases unique to New Zealand or with different 

usage elsewhere. Examples include chooks for chickens, jandals for flip-flops (thongs in 

Australian English), bottlestore for off-licence, football for rugby (and soccer for football), 

township for village, jug for kettle, chippies for potato crisps, and section for the area where a 

house is built. New Zealand also has a tradition of creatively naming national sports teams, such 

as the All Blacks (rugby), the Tall Blacks (basketball), the Black Caps (cricket), the Black Sticks 

(hockey), and even the Tool Blacks (representing trade trainees in a WorldSkills tournament). 

Place names of Māori origin, like Aotearoa, Taranaki, Wairarapa, Waikato, Horowhenua, 

Taupo, Rotorua, and Whakatane, are prevalent, reflecting recent trends in reinstating Maori 

names for geographical features and settlements. 
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The pronunciation of Maori-origin words in English contexts varies widely, with many New 

Zealand English speakers using anglicized pronunciations. Recent changes in labeling reflect a 

resurgence of Maori names, emphasizing local tradition and pronunciation, as seen in the 

renaming of places like Wanganui to Whanganui [7, p. 5]. 

Conclusion and prospects for further research. As English is one of New Zealand‟s three 

official languages and the first language of the majority of the population, it can be classified as 

the Inner-circle, norm-providing variety of English. The English language was established in 

New Zealand by colonists during the 19
th

 century. Being distant from the whole world, the New 

Zealand English language in combination with Maori transformed into a unique one. New 

Zealand English is genetically related to British English and share its linguistic stock, but is 

distinguished from other varieties due to the influence of Māori on the word stock. Having 

analysed Māori words discussed in “Historical Dictionary of New Zealand”, we classified them 

into the following semantic fields: social structure and government; terms related to cultural and 

religious concepts; nature and environment. New Zealand English also features words and 

phrases unique to New Zealand or with different usage elsewhere. Thus, New Zealand English is 

a unique variety of the language, shaped by historical, geographical, and cultural influences. It 

absorbed elements of the Māori language through interaction with indigenous populations. This 

infusion enriched vocabulary, pronunciation, and expressions, creating a distinct linguistic 

identity. Reflecting the dynamic exchange between cultures, New Zealand English embodies the 

richness of the country‟s history and heritage. Further research can be focused on current changes 

in the use and structure of New Zealand English. 
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