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Constitutional and legal provisions exist for
the protection of equal rights and
biculturalism. 
The Ministry for Culture and Heritage offers
a connected culture for New Zealand by
advising government legislation on the arts,
broadcasting and sports.
No mention of “culture”, “diversity”,
“language” or “ethnicity” in  New Zealand’s
Constitution of 1852.
The New Zealand School Curriculum notes
“Cultural Diversity” and “Inclusion” as its
driving principles.
Affirmative action policies have been  noted
as insufficient and improperly implemented 

H I S T O R I C A L
C O N T E X T
A majority of New Zealanders are settlers
with the largest minority group being the
Indigenous Māori communities who have a
strong influence on the country’s social,
cultural and political affairs. Most
government legislations and policies draw
from the Treaty of Waitangi between the
Māori and the Pakeha (white New
Zealanders of European ancestry).

D O M E S T I C  

M U L T I C U L T U R A L I S M
P O L I C Y

Term: "cultural sector", "biculturalism"
Approach: Top-down constitutional
protections
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New Zealand 
Backgroundi 

• Population: 4.9 million (July 2020 est.) 
• Demographics: European 64.1%, Maori 16.5%, Chinese 4.9%, Indian 4.7%, Samoan 3.9%, 

Tongan 1.8%, Cook Islands Maori 1.7%, English 1.5%, Filipino 1.5%, New Zealander 1%, other 
13.7% (2018 est.)  

• Languages: English (de facto official) 95.4%, Maori (de jure official) 4%, Samoan 2.2%, 
Northern Chinese 2%, Hindi 1.5%, French 1.2%, Yue 1.1%, New Zealand Sign Language (de 
jure official) .5%, other or not stated 17.2% (2018 est.)  

• Religion: Christian 37.3%, Hindu 2.7%, Maori 1.3%, Muslim, 1.3%, Buddhist 1.1%, other 
religion 1.6%, no religion 48.6%, objected to answering 6.7% (2018 est.)  

• Term: “cultural sector”ii, “biculturalism”iii 
• Top Down or Bottom Up: Top-Down  

Similar to Canada, New Zealand has an ethnically diverse community comprising of Indigenous and 
settler communities. A majority of New Zealanders are settlers with the largest minority group being 
the Indigenous Māori communities who have a strong influence on the country’s social, cultural and 
political affairs. Thus, most government legislations and policies draw from the Treaty of Waitangi 
which aims at promoting social cohesion through biculturalism, not multiculturalism.iv . Biculturalism 
refers to coexistence of two cultures, which in New Zealand’s case include the Māori (the aboriginal 
communities) and the Pakeha (white New Zealanders of European ancestry). Multiculturalism refers 
to cultural pluralism within nations involving numerous “ethnic groups and cultural traditions, 
indigenous or otherwise”.v In recent years, there has been a bottom up push by non-governmental 
organizations and activist groups to promote multiculturalism in the country to allow for the inclusion 
of recent influx of immigrants from Asia, Pacific, and the Middle East.vi 

New Zealand has ratified a series of international conventions and agreements to promote diversity 
including the Universal Declaration of Human Rightsvii, the Convention on the Protection and 
Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressionsviii, and the Convention on the Protection of the World 
Cultural and Natural Heritageix. However, active international promotions and programming for 
multiculturalism remains largely absent. Affirmative action policies in the country for disadvantaged 
minorities, recent immigrants and refugees has been noted to be insufficient and ineffectively 
implemented.x  
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Comparative Analysis: Domestic Legal 
Approach 
Government-led. Top down for biculturalism; Bottom up for multiculturalism. 

Office of Ethnic Communities is the government’s principal advisor and is responsible for upholding 
and promoting ethnic diversity in New Zealand.xi 

The Ministry for Culture and Heritage offers a connected culture for New Zealand by advising 
government legislation on the arts, broadcasting and sports.xii 

Māori (1987) and New Zealand Sign Language (2006) are the two legally official languages. Although 
English is the de facto official language.xiii 

Constitutional Protections 

New Zealand does not have a single codified constitutional document and instead derives its 
constitutional protections from a series of treaties, bills and government documents.xiv 

No mention of “culture”, “diversity”, “language” or “ethnicity” in the Constitution of 1852 
(Amendments through 2014).xv 

Part 2, Subpart 1, Article 13 and 15: allows everyone the right to freedom of religion and practice in 
public and privatexvi 

The Bill of Rights Act 1990, Article 20: Freedom to minority groups to practice their language and 
religion.xvii 

The Treaty of Waitangi upholds the needs of both cultures (The Crown and the Māori) to ensure mutual 
advantage and promote biculturalism.xviii 

Explicit Recognition of Multiculturalism 
There is no explicit recognition 

Comparative Analysis: Domestic Practical 
Valuing and Active Promotion of Diversity 
The Connecting Diverse Communities report was established to recognize the ways of promoting 
diversity and inclusion. It noted the following: 

• importance of promoting multiculturalism for  social cohesionxix 
• Promoting multiculturalism over biculturalism for enhancing inclusivityxx 

The New Zealand School Curriculum notes “Cultural Diversity” and “Inclusion” as its driving 
principles.xxi 

Multiculturalism as a Means to Integration 
Is lacking in New Zealand as the policies are more oriented towards biculturalism.xxii 

Affirmative Action Policies 
Non-governmental organization Diversity Works notes that affirmative action policies have been 
insufficient and improperly implemented in New Zealand.xxiii 
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New Zealand Human Rights Act and Bill of Rights Act 1990 recognize the importance of affirmative 
action policies or “positive actions” to overcome discrimination and promote equity however they do 
not make provisions to actualize them.xxiv 

Comparative Analysis: International  
International Treaties 
New Zealand is signatory to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) in 1968.xxv 

New Zealand is signatory to the Universal Declaration of Human Rightsxxvi 

The UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions was 
entered into force in New Zealand in 2008.xxvii 

New Zealand ratified the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) 
(ICESCR) in 1968xxviii 

New Zealand is signatory to the Convention on the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural 
Heritage (1972)xxix 

New Zealand is signatory to the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination (1966).xxx 

International Promotion of Multiculturalism 
New Zealand works bilaterally with various international organizations for matters of 
multiculturalism xxxiixxxi, refugee resettlement, and border security . 

No extensive promotional efforts were found. 
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