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European botanical explorations in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Aotearoa relied 
extensively on indigenous expertise and assistance. From the mid-nineteenth-century 
forward, however, commentators geographically or culturally removed from these 
relationships began to downplay the botanical value of mātauranga Māori in favor of its utility 
for ethnology. In the 1890s, this perspective took root in the work of anthropologists Percy 
Smith and Elsdon Best, who possessed considerable facility in te reo Māori and were generally 
sympathetic to Māori culture, but who relied on settler botanists for authoritative plant 
determinations. This division of labor enabled Smith and Best to draw on the botanical 
expertise of their Māori mentors - Hone Paraone Tunuiarangi of Ngāti Kahungunu in Smith’s 
case, Tutakangahau of Ngāi Tūhoe in Best’s - and simultaneously denigrate this knowledge as 
primitive. I conclude by discussing how this history informs the recent Treaty of Waitangi 
Tribunal claim Ko Aotearoa Tēnei (2011), which takes particular issue with the alienation of 
Māori intellectual property. This Māori perspective, I argue, hints at the expropriative logic at 
work in excluding “traditional” communities with ties to local land and knowledge from the 
process and profits of “modern” science, and points to the constructed and contested nature 
of received ways of classifying cultures and ways of knowing in a still-unfolding colonial 
context. 
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