
Ethnic dance as a sport and a vehicle for the succession 

of culture: the case study of Kapa Haka  

 

Huyuki Doi 
 

Ethnic dances have been studied from a various point of view, such as the origin 

and history of the dance, the way of succeeding traditions, characteristics of the 

dance, and so on. Therefore when I say ethnic dances are a kind of sport, it 

might provoke people’s antipathy. In this short essay, I will discuss the athletic 

aspect as well as the cultural aspect of Kapa Haka (Kapa means row or group 

and Haka means dance, the ethnic dance of Māori who are the indigenous peo-

ple of New Zealand).  

 

Introduction 

First, here is a brief history of New Zealand and Māori. Māori are the indigenous 

people who have lived in New Zealand. Britain colonized New Zealand in 1840 

and their rule had been to last as long as 100 years. As a result of the colonial 

policy, many Māori lost their language and culture. After a long struggle for the 

right by Māori people, New Zealand government finally started to set a policy 

focusing on Māori in the 1970s and then their situation has been certainly im-

proved, such as; the Māori language became one of the most used common lan-

guages therefore, the Māori TV broadcasting in the Māori language was estab-

lished. According to the latest census, in 2013, 598,605 people identify 

themselves as Māori people and they take up 15% of all New Zealand popula-

tion. Although the Māori population is increasing, Māori language speakers are 

only 21.3% of all Māori population.  

 

Second, let me introduce Kapa Haka briefly. Kapa Haka consists of songs and 

dance which have been performed by Māori people for years. Kapa Haka is not a 

specific dance but a form of showing Māori performance, which was created 
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around the beginning of the 20th century to keep the Māori language and cul-

ture alive [Armstrong 1964]. Many people might know the Haka performance by 

the New Zealand National Rugby Union Team, All Blacks. The Haka is one of the 

items of Kapa Haka. Kapa Haka is usually performed in 25 minutes by 40 people 

(20 females and 20 males) and consists of 6 items of songs and dance in total: 

Whakaeke (entry), Mōteatea (chant), Waiata-a-ringa (action song), Poi (poi 

dance), Haka (war dance) and Whakawātea (exit). They are often performed in 

Māori ceremonies, but today, it is more commonly known that Kapa Haka is per-

formed for entertainment and in competitions. 

 

There are a number of Māori who are getting involved in the Kapa Haka scene. 

Their main purpose could be to participate in Kapa Haka National Festivals; bi-

ennial events of competing aesthetics of Kapa Haka. This festival is aimed at 

sharping Māori performance to entertain tourists and to revive Māori 

performance [Richard & Ryan 2004: 100]. Now the purpose was changed to “to 

foster, develop and protect Kapa Haka in the pursuit of excellence” because Kapa 

Haka sustains Māori culture [Te Matatini Incorporated 2013: 9]. There are 3 

sections in the festival:  the primary school section, the secondary school sec-

tion and the adults section. Recently, more and more people are involved in 

these events. As for adult section, adult Kapa Haka groups which participate in 

the festival have increased over the 45 years. When the festival was held in 

1972 for the first time, 17 Kapa Haka groups were there [Te Ao Hou 1973: 62] 

and 163 groups competed at the latest regional preliminaries held in 2016 [Te 

Matatini Society Incorporated 2016: 16]. Due to a number of groups competing 

for the Kapa Haka National Festival, the regional preliminaries have been held in 

13 regions including Australia, and one of 12 regions except for Australia takes 

responsibility for the final competition.  

 

Now I will discuss the athletic aspect and the cultural aspect of Kapa Haka after 

briefly describing the competition and the way of learning Kapa Haka.  

 

Each group normally has their own tutors and tutors’ jobs are composing new 

songs, teaching it to the performers, creating choreographies so they are meant 

to do almost everything about Kapa Haka. When tutors teach Kapa Haka to the 
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performers, firstly, 

they explain what a 

song is about and 

why they have cho-

sen this particular 

old song or com-

posed this song: 

Kapa Haka is al-

ways performed 

with songs. These 

songs are sung  in 

the Māori language 

and usually talk 

about history or ancestors of their Iwi (tribal group), Hapū (sub-tribe) and 

Whānau (extended family). Tutors explain the song, especially what happened 

and how it pertains to the performers so that they can express their emotion 

properly.  

 

The performers will then learn actions. Although there are basic moves and ges-

tures in Kapa Haka, usually, there are no specific actions for each item. Tutors 

are renown to create new combinations of actions in an original way while 

teaching the performers. These actions are really flexible so tutors change it 

again and again if they feel they need to.  

 

This flexibility is part of the uniqueness of Kapa Haka. For example, a tutor talks 

to their performers, “which actions do you like?”, or at a school, tutors tell the 

students, “change this action to this” even though the students have already 

learnt all the actions of their Haka. This is where Kapa Haka differs from tradi-

tional dances, such as Balinese dance, Japanese traditional dance and so on.  

 

When all actions have been taught, the performers then start to polish their per-

formance, which can last as long as one month. There are no professional posi-

tions for Kapa Haka performers so they practise on weekends or during school 

for 3~4 months in total.  
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Fig.1  Practice at Marae (traditional gathering place) 



These performers who 

have practised are then 

ready to stand on the 

stage of Kapa Haka Fes-

tival and compete with 

other groups. The 

amount of judges de-

pends on the level of the 

festival, for example the 

biggest festival has 27 

judges, and each judge 

is assigned 1 or 2 items 

per performance including kākahu (clothing), kaitātaki (leader), te mita o te reo 

(Māori language) and so on. They mark the performance on the demerit system 

and basically, they deduct points when the performers make mistakes.  

 

Discussions 

Kapa Haka is said to preserve and transmit Māori culture. A Kapa Haka perform-

er told me, “it is hard for us to be Māori in New Zealand, this is why I am doing 

Kapa Haka.” Many parents of the students learning Kapa Haka also expect their 

children to learn Maori culture because New Zealand is a western mainstream 

country and it could be difficult to gain Māori knowledge in their daily life. As 

above mentioned, Kapa Haka was created for keeping the Māori language 

and  culture alive. On this account, we can regard Kapa Haka as a vehicle for 

succeeding Māori culture and it seems to work exactly how it is expected to.  

 

On the other hand, quite a few people mention Kapa Haka as a sport or a dance 

since, according to them, the performers sharpen their performance just to be 

able to get a prize in the competitions. Furthermore, the judges at competitions 

deduct points if a performer makes a mistake or they are not in unison. It 

means the judges do not judge how the group work hard for Māori culture but 

how they perform on the stage, exactly as a performing art. In other words, 

they judge Kapa Haka in the same approach as synchronised swimming, a kind 

of sport.  
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Fig.2 Te Matatini (Kapa Haka National Festival) 



 

People who mention Kapa Haka as ‘just a dance’ emphasise the importance of 

the process of learning Kapa Haka. “The most important thing is learning history 

through learning Kapa Haka. We can learn our history or our relationship to the 

other Iwi. That is important.”.  

 

Kapa Haka is a potent vehicle to transmit history and keep the language alive. 

As one performer mentioned, it can be difficult for Māori to learn their history, 

know themselves and live as Māori in the New Zealand society. Thus, many peo-

ple participate in the world of Kapa Haka and want their children to know the 

Māori culture through learning Kapa Haka.  

 

On the other hand, the athletic aspect of Kapa Haka could motivate people to 

take part in the world of Kapa Haka. Here is an example. As you would expect, 

performers love to do Kapa Haka and are proud to be able to stand at the na-

tional level. Some of the students even choose their school to perform Kapa Ha-

ka over excelling education at another school. Moreover, many performers even 

mentioned that Kapa Haka is good for health because they perform all day long 

when they polish their performance. These attitudes toward Kapa Haka let us 

find a lot in common with the sport.  

 

Conclusion 

As above mentioned, a great number of people are getting involved in the world 

of Kapa Haka. The performers compete with each other and try to get to the 

top. The Kapa Haka world is not just a competing game, but we can see many 

Māori people are interested in their own culture and try to gain Māori knowledge 

and the language.  

 

Having an athletic aspect, Kapa Haka, Māori cultural dance, is performed by 

many people and thus this is a valuable and practical vehicle to transmit Māori 

knowledge, history and language to the next generations.  
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