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3.4.1 Cultural considerations for Maori'’

Tapu and noa have important roles within Maori thought processes, and are often the themes
that guide action and behaviour amongst Maori. Maori culture and practices differ across New
Zealand and may differ between situations, locations and people involved. In general terms,
something tapu is sacred, forbidden or restricted. The concept of tapu was used to control
behaviour, as a social ordering tool, ensuring everyday operations ran smoothly. Something
noa is natural and unrestricted. Things that are tapu (sacred) are generally kept separate from
things that are noa (not restricted). The concepts of tapu and noa complement each other,
rather than being polar opposites.

In Maori customs, the whole of the body, especially a woman’s body due to its life-giving
properties, is sacred. This encourages respect for one another. To mistreat, or violate
someone’s body is to breach this tapu. This means it is even more important that you ask
before touching any part of the body or giving a hug. Remember, tapu was a social ordering
tool, it facilitated the community’s behaviour and the tapu of the body afforded safety to the
community.

Different times of life can bring different levels of tapu. In times of a higher risk of injury, hurt
or distress, the level of tapu would increase to keep that person safe (e.g. at the time of
sickness, a woman’s menstruation, pregnancy and death.) Some Maori spiritual healers will
not heal when menstruating or allow themselves to be healed by others.

Different parts of the body can also bring different levels of tapu. The head is seen as ‘the
most tapu’ of all body parts. The head is the distinguishing feature between each person. The
brain is housed within the head and it is the brain that makes the person who they are. The
brain contains the skills, attributes, characteristics and personality, and as such, the head is
the identifying factor. This manifests as having different procedures around the head
(e.g. do not touch the head without express permission, in hospitals you do not pass food
over the patient’s head and you use different cloths for washing the head and the rest of the
body?). By association, anything that touches the head is also tapu (e.g. pillowcases and
pillows, hat, glasses, hair ties). Do not sit on pillows or use them as bolsters under legs.
Do not set garments and tools for the head such as a hat, hair brush, hair tie, hairclips
or glasses, down on the floor, on a seat or on a table that is also used for food.

1 Courtney Sullivan “Mahunga, Pakihiwi, Puku, Hope, Waewae: The importance of the human body to Indigenous Maori
knowledge” 20817 https://www.maramatanga.co.nz/sites/default/files/project-reports/Sullivan%2C %20 Courtney%20-
%2017INT02%20-%202017%20-%20PDF%20Report.pdf

2 Eg. Capital & Coast DHB “Tikanga Méori A Guide for Health Care Workers” 2009 https:/www.ccdhb.org.nz/our-services/a-
to-z-of-our-services/maori-health/tikangamaoriaguideforhealthcareworkersbooklet.pdf
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Instead, set them on the pillow beside the client’s head or on a side table /altar set
aside for such purposes.

Maori have a holistic perspective to healing and life in general. They nurture the links between
the natural environment, the Gods and the body. To them, being in tune with the body
connects the mind, spirit and body, increasing the likelihood of a longer and healthier life. The
body is a receptacle of the Source / God. All body parts are connected and must function in
unity. Therefore, the body is an inter-connected vessel of the mind, the body and spirit, and
should be addressed as such.

For many Maori, karakia (prayer) is an essential element in protecting and maintaining
wairua (spirit), hinengaro (mind), tinana (body) and wellbeing of whanau (family), so
don’t be afraid to invite them to participate in the prayer at the beginning of the
healing session and afterwards when giving thanks.

Water (wai) also has a special place in healing and the word for spirit (wairua) literally means
two waters. In Maori culture, many tribes directly or indirectly consider water as the source or
foundation of all life.® Many Maori have an inherent understanding that we are water - “Ko
wai matou” -according to science we are about 60% water. Their relationship with water is
embedded deep within their language. “This linguistic relationship can also help us to
understand our traditional perspectives, and the central role that water has played in our
sense of identity and well-being. ‘Ko wai matou’ also means ‘Who are we'. ‘Waiora’ relates to a
sense of well-being across our physical, spiritual, emotional, communal and environmental
dimensions, while ‘Wairangi’ describes a state of emotional and mental upheaval. Maori
narratives of water are as diverse as they are rich...”*

Further to that, water has its own associated whakapapa (genealogy) connecting all life
including all people. “Our world, Te Ao Maori, is a whakapapa - one vast genealogical chart
that connects us as siblings, mutually dependent upon all that surrounds us in this time, and
across time. Water first manifests in this genealogy as Wainuiatea - the great expanse of
water, the gathering of all waters - who was the first partner of Ranginui, the Sky Father.
Freshwater first appears as a consequence of the parting of Ranginui, Sky Father, from
Papatidanuku, Earth Mother. Their grief and yearning for each other presents as the teardrops
(rain) of Ranginui and the sighs (mist) of Papatianuku. We can therefore see freshwater as

3 Te Ahukarami Charles Royal, ‘Tangaroa - the sea, Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of New Zealand,
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/tangaroa-the-sea (accessed 19 August 2023) Story by Te Ahukaram( Charles Royal, published 12
Jun 2006

4 Tina Ngata, “Wai Maori: a Maori perspective on the freshwater debate”, The Spin Off, 2018,
https:/thespinoff.co.nz/atea/06-11-2018/wai-maori-a-maori-perspective-on-the-freshwater-debate
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the inevitable consequence of atmosphere, upon which all life depends.” After the parting,
one of the children of Ranginui and Papatianuku, Tane-mahuta, then fathers the forests, birds
and insects before breathing life into the first woman, Hineahuone, who was moulded from
earth and sand with the assistance of his brothers. Water is central to “the Maori belief that
we ultimately trace our ancestry to the rivers, creeks, streams and lakes as part of our ancient
whakapapa lineage back to Rangi and Papa.”®

When Ranginui cries for his wife, his tears are a gift to nourish her. Thus wai (water) is the
purest healing tool. “The mauri (life force) of the awa (fresh flowing water) flowing freely in a
stream offer spiritual and physical cleansing. The tears of Ranginui that flow down the
mountains and fill lakes and streams offer regeneration, renewal, and revitalisation. Wading
into the cool water while performing karanga (spiritual call) signifies new beginnings and a
sense of wholeness.”’

“It is not only physically, but spiritually, cleansing. Wai has the function of imbuing mauri (life
essence) and mana, of committing any one thing or person to a sacred purpose.”® Performing
healing is a sacred purpose. Water is also the spiritual and physical gateway to make things
noa. In this regard, it is used by Maori at their sacred ceremonies, including at births and burials.
Obviously, it is also used in most activities in between.

For any healer working with Maori clients, whenever possible, it is important to wash
and cleanse yourself with water before healing, and to wash your hands in water before
working with each client as part of your own cleansing and attuning practice.

Offering a glass of fresh water to the client after the healing also offers them the
opportunity to further cleanse (detoxify) and rejuvenate themselves at a spiritual and
physical level. However, in a Maori sense, you are offering them much more than a
glass of water. Remember, it is the one element that holds the whakapapa memories
straight back to the beginning of time. You are allowing them to reconnect to their
ancestors, to their gods, to all their relatives in the natural world, to all that they are
and have ever been.

5 ibid

6 Water Safety New Zealand “Physical and spiritual properties of wai”, https:/kmko.nz/physical-and-spiritual-properties-of-
wai (accessed 20 August 2023)

7 Donny Riki Tuakiritetangata & Alicia Ibarra-Lemay, “Tihonotanga—A Maori Perspective of Healing and Well-Being through
Ongoing and Regained Connection to Self, Culture, Kin, Land and Sky”, 2021, https:/www.mdpi.com/2313-5778/5/2/55

88 Tina Ngata, “Wai Maori: a Maori perspective on the freshwater debate”, The Spin Off, 2018,
https:/thespinoff.co.nz/atea/06-11-2018/wai-maori-a-maori-perspective-on-the-freshwater-debate
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