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New Zealand Numbers from Nearly Nowhere: 
80,000 to 100,000 Māori circa 1769

THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM in New Zealand history is that from 1769 
until 1840 Māori depopulation was small in comparison to most other regions 
of post-Colombian European expansion. It was also small compared to Māori 
depopulation in the post-1840 period. In this narrative, prior to mass British 
colonization of New Zealand, low Māori population densities and a lack of 
any effective connection between Māori population concentrations ensured 
that the few new high-mortality European diseases which managed a cross 
the vast oceanic cordon sanitaire surrounding New Zealand were localized 
to a small number of zones of high direct contact with European shipping. 
Furthermore, any warfare-driven depopulation associated with introduction 
of European musket technology was greatly exaggerated by unnamed local 
missionaries and British Resident James Busby, captured by a ‘fatal impact’ 
zeitgeist and wishing for New Zealand to be annexed by Britain. 

	 This narrative was initiated in J.M.R. Owen’s article in the first edition 
of The Oxford History of New Zealand.1 Owen’s view was given numbers 
by demographer Ian Pool.2 It has also been endorsed in James Belich’s and 
Michael King’s general histories of New Zealand.3 Most recently it has 
been accepted by Atholl Anderson, Judith Binney and Aroha Harris’s recent 
general history of the Māori people, New Zealand’s official encyclopaedia Te 
Ara and by other historians of the contact-era period.4

	The most cited works on Māori contact-era demographics in which 
quantitative evidence has been advanced for the above population positions 
are those of Pool. During the 1960s a broad pattern for low Pacific contact-era 
indigenous population estimates, from which Pool’s New Zealand versions 
follow, was established by Australian demographer Norma McArthur’s 
influential book Island Populations of the Pacific.5 Table 1 shows that Pool 
has become increasingly McArthurian over time, slashing his 1977 mid-
estimate of the contact-era Māori population by one-third, from 150,000 to 
100,000 in his 1991 book, and paring it back further by 10% to 90,000 in his 
2015 book. 

	 Table 1 also shows another interesting feature — a narrowing of Pool’s 
plausible range around the 1769 Māori mid-point population estimate over 
time — from between 125,000 and 175,000 Māori in 1977, the range being 
33% of the mid-point estimate of 150,000, to 80,000 to 100,000 Māori in 
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2015, the range being 22% of the mid-point estimate of 90,000. The narrower 
range implies a growing confidence in precision of the plummeting mid-point 
estimates. The reasons for the large reductions in estimates of the Māori 
contact-era population over time and the smaller range of plausible estimates 
are obscure. No credible new evidence is brought to bear to justify these two 
trends, nor are any new methods applied to existing material to generate new 
conclusions.6 

Year of Estimate	 Population Estimate
1977 125,000–175,000
1991 100,000, range much above  

110000–115,000 ‘impossible’
2015 90,000, range 80,000–100,000

Table 1: Declining Estimates of the Contact-era Māori Population, 1977–20157

By way of contrast, and largely unremarked upon by New Zealand scholars, 
international research into contact-era demography of other indigenous 
Pacific populations has moved in the opposite direction to the MacArthurian 
minimalism of the 1960s and 1970s. Previous estimates of contact-era Pacific 
populations in, for example, Hawaii, Tahiti, the Marquesas, Samoa and  
New Caledonia (which has been employed as the closest Pacific analogy 
to New Zealand in this context, having as it does a much larger land area 
than other Pacific Islands, excepting New Zealand), have all been revised 
upwards, often considerably.8 There has been a lively debate, for example, on 
these matters in Hawaii, with a divergence in views of just how much upward 
revision is empirically justified.9

	 So, exceptional New Zealand has become even more exceptional, and 
more certain regarding its exceptionalism. New Zealand exceptionalism, in 
any form, is always a proposition warranting serious investigation.

	 This article begins such a task by critically examining the methods 
which have been used to determine the size and range of plausible sizes of 
the contact-era Māori population and hence the extent of the subsequent 
depopulation. The first method has been to use an estimate of the contact-era 
population attributed to James Cook. The second method — retrodiction — 
works backwards from the first reliable Māori census population figure to 
contact. The third method — prediction — works forward from the arrival to 
New Zealand of the ancestors of Māori to contact.10 How robust are contact-
era population conclusions arising out of application of these three methods?
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The ‘Cook’ Estimate
The estimate of the contact-era Māori population often mentioned in the 
literature is the Cook estimate of 100,000 Māori in 1769. In a good example 
of the rhetorical function to which Cook’s estimate is put, Pool writes that 
‘Cook’s estimate (100,000) was carefully reasoned, but still no more than a 
guess. My [retrodiction] estimate confirmed his number’.11 Elsewhere, Pool 
and Tahu Kukutai offer a further example: ‘Of the many estimates made by 
European observers, British navigator James Cook’s 1769 suggestion of 
100,000 Māori is the most realistic. It fits with feasible growth rates, using 
a range of likely Māori settlement dates and founding population numbers 
drawn from paleontological evidence.’12 

	 These claims are factually incorrect. The estimate was not Cook’s, it did 
not receive his seal of approval and it was not made in 1769. The estimate 
was published in a 1778 book authored by Johann Forster, the naturalist 
aboard the Resolution on Cook’s second expedition. Forster’s significant 
direct observation of Māori was brief, in Dusky and Queen Charlotte sounds 
in the South Island, both far away from major Māori population centres in the 
top half of the North Island. These facts have been around for many decades. 
It is possible that the Great Navigator’s imprimatur is being inaccurately 
employed to give other estimates an unmerited gravitas.

	 Forster’s analysis reads in its entirety: ‘The Southern isle of New-
Zeeland has very few inhabitants; but the Northernmost, according to the 
accounts we had from Capt. Cook, and from what we saw in some few places, 
as we passed by, is much better peopled, nay, in some spots very populous; 
therefore allowing 100,000 souls to both isles, we rather think our estimate to 
fall short of the true population.’13 

	 Forster’s estimate does not suggest 100,000 Māori as a best point 
estimate, but as a round figure at the lower end of likelihood. As to the quality 
of the accounts that he had from Cook, and others on the second voyage who 
had experienced the first, it is worth noting that Forster was one of the least 
popular men aboard the Resolution. Consequently the amount and quality 
of information more experienced people aboard shared with him is likely to 
have been low. 

	 Forster also separately made an estimate of the size of the Māori 
population of the South Island, which has received less attention: ‘their 
numbers are few, and that though their country be very little inferior in size 
to one moiety [i.e. one half ] of Ireland, hardly 2000 inhabitants are found on 
this great extent of land.’14 Forster considerably under-estimated the land area 
of the South Island by a factor of almost four, as it is nearly twice the size of 
Ireland (151,000 compared with 84,000 square kilometres). Additionally, he 
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probably significantly under-estimated the South Island Māori population in 
1769, as the 1858 official government census counted 2500 Māori there, and 
a careful reconstruction of the Ngāi Tahu population, excluding other Māori 
populations in the upper South Island, places that tribe alone at about 5000 
strong in 1828.15 Forster’s inaccuracies regarding the South Island and its 
Māori population do not inspire confidence in his New Zealand-wide guess.

	 As well as having the existing body of published secondary information 
following Cook’s voyages available to them for consultation, later visitors 
had greater direct knowledge of the populous coastal northern parts of  
New Zealand than did Forster. They also made population estimates, some 
guesses like Forster’s and others based on some sort of rough method. Their 
estimates are vastly different from Forster’s. 

	 Missionaries on the Royal Admiral, which visited the Hauraki region 
in 1801, put the number of Māori at ‘many hundred thousand’, and another 
missionary, William Ellis, after visiting the Bay of Islands in 1816, placed 
the Māori population at half a million or more.16 D’Urville, who saw much 
more of New Zealand than Forster, similarly guessed half a million in 1827.17 
Following a visit of some weeks to the Bay of Islands, which included an 
inland trip, and to the Thames areas in the latter part of 1814 and early 1815, 
John Liddiard Nicholas guessed there were about 150,000 Māori.18 Joel 
Polack, a widely travelled European trader with years of experience living in 
New Zealand and a decent knowledge of the Māori language, had something 
approaching a method: ‘The whole number we have calculated, from data 
furnished to us by some chiefs who had accompanied E’Ongi [Hongi Hika] 
to his wars, and who actually circumnavigated the North Island [probably 
around 1820], after stopping at almost every coast village on their route, is 
about (in round numbers) 130,000 people.’19 

	 The first New Zealand — or rather North Island — population estimate 
which was based on a detailed credible method by someone with personal 
experience of populous inland areas and an ability to obtain information 
in the Māori language was that of missionary William Williams, in 1834. 
He was making the estimate following decades of contact and probable 
population decline, and with an information base several orders of magnitude 
stronger than Forster. Following a personal journey through the Waikato and 
into the East Cape–Poverty Bay region in 1834–1835, Williams estimated 
the Māori population of the North Island, divided up by eight different 
areas, at 106,000.20 His main method of estimation was using local Māori 
‘census’ information on numbers of fighting men, which were then multiplied 
up to give an overall population estimate: ‘we may form some idea of the 
actual state of the population, by the census the Natives give [of numbers 
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of fighting men], in which we rarely find them yield to exaggeration .... The 
whole number of men, therefore … multiplied by 3, will perhaps give the 
total, including women and children’.21 The paucity of missionary knowledge 
about the South Island is reflected in Williams’s overall New Zealand-wide 
Māori population estimate of about 200,000.

	 This wide range of estimates, all of which are higher than 100,000, is 
indicative of the substantial upward margins of plausibility — measured in 
hundreds of thousands — surrounding Forster’s Māori population guess. 

Retrodiction
Potentially more useful as a method for divining the size of the contact-era 
Māori population than Forster’s contact-era guess is the retrodiction method. 
Retrodiction takes Māori population figures from the 1858 national Māori 
census (or another base figure considered reliable, sometimes being the 1874 
census) and works population numbers backwards through time to, say, 1769. 
Retrodiction does so using assumptions about rates of annual population 
decline over nearly nine decades. The approach applies an average rate of 
decline over all the years, or differing rates for sub-periods.22 Pool describes 
this retrodiction method as ‘the more robust’ of the various alternatives.23

	 A major challenge with retrodiction is that it requires serious empirical 
anchoring of the key parameter — the average rate of Māori population 
decline back from 1858 to 1769. Pool has a relatively good quantitative 
estimate for the rate of decline back from 1858 to 1844, taken from a quality 
Waikato longitudinal census for 1844 to 1858,24 but nothing solid to use to 
retrodict the preceding 75 years to 1769. 

	 To overcome this information void, in his 1991 book Pool takes an 
apparently better documented rate of decline of Moriori of 0.4% in the 
Chatham Islands over the period 1791–1835. Pool applies this figure to 
New Zealand from 1858 back to 1769 to support a figure for the contact-
era Māori population of about 100,000.25 Unfortunately for the utility of this 
exercise, his calculated Chatham Islands rate of decline is based on incorrect 
numbers for both the 1791 and 1835 Moriori populations. The 1835 end 
date population comes from a retrospective Moriori nominal census of 1861 
which named 1663 Moriori people alive in 1835.26 The same document also 
mentions that there were roughly a further 300 children alive in 1835 whose 
names were not recalled, giving a total of about 2000 Moriori in 1835.27 To 
derive the apparent 0.4% rate of decline, the first figure for 1835 — the 1663 
named people without the estimate of those with forgotten names — is then 
compared to an apparent 1791 Moriori population estimate of 2000. However, 
this 1791 estimate, described by Pool as ‘more reliable than [estimates] for 
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the [New Zealand] mainland’ and made by ‘voyagers who rediscovered the 
islands in 1791’ (British sailors on the HMS Chatham), does not exist.28 The 
Chatham expedition made no estimate of the Moriori population. Even if 
they had, the fact the British spent half a day on the relatively large island, 
failed to circumnavigate it and barely left the beach means that any 1791 
Moriori population estimate would have been even less reliable than Forster’s  
New Zealand-wide guess. 

	 Pool’s Moriori rate of decline provides no evidence for informing a  
New Zealand-wide Māori population retrodiction between 1840 and 1769. 
He has nothing else as an empirical anchor for his chosen pre-1840 rate of 
decline. Discussing retrodiction as a method of estimating Pacific Island 
contact-era populations, archaeologist Patrick Kirch concludes that its 
application is a circular exercise in assuming what needs to be proven.29 The 
New Zealand application of retrodiction methods cannot escape the same 
devastating criticism.

The Plausible Retrodiction Range
Pool’s retrodiction takes a range of estimates based on the 1858 and 1874 
national Māori census figures and works them back to 1840. His 1858 range 
is 56,049 (from the actual census figure) to 59,000 Māori (a figure based on 
upward adjustments to the census, because of evidence of under-counts in 
certain areas, made by Nancy Pearce).30 His best estimate is Pearce’s 59,000 
Māori. The best estimate is retrodicted to 1840, based on a 1.7% annual rate 
of decline recorded in the Waikato longitudinal census between 1844 and 
1858. His retrodiction gives a point estimate of 80,000 Māori in 1840. It is 
combined with a plausible high of 90,000 and a plausible low of 70,000 — a 
range of 20,000 Māori. It is unclear how the plausible range is arrived at.31 
But to retrodict to a Māori population of 70,000 people in 1840 from 56,000 
in 1858 requires an annual rate of decline of 1.2% or 0.5 percentage points 
below the mid-point decline of 1.7%. To retrodict 90,000 people in 1840 from 
59,000 in 1858 requires a rate of decline of 2.4%, 0.7 percentage points over 
the mid-point.32 
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Figure 1: Pool’s Range of Māori Population Retrodiction Estimates Pre-1840 

By way of contrast, in his retrodiction for the preceding seven decades back 
from 1840, no further gap opens in Pool’s range of plausible Māori population 
estimates (see Figure 1). In 1769 the best point estimate is 90,000. The 
plausible range remains at 20,000 Māori.33 In other words, Māori population 
decline is known, with perfect certainty, to average 0.2% per annum from all 
plausible 1840 populations. The application of elementary logic suggests that 
if one accepts a range of estimated plausible rates of decline between 1858 
and 1840, and hence a widening range of plausible estimates as one moves 
backwards into an uncertain past, there must also be a range of plausible rates 
of decline before 1840, further uncertainty accumulating between 1840 and 
1769, and a further widening of the plausible range. 

	 Suppose, conservatively, that the plausible range of annual decline 
around the ‘best’ rate is the same over 1769–1840 as Pool has chosen for 
the 1840–1858 period (that is to say, 0.5 percentage points below and 0.7 
percentage points above the best guess pre-1840 annual rate of decline). 
The resulting retrodiction cone of plausibility is shown in Figure 2. Note 
that because Pool’s best guess rate of decline is so low, this plausible range 
includes the possibility that the Māori population was smaller in 1769 than 
in 1840. The plausible range derived from this assumption is approximately 
+70,000/-30,000 Māori around the 90,000 estimate in 1769, a range which 
obviously is not terribly precise. It is, however, intellectually far more 
defensible than Pool’s stated range of +/-10,000.
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Figure 2: The Plausible Cone Around “Best” Maori Population Estimates  
if Retrodiction Parameter Uncertainty is the Same Before as After 1840

However, even this widened cone of plausibility in Figure 2 is too narrow. 
Logic suggests that there must be a greater width in the range of plausible 
retrodiction rates of decline in the pre-1840 period than after. And that width 
should be growing as one retrodicts further back in time. The reason for the 
greater width in plausible decline rates is that there is vastly more in the way of 
contemporary historical observation, both quantitative and qualitative, of the 
Māori population over the 1840 to 1858 period on which to base retrodictions 
than over the earlier 1769 to 1840 period. Additionally, within the earlier 
period, the further one heads back towards 1769, the less information is 
available, and hence the wider must be the plausible retrodiction rate. For 
example, almost nothing is known of Māori population dynamics in the 
1769–1814 period. 

	 Thus, in addition to lacking any evidential anchor for the pre-1840 mid-
point rate of decline, Pool’s retrodiction method also logically offers little in 
the way of precision in estimation of the plausible Māori population range in 
1769.

Prediction
The prediction method forecasts the Māori population forward from their first 
arrival in New Zealand, based on three key parameters. These are the arrival 
date of Māori in New Zealand, the size of the founder population and the 
prehistoric population growth rate.34 

	 Compared to the 89-year retrodiction horizon, a half millennia long (or 
longer) prediction horizon inevitably gives rise to a much wider range of 
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plausible population numbers in 1769. Additionally, like the retrodiction 
model, the prediction model has the information challenge of parameter 
selection. But the prediction model is less parsimonious. It has two additional 
parameters to get wrong. Additional parameters inevitably further enlarge the 
plausible prediction-based population range in 1769.

	 A population foundation date of 1230–1280 AD is now supported by 
much (but not all) of the academic literature.35 However, even a 50-year 
difference in founding dates may make large differences to an end population 
prediction, depending on further assumptions about the underlying population 
growth processes (it will matter if the underlying model is exponential 
growth, but less so if it is density-dependent logistic growth). 

	 In terms of foundation size, geneticists have estimated the plausible size 
of the Māori female founder population somewhere between 50 and 230 
women.36 The high population estimate which would result from using these 
numbers is therefore nearly five times the size of the low estimate, which 
is practically uninformative. Even more problematically, the geneticists’ 
estimates of numbers of founder females rely on a contact-era Māori 
population estimate of 100,000 for their very construction. Thus, they cannot 
be used as an input for an independent estimate of the contact-era population.

	 Another big unknown of the prediction method is the growth path, 
and its pattern over time as the population grew to 1769. Minimalists have 
employed low growth rates, based on low apparent growth rates in prehistoric 
Eurasian populations.37 This perspective of low Māori prehistoric growth 
rates is problematic. Humans did not live in New Zealand prior to Māori 
arrival. The population density faced by newly arriving people, unlike that 
faced by other prehistoric human populations for which there is apparent 
growth information, was effectively zero. Second, human beings were new 
organisms in New Zealand. The flora and fauna had evolved in their absence, 
and there were many more ecological niches of readily exploitable nutrients 
allowing for rapid human population expansion than there were for other 
groups of prehistoric humans; for example, in Africa and Eurasia, where 
flora and fauna had co-evolved in the presence of a human apex predator for 
hundreds of thousands of years.

	 Evidence suggests historically recorded population growth rates for 
Pacific Islands with small founder or near-founder populations could be 
exceptionally high and sustained. On resource-constrained 4.6 square 
kilometre Pitcairn Island, population growth averaged 3% over 66 years 
between 1790 and 1856. This growth rate was achieved despite an initial 
period of slow growth associated with murder and suicide, and another 
period of slow growth in 1831 as the community was temporarily relocated to 
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Tahiti and suffered serious epidemic disease. High growth was also achieved 
despite the existence of imported strains of highly infectious tuberculosis and 
influenza, diseases that founder Māori populations did not face.38 Finally, 
Pitcairn was not virgin territory for a human apex predator; a Polynesian 
population had previously inhabited the island. 

	 The equally tiny and similarly resource-constrained 5.5 square kilometre 
island of Nukunonu in the Tokelau Islands gives another example, considered 
to be ‘the closest real case equivalent of a Polynesian founding population’.39 
Following an 1863 population collapse caused by depredations of a Peruvian 
slave ship, the population on Nukunonu grew at an average 4.4% per year 
for 20 years. Clearly, Polynesian (or part-Polynesian) analogues for island 
founder populations could generate very high growth rates, and the low 
growth rates of prehistoric Eurasian populations may be of little applicability.

	Arguments for rapid Māori prehistoric population growth run up against 
another problem: skeletal evidence showing that prehistoric Māori female 
fertility rates were too low and mortality, as indicated by a relatively low 
average adult age at death, too high to generate rapid population growth.40 

	 This low-fertility finding has always been puzzling. There was no 
genetic barrier to high Māori fertility, since by 1900 Māori fertility rates 
were high, and high Māori fertility rates were observed during the middle 
of the nineteenth century, once infertility, probably due to European-derived 
sexually transmitted disease, is factored out.41 Nor, given the high population 
growth rates recorded for Pitcairn and Nukunonu, does there seem to have 
been any overwhelming environmental barrier in New Zealand to high 
population growth from foundation. Equally, archaeological findings of a 
low average adult age at death have been difficult to reconcile with numbers 
of apparently elderly Māori observed in contemporary accounts of early 
European explorers.

	 However, recent reviews of literature on using skeletal remains to 
estimate either female fertility or adult age at death suggest a strong scepticism 
that this evidence can determine either variable in a manner approaching 
acceptable reliability.42 Accepting the conclusions from these reviews enables 
reconciliation of archaeological demography with information from historical 
demography. 

	 The overall conclusion of this examination of the prediction method 
is that, because of uncertainties in the three key parameters and the long 
500-plus-year forecast horizon, the plausible population range arising is so 
broad as to be practically meaningless for the purposes of independently 
informing on the size of a contact-era Māori population. Just about any figure 
can be plausibly illustrated by clever selection of possible parameters.
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Evidence on the Pre-1840 Effects of Disease and War 
The qualitative choice of a low retrodiction decline parameter is defended 
by two core supporting propositions: the first on the localization of imported 
European disease to a few relatively unimportant coastal shipping contact 
zones prior to the 1850s; and the second on the minimal effects of warfare 
on depopulation over the first half of the nineteenth century.43 What is the 
evidence for these two propositions?

	 The claim of a lack of widespread epidemic disease in New Zealand 
before the 1850s is a commendably strong one, as it is falsifiable. But 
contrary to the minimalist paradigm, there were widespread epidemics in 
New Zealand prior to the 1850s and indeed the 1840s. For one example, there 
is considerable evidence of a widespread high-mortality epidemic across the 
North Island and into the South Island, typically named as ‘rewharewha’, 
circa 1810. This evidence is preserved in nineteenth-century and twentieth-
century Māori accounts, and accounts collected from Māori informants, 
within personal memory of the events, by experienced but not contemporary 
European observers.44 

	 For a second example, there is also considerable evidence of widespread 
influenza amongst Māori in late 1838 and early-to-mid-1839, recorded in 
contemporary European accounts. The areas where the epidemic is recorded 
include the Bay of Islands, Kaitāia, Kaipara, Hauraki, Tauranga, Rotorua, 
Taupo, Poverty Bay, Waikato (Kāwhia), Kapiti and the Chatham Islands — 
in other words, many areas well outside main European shipping contact 
zones.45

	 These twin examples comprehensively falsify the assertion that imported 
European diseases were confined to discrete coastal zones of high shipping 
contact prior to 1840. Other diseases associated with depopulation in the 
international literature and known to be present in New Zealand pre-1840, 
such as syphilis and tuberculosis, were certainly capable of making exactly 
the same journey outside high contact shipping zones.

	 What about war deaths? There are a wide variety of recent estimates of 
the impacts of pre-1840 war on the Māori population. Over the 71-year period 
from 1769 to 1840, Angela Ballara estimates 20,000 dead from ‘violence in 
war or from the consequences of migration, including periods of malnutrition’ 
or fewer than 300 deaths per year on average. Her number is based on taking 
Pool’s 1991 estimate of population decline between 1769 and 1840 of 30,000 
and arbitrarily doubling it ‘to be on the safe side’. In other words, her estimate 
of war deaths is actually derived from a minimalist depopulation number, and 
thus cannot be used to independently support it. She conflates this assumed 
population decline with deaths. Ballara then suggests that most of these 
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60,000 ‘deaths’ were because of epidemics, infant mortality and ‘reduced 
fertility’. Of course, reduced fertility is not a cause of death, though it may 
be a cause of depopulation via suppressing births. Finally, she concludes that 
war deaths were therefore ‘perhaps’ 20,000. Ballara’s definition of deaths due 
to the indirect consequences of war is also brief and narrow.46

	 James Belich places Māori deaths in what he describes as the Musket 
Wars at ‘perhaps about’ 20,000 people. Belich implies the Musket Wars began 
about 1818 but he notes uncertainty about when in the 1830s they ended, the 
end defined as being when tribal warfare reverted to pre-musket war levels 
of mortality. His number is about the same as Ballara’s, but measured over a 
much shorter period, perhaps fewer than 20 years compared to her 71 years. 
By way of further contrast, Ballara’s 20,000 dead includes mortality in all wars 
—֫ not just Belich’s deaths in wars involving guns with abnormally high levels 
of mortality. Unlike Ballara, Belich mentions no method. It is unclear whether 
the figure is of those directly killed in battle, or includes indirect deaths. Belich 
ridicules missionary estimates of up to ‘80,000 killed’ in warfare, indicating 
that this figure would have left ‘few Maori alive’, given his precise estimate 
of 86,000 Māori in 1769.47 However, the 80,000 number, which S. Percy 
Smith attributes to the missionaries (Smith’s book is the only place where 
this number can be found — a missionary version is not retrievable), seems to 
be for population decline, not deaths.48 The high figure (again, method-less) 
reported by Smith and attributed to the missionaries simply reflects a belief in 
a much higher contact-era population than Belich’s 86,000 Māori. 

	Demographers Pool and Kukutai place the number of Māori deaths 
‘directly or indirectly’ due to war between 1810 and 1840 at 700 per year 
on average, or 21,000 in total. While their number is roughly the same as 
Belich’s, their 30-year window is about a decade longer, and their focus seems 
to be all war deaths, not just Belich’s abnormal Musket War deaths. Thus, 
their estimates of annual war losses are much lower. No method is offered 
behind the calculation. No definition is made of what is included as direct 
or indirect deaths. Elsewhere, Pool defines indirect deaths as those due to 
disruption of normal economic activities and general dislocation making the 
population more susceptible to disease.49 It is unclear whether his definition 
of indirect deaths includes an estimation, for example, of those eventually 
dying from wounds, the post-battle deaths of war captives and the elevated 
suicide rates of women following the killing of their husbands, all of which 
were potentially significant indirect causes of mortality from Māori warfare 
during the period.

	 Pool and Kukutai’s only relevant reference in this context is to Pool’s 
1991 book. This book surveys extant estimates of direct and indirect Māori 
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deaths due to war, ranging from 30,000 to 80,000 over sub-periods between 
1769 and 1840, none of which are based on any method and, if they include 
indirect deaths, offer no clear definition of it. It is noteworthy that this surveyed 
range excludes Pool and Kukutai’s 21,000 death estimate. Pool suggests, 
without evidence, that these summarized extant estimates are biased upwards 
by observer prejudice. Finally, Pool suggests that Harrison Wright’s figures 
should be given greater credence, while at no point stating Wright’s overall 
number.50 Pool’s 1977 book goes into somewhat greater detail, providing a 
summary of some extant estimates of war deaths by other writers. Again, he 
concludes Wright’s figures are the most accurate. In this case Pool provides 
Wright’s figures — 30,000 to 40,000 deaths over the 1820 to 1840 period.51 
Wright’s estimate also lacks a method and does not indicate whether indirect 
deaths are included.52 His figures equate to between 1500 and 2000 deaths 
per year on average, double or more the annual average of Pool and Kukutai. 
Hence Pool and Kukutai’s figures have no evidential foundation, and are 
indeed inconsistent with Pool’s stated support for Wright’s number.

	All the numbers on estimated Māori war deaths over the period lack an 
acceptable intellectual foundation. They are innocent of a coherent method, 
weak on definitions of what they purport to enumerate and cover varying or 
even indeterminate periods. Where they can be made roughly comparable, 
the numbers arrived at are wildly different, with deaths ranging from 300 to 
between 1500 and 2000 people per annum. They cannot, therefore, be used to 
support notions of low population loss due to warfare.

Discussion
The figures of a 1769 Māori population of 80,000 to 100,000 strong, 
derived from apparent triangulation by independent use of the three 
approaches discussed above and representing the conventional wisdom in  
New Zealand history, have no robust evidence in their favour. Additionally, 
the supplementary supporting arguments that widespread disease and warfare 
definitively played no role (disease) or a minor role (warfare) in reducing the 
Māori population up to 1840 also have little evidence in their favour. In a 
serious sense, existing contact-era Māori population estimates and associated 
ranges are indeed New Zealand numbers from nearly nowhere.53 Thus 
evidence for New Zealand Māori depopulation exceptionalism in a Pacific 
context is best described as exceptionally weak.

	 Epistemologically, rather than constituting a serious effort to answer the 
question of Māori population size at contact and consequent depopulation, 
the numbers arising from the three methods dissected above can be more 
accurately seen as being used to quantitatively illustrate an a priori set of 
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beliefs on post-contact Māori depopulation. What is more, shifts in a priori 
beliefs, rather than improvements in evidence and methods, appear to have 
driven the downward revision in the estimates and the growing confidence in 
the range of plausible estimates. 

	 That the existing models and evidence can make no contribution to 
accurately estimating the size of the Māori population circa 1769, and any 
subsequent depopulation to 1840, is problematic for those interested in 
developing an intellectually satisfactory understanding of New Zealand’s 
pre- and post-contact demographic, social and economic history. New 
methods, better evidence and greater critical intellectual rigour are required.54 
In the interim, claims about the size of the contact-era Māori population, the 
rapidity of any depopulation to the 1840s and any post-1850s acceleration 
in Māori depopulation should be considered with a caution reflecting the 
striking weaknesses in the existing evidence.

SIMON CHAPPLE
Victoria University of Wellington
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