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aori of New Zealand are a vibrant and

complex cultural group. Descendants

of ancient seafarers who journeyed to
New Zealand thousands of years ago, Maori
remain a dynamic part of global -culture.
Anthropologist E. Wade Davis discusses that
ethnobotanists must record a “vision of life
itself.”! The vision of life is the sum total of a
specific group’s perceptions of the natural
world, and the ways in which their experiences
shape the way in which they view the world. A
vision of life is constantly in flux, and exists as a
fluid concept to describe the numerous ways in
which different culture groups comprehend their
place in the natural and supernatural realms.
This paper explores the Maori vision of life
through two aspects of Maori cosmology: the
importance of kumara (sweet potato) and the
importance of moko (tattooing). It is argued that,
in relation to these traditional practices, modern-
day Maori are facing complex challenges in
their attempt to secure Intellectual Property
Rights. Intellectual Property Rights are the
innovations and creations of human ingenuity
that can be protected under law, which includes
physical objects as well as ideas and beliefs . It
is imperative that, in an investigation of Maori
practices relating to the vision of life, one
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acknowledges the challenges associated with
intellectual property.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF KUMARA AND
MOKO IN MAORI TRADITION

Kumara (sweet potato) is a vegetable with a
long history of both subsistence and spiritual use
in the Maori world. Some of the earlier
ethnographic records illustrate the importance of
kumara as more than just food. From his article
published in 1901, Edward Robert Tregear
states, “The Kumara was itself a god not to be
cooked with common food, nor handled except
with restriction and deference.” This notion of a
food being the actual body of a deity is not
uncommon to many indigenous peoples, or even
to the Christian ethnographers who may have
partaken in Communion. In regards to Maori
belief, kumara is associated with Rongo, the
deity of the environmental realm.* In order to
understand the importance of kumara, attention
must be drawn to the integral association
network of Maori belief, the whakapapa, as
“...this framework is most commonly used to
record human descent lines and relationships in
which the lineages connect each papa or layer.”
Whakapapa 1s not only associated with human
relationships, but also the relationships between
living and non-living beings. This is due to the
premise in Maori custom that a distinction
between the two does not exist.’ Thus, Rongo
and kumara share a whakapapa; *...whether
living or non-living, everything in the
whakapapa is ‘related’ in some way to the
kumara.”’ Kumara is explicitly related to a
deity, and is thus treated with the reverence that
is expected toward such a spiritual entity. In this
case, kumara is much more than a starchy plant

* Edward Robert Treager, “The Spirit of Vegetation,” The
Journal of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain
and Ireland 31 (1901): 157.

* Mere Roberts, “Mind Maps of the Maori,” GeoJournal
77 (2012): 745.

> Tbid., 743.

°Ibid., 745.

" Tbid.


http://www.iponz.govt.nz/cms/what-is-ip/what-is-intellectual-property












http://www.iponz.govt.nz/cms/what-is-ip/what-is-intellectual-property



http://www.iponz.govt.nz/cms/what-is-ip/what-is-intellectual-property




