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ABSTRACT 

 
 

Our creation mo‘olelo (literature and histories) and moʻokūʻauhau (genealogies) 

are more than stories explaining Kanaka Maoli perspectives on the creation of the 

universe, our islands and humankind; rather, they record knowledge and a deep history to 

which only Kānaka Maoli, the indigenous people of this land, can lay claim. Through 

contemporary kaona references, these moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau continue to teach 

important cultural values and theories, to guide us and offer lessons that can be applied 

within our present colonial context.  

 The scope of this dissertation is to examine how contemporary Kanaka Maoli 

literature employs kaona references to our creation mo‘olelo and mo‘okū‘auhau. While 

there are several moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau that can be considered cosmogonic, or 

depicting creation, I focus on the three that are referenced most often in our 

contemporary literature—the Kumulipo, the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau of Papa and 

Wākea, and the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau of Pele and Hiʻiaka. Following historical 

and cultural background for these moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau, I offer critical literary 

analyses of selected works by contemporary Kanaka Maoli writers. Specifically, I 

examine works by John Dominis Holt, Imaikalani Kalahele, Sage Uʻilani Takehiro, and 

Jamaica Osorio for their kaona references to the Kumulipo; works by Victoria Nālani 

Kneubuhl, Māhealani Perez-Wendt, Matthew Kaopio, Kent Kekoa Sentinella, and Kai 

Gaspar for their kaona references to the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau of Papa and Wākea; 

and the poetry of Haunani-Kay Trask for her kaona references to the moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau of Pele and Hiʻiaka. In selecting these various writers and their works, I 
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intend to highlight the diversity of styles, genres and lifestyles of contemporary Kanaka 

Maoli literature and the complexity with which our contemporary writers create their 

works and insist on Kanaka Maoli identity and sovereignty within the colonized space. 

 This dissertation concludes by emphasizing the strong political and pedagogical 

value of these cosmogonic moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau, as is evident through the many 

instances of contemporary kaona references I examine. I assert that these moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau they may guide us as strong theories for decolonization, articulating 

distinctly Kanaka Maoli perspectives of native governance, indigeneity and resistance. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Our creation mo‘olelo (literature and histories) and moʻokūʻauhau (genealogies) 

are more than stories explaining Kanaka Maoli perspectives on the creation of the 

universe, our islands and humankind; rather they record knowledge, including the names 

of wahi pana, winds, and rains, and they also record a deep history to which only Kānaka 

Maoli, the indigenous people of this land, can lay claim. And, as they have been used 

historically by Kānaka Maoli, these moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau continue to teach 

important cultural values and theories, to guide us and offer lessons that can be applied 

within our present colonial context.  

The scope of this dissertation is to examine how contemporary Kanaka Maoli 

literature employs kaona references to our creation mo‘olelo and mo‘okū‘auhau. While 

there are several moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau that can be considered cosmogonic, or 

depicting creation, I focus on the three that are referenced most often in contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli literature—the Kumulipo, the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau associated with 

Papa and Wākea, and the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau associated with Pele and Hiʻiaka. 

 I see these contemporary kaona references to our creation moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau as expressions of “ola (i) moʻolelo,” or “living moʻolelo.” In this 

Introduction, I will elaborate on what I mean by this concept to underscore the cultural, 

spiritual and anticolonial significance of our moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau. I also examine 

various discussions focused on describing kaona, a culturally and historically exclusive 

Hawaiian literary device, often defined as ʻhidden meaning,’ before offering an overview 

of each of the chapters that comprise this dissertation.     
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Ola (i) ka Mo‘olelo: Living Mo‘olelo 

 I believe I have always felt drawn to stories, especially Hawaiian mo‘olelo, 

because I could go outside and see them happening around me.  I grew up on the slopes 

of Haleakalā, in Kula, where I could feel the coldness of each morning warm into the 

day, where I could see the fog linger by our dirt driveway as it followed the paved road 

toward Keokea in the evenings and where I could hear the pueo calling out, sometimes 

even seeing a flash of white flying by, in the darkness. Perhaps the ruralness of where we 

lived in Kula enabled me to see and feel the mana of the ‘āina, even at a young age, but 

certainly, the mo‘olelo that I was told, that have become such a big part of my life, also 

served to validate that sense of reverence. These moʻolelo and the mana with which these 

moʻolelo were shared with me are the inspiration behind my poetry and this dissertation. 

 I was fairly young when my grandmother, Leinā‘ala Goodness Kekauoha, first 

began telling me mo‘olelo about spirits, akualele, menehune, ‘aumākua, and Pele. All of 

her mo‘olelo were personal, they were of her experience or the experiences of her side of 

the ‘ohana while she was growing up.  Many of her stories were cautionary—that is, 

embedded within them were distinct lessons on how to protect myself, how to listen to 

my kino and my na‘au to determine the goodness of a person or spirit, how to pray and 

show gratitude, and above all, how to properly respect this part of our world which was 

still very, very real, even though school and church said otherwise. Hearing these stories 

was sometimes scary, but always interesting and educational, and I never once thought to 

question their validity. And I am grateful to have had them as they have helped me 

immensely in more ways than one.  

 My grandfather, Clifford Nāhinu Kekauoha, was born and raised in Hanalei on 
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Kaua‘i. Both of his parents (my great-grandfather was a principal and my great-

grandmother was a teacher at Lāʻie Elementary School) strongly emphasized formal 

schooling and raised him with the teachings of the Church of Latter-Day Saints, the 

Mormon Church. Thus, many of the stories he has told me weren’t necessarily family 

mo‘olelo. However, he would read to me, as a child, out of a book of photocopied pages 

whose red cover was made of vinyl bound to the pages with simple stitching.  The book, 

The Teller of Tales, was by Eric A. Knudsen, a haole man from a royalist family whose 

parents were said to be dear friends of King David La‘amea Kalākaua and Queen 

Lili‘uokalani.  The mo‘olelo in that book—of spirits who sought revenge, of akua who 

disguised themselves as kanaka to test us, of kupua who could shape shift—were 

mesmerizing for both of us. Every time we read one, I felt like I could see it unfolding in 

the land—Māui climbing Haleakalā amidst the cold, belting wind to rope the sun.   

 This knowledge through mo‘olelo was also further affirmed during my education 

in Hawai‘i’s public school system’s Hawaiian Studies program, which had a kupuna 

component. As part of the program, kūpuna were employed to visit elementary students 

twice a month in their classrooms to teach lessons related to Hawaiian culture. For me, 

these lessons were transmitted through mo‘olelo told by Kupuna David Keala, at Kula 

Elementary, and later, when I went to Pukalani Elementary, I was also told mo‘olelo by 

Kupuna Nina Maxwell and took hula with her on weekends. I came to see that hula, too, 

was a method of storytelling, of becoming a part of the mo‘olelo within a mele. These 

havens of mo‘olelo were a welcome part of my colonial education, which, for the most 

part, was consumed with learning American ontological perspectives framed by 

American epistemology. Mo‘olelo were relegated to being only a part of a brief biweekly 
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period, while the rest of my schooling served to diminish its importance. Nevertheless, I 

am grateful to those kūpuna and to the Hawai‘i DOE for creating such a program.  

 I don’t believe my childhood was particularly different from that of other Kānaka 

Maoli, with mo‘olelo in the piko of everything, though I know many of us no longer have 

the privilege of being raised by both our kūpuna and mākua now that we have the western 

system of “nuclear families” and “households.” Yes, colonialism has affected nearly 

every aspect of our lives as indigenous people—how we view our ‘āina, how we grieve 

for our loved ones who have passed, how we honor our ancestors, how we worship, how 

we name our children, what we wear, what we speak, what we know about ourselves. It 

was not until I was an adult that I began to really reflect upon the deep ‘ike, or 

knowledge, of these mo‘olelo, how they connect us to our kūpuna, to our ‘āina. Part of 

this comes from our now colonized perception of what we deem to be knowledge, as well 

as the kind of space within which we receive knowledge. From the western academic 

perspective, valuable or useful knowledge is almost never given through stories told by 

elders in the community or family members.  It was in thinking about how profoundly 

these mo‘olelo have shaped me and my ontological perceptions that I began to see them 

as more than just “stories” or “mythology”—as fanciful or fictionalized, in the western 

sense of these terms.  

 For Kānaka Maoli, the indigenous people of Hawai‘i, American colonialism 

forced a process of severe disconnection from our history, language, culture, and 

ancestors from its onset. Like other indigenous peoples around the world, this process of 

disconnection through colonialism began with enterprising settlers who exploited our 

land and its resources for profit and missionary conversion, which were accompanied by 
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the introduction of foreign diseases that killed over 90% of our people over a hundred-

year period. This was followed by the removal of our ‘ōlelo makuahine, or mother 

language, from our schools and the political arena, leading to a colonially instituted 

education system, a colonially imposed legal system that penalizes and mandates our 

cultural practices and defines our identity through blood quantum that, by penalizing and 

mandating our cultural practices and by defining our identity through blood quantum, 

continues to dispossess us and our ancestors in their graves of land, and all of this is 

amidst a massive foreign military presence that destroys our sacred and cultural sites for 

target practice and pollutes our land and ocean with discarded ordinances.  

 Our colonial situation has been further bolstered by hegemony in the form of 

colonial and settler literature (Melville, Michener, Twain, Yamanaka) and touristic 

images that educate an audience that is largely ignorant of Hawai‘i’s colonial history. 

Thus, the outside world envisions Kanaka Maoli through these colonial, and often, 

conflicted, misrepresentations: our servile and welcoming hospitality, our child-like 

innocence and noble savagery, our relegation to a distant past, our failure to be native 

“enough” given the severity of colonial influence, and even our complete erasure from 

the land. In no way do these hegemonic images affect only the colonial audience; rather, 

they are also insidiously intended to reach and teach us as native people about who we 

were and are.  It is a part of the colonial project to have us relinquish our belief that our 

culture and language are valuable parts of who we are, that our ancestors were people we 

should emulate and revere, that our land should be protected and cared for, and that all of 

these are worth fighting for.   
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Thus, counter-hegemony in the form of Kanaka Maoli-controlled and created 

media (film, literature, newspapers, websites, television programs, etc) is absolutely vital 

to our decolonization efforts, as reconnecting, remembering and celebrating our history, 

language, culture, knowledge and ancestors represents a strong movement toward self-

empowerment and decolonization. Waziyatawin Angela Wilson describes indigenous 

knowledge recovery as “an anticolonial project ... that gains its momentum from the 

anguish of the loss of what was and the determined hope for what will be” (359). Our 

literature continues to chronicle and articulate this anguish and hope. 

 For Kanaka Maoli, recovery includes a reconnection with our kūpuna through 

mo‘olelo and mo‘okū‘auhau. Jon Osorio explains this process in “Gazing Back: 

Communing with our Ancestors”: “We do not connect with [our ancestors] in symbolic 

and imaginative ways only: through our mo‘olelo and mo‘okū‘auhau, we may treasure 

our own lives as continuations of theirs and take pride in grafting our stories and our 

lineage.” In this way, our moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau are more than just stories or lists 

of ancestral names—they are, in essence, who we were, who we are, and who we are 

meant to be. 

 Our ancestors knew the immense power of words. The ‘ōlelo no‘eau, “I ka ‘ōlelo 

nō ke ola, i ka ‘ōlelo nō ka make,” (In words there is life, in words there is death) refers 

to the power of words, of stories to actualize.  Similarly, the concept of “ola (i) moʻolelo” 

or “living mo‘olelo” is a cultural and political framework within which we, as indigenous 

people, must view our stories.  I see “living mo’olelo” in two ways—1) our kuleana to 

understand and further the moʻolelo continuum, recognizing our moʻolelo as “living” to 

preserve, honor and celebrate our stories, as well as to retell them within the 
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contemporary colonial context and pass them on to future generations while also 

contributing new moʻolelo; and 2) how we live our moʻolelo—how those moʻolelo 

reflect all the different ways we are, our values, our language, our epistemology 

(mo’olelo as theory) and vice versa, how we become moʻolelo.   

 We become moʻolelo based on the narratives we have received, the models we 

have been given.  Within a colonial context this has meant an acceptance and even 

enactment of damaging hegemonic narratives and images, which conflict with what we 

know of our ‘ohana, what we see in our communities, and what we feel in our na‘au. 

Living moʻolelo, then, represents cultural and political empowerment through 

reconnection with our moʻolelo ponoʻī, our ancestors and our indigenous knowledge, but 

also then, knowing the moʻolelo, incorporating its lessons, and striving to become the 

kanaka maikaʻi, the heros/heroines of those moʻolelo. Thus, this dissertation emphasizes 

how moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau are powerful anticolonial, counter-hegemonic tools for 

Kanaka Maoli in our struggle to sustain sovereignty as a strong, indigenous people. By 

reconnecting with our moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau, and by employing kaona, a 

traditional literary and rhetorical device, we are giving life to our moʻolelo much the 

same way our kūpuna did; and by giving life to our moʻolelo we are, in turn, giving life 

to ourselves.  

 

Kaona: Definitions and Discussions of its Usage and Practice 

 Jamaica Osorio and Ittai Wong’s Spoken Word poem, “Kaona,” relates a 

moʻolelo about Queen Liliʻuokalani during her imprisonment in ʻIolani Palace for 

“treason” against the Provisional Government as a way of explaining kaona: 
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In 1896, the last reigning monarch of Hawaii, Queen Liliuokalani, 

was held prisoner in her own palace. 

Communication with the outside world was prohibited, 

Thus newspapers were snuck into her room wrapped 

around flowers. 

 

For months our Queen and her people  

wrote songs and stories hidden in Hawaiian, 

so as to converse without 

the Overthrowing Provisional Government knowing. 

It is because of this we know our history 

the language of Hidden meanings (“Kaona” 227)1 

 

In these stanzas, Osorio and Wong define kaona as “Hidden meaning” and explain kaona 

as a literary, rhetorical, historical retrieval and political device used to hide meaning out 

in the open. The meaning was hidden in such a way as to seem trivial or merely imagistic 

to those unfamiliar with what George Kanahele calls “the language of symbols” with 

which, as cultural practice, Hawaiians ʻspoke’ alongside our “native tongue” (47).  

 Among the first scholars to discuss kaona in any great detail in English were 

Mary Kawena Pukui and Samuel Elbert. In the article “Songs (Meles) of Old Kaʻu2, 

                                         
1 Lineation for this Spoken Word poem comes from the written version published in Hāpai nā Leo, edited 
by Bill Teter (UH Press, 2010).  



 9 

Hawaiʻi,” Mary Kawena Pukui writes that in Hawaiian poetry, “[t]here [a]re always two 

things to consider: the literal meaning and the kaona, or ʻinner meaning’…The literal is 

like the body and the inner meaning is like the spirit of the poem” (Pukui 247). Because 

of the concealed nature of kaona, Pukui’s definition emphasizes that this “spirit” is not 

necessarily sensed or felt by all of Hawaiian poetry’s audience members, but she explains 

further that kaona was a culturally resonant compositional practice that Hawaiian 

audiences recognized may be a part of the poem. Thus, knowledge of the potential for 

kaona within a poem gives a significant advantage over those outsiders to Hawaiian 

culture who are unaware of the potential.  

 According to Pukui, kaona is also bound by authorial intention. For this reason, 

she cautions: 

As we move farther off into modern times from ancient times it is increasingly 

difficult to understand the kaona. We have left the old atmosphere and 

associations, and it is no longer possible to recreate them. We must be sure, 

therefore, to hold fast to what is true, preserve what is actual knowledge, and take 

care not to do any dangerous guessing. Unless the kaona has been handed down 

as a record, written or oral, so that we may have it as the ancient poet intended, it 

is wiser to stick to the literal meaning. Guessing only makes confusion and one 

may make the mistake of putting into [the meaning of kaona] some thoughts that 

had never occurred to the mind of the composer. If one is positive and has had the 

                                                                                                                         
2 I follow modern Hawaiian orthography throughout this dissertation, except when quoting directly from 
other sources, wherein the source predates modern orthography or the author or editor chooses to forgo the 
modern orthography. 
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story handed down in his family, or from a reliable source, then by all means it 

should be given, so that the obscure passages be made more comprehensible. 

(Pukui 252-3) 

 

Pukui’s caution is, of course, warranted insofar as she recognizes the mana of words and 

of kaona to hold meaning and to actualize. Consequently, a misreading of kaona may lead 

to unintentional misfortune.  

 However, Pukui also delineates the transmission of accurate knowledge of kaona 

as being “handed down in [one’s] family, or from a reliable source,” essentially claiming 

the interpretation and receipt of kaona as a distinctly Kanaka Maoli practice. This 

delineation is also warranted, as Pukui was responding, in part, to Padraic Colum, an Irish 

poet, who wrote a book of ‘Hawaiian’ fairy tales, Legends of Hawaiʻi (1937). In an 

article he published in The Dial (1924), Colum writes that “every Hawaiian poem has at 

least four meanings—an ostensible meaning, a vulgar meaning (!), amythico-historico-

topographical meaning, and a deeply hidden meaning” (qtd in Elbert and Mahoe 68). Due 

to his book, Colum was considered an authority of Hawaiian literature. Samuel Elbert 

and Noelani Mahoe write that Padraic Colum took the “extreme view” and though, “he 

did not know the language, he saw hidden meanings everywhere” (68). But beyond 

Colum, Pukui’s words challenge colonial appropriation and misrepresentation of 

Hawaiian literature. She emphasizes the exclusivity inherent in the practice of kaona and 

its interpretation to diminish and expose the ʻauthority’ of colonial readings of kaona as 

“dangerous guessing.”   
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 Still, Pukui’s words and her own mana and authority may also lead many 

contemporary Kānaka Maoli to question our own pursuit of kaona, unless we have the 

intimate familial or insider knowledge to understand the kaona of a poem, oli or mele 

completely. But I think to come to this conclusion is another extreme that may result in 

further cultural losses; for, if we stop trying to understand the kaona behind our 

ancestors’ words, we further distance ourselves as the knowledgeable Hawaiian audience 

we are meant to be as part of our cultural heritage. Samuel Elbert, a haole scholar who 

collaborated with Pukui on a few projects, including the Hawaiian Dictionary, writes that 

in order “to understand the symbols in Hawaiian poetry one must know something about 

the Hawaiian language and Hawaiian customs.” Thus, he portrays Hawaiian symbolism 

as dependent upon Hawaiian cultural beliefs and values:3 

The culture as well as the language was favorable to the development of poetry in 

many ways. One was the religion that saw the handiwork of the gods in flowers 

and plants, mist-capped mountains and ever-changing seas, creeping rains and 

soaring clouds. This fostered close observation of nature and imagery drawn from 

nature in the poetry. Another cultural factor that encouraged poetry was the 

Hawaiian interest in sex … we should attempt to look at sex as the Hawaiians did, 

                                         
3 Elbert recognizes that Hawaiian symbols don’t directly correspond with single meanings; rather, his work 
examines how symbolic meaning may change or shift given certain changes in context, or how a symbol 
may have multiple meanings simultaneously. For example, he writes of how rain has multiple associations 
within Hawaiian literature: 

Sometimes rain is a sign of grief … Other connotations of rain and water refer to hardships and 
difficulties … [However,] such association of rain with grief or tumult or hardship is not common. 
Rain is usually beloved and a symbol of happiness…Rain is considered an omen of good luck … 
[and] rain, like other natural phenomena, was believed to be an indication of he presence of 
royalty. (Elbert, “Symbolism” 391-393) 
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as something natural and beautiful, a part of nature, the glory of youth, the source 

of beautiful children, and always a fine topic for conversation and singing. 

(Elbert, “Symbolism” 389)  

 

Elbert views the extensive practice of kaona in Hawaiian literature as demonstrative of “a 

decided preference for figurative expression, for the veiled, symbolic, and clever, rather 

than the blunt, literal, and banal” (Elbert, “Hawaiian Literary Style” 353). In this way, he 

also emphasizes kaona as an aesthetic literary standard. 

 As Pukui and Elbert before her, Lilikalā Kame‘eleihiwa also identifies kaona as 

among the primary measurements of Hawaiian compositional aesthetics as well as the 

device’s created circles of exclusivity. However, she departs from Pukui in defining 

kaona as having more than two layers of meaning. She notes that there is the literal 

meaning; references to the ancient through myths, events, gods and chiefs; the 

intertextual use of chants and proverbs; and finally, “another possible layer known only 

to the raconteur and one or two special members of the audience … while everyone else 

remains oblivious to the message” (ix). Other Hawaiian scholars have addressed kaona’s 

capacity for multiple simultaneous meanings and for active meaning-making. Manu 

Meyer highlights how kaona informs Hawaiian epistemology “because of its 

representation of a high tolerance for ambiguity and shifting meaning.”  She writes: 

“Words and meaning changed depending on context, sound, emphasis, placement, 

cadence. This is an example of the tolerance for diverse meanings and fluctuating 

understandings.” However, Meyer is quick to point out that this ʻtolerance’  
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does not infer that Hawaiians did not care about accuracy or reliability with 

regard to reference and understanding … One could convey serious intention in 

ways poetic and masterful that gave a deeper meaning to what was being 

discussed. In this way, the “how” of knowledge was placed in the richly textured 

framework of double/triple meaning that allowed for a truly unique vocabulary in 

which to engage in meaning-making. (Meyer 122) 

 

Meyer discusses kaona as it is practiced in hoʻopapā, a contest of Hawaiian intellectual 

display in which the crafting of kaona and the level of the kaona’s complexity, as well as 

how the kaona displayed the crafter’s range of knowledge and quick intellectual skill, 

determined the victor.  

 Along the same vein, Noelani Arista defines kaona as encompassing “metaphoric, 

allegorical, or symbolic meaning” (665). Demonstrating how kaona can and should be 

employed as a Hawaiian-based historical and interpretive methodology, she argues that 

kaona, “emphasizes multiplicity, questioning the validity of monoperspectival Euro-

American interpretations of contact, colonization, and resistance. Emphasizing the 

fluidity implicit in Hawaiian, this method provides a paradigm for re-envisioning 

moments of understanding and miscommunication in contact situations between 

continental and oceanic peoples—between New Englanders, Britons, and Hawaiians, for 

example—and other peoples living oceans apart” (668). Specifically, Arista emphasizes 

how names can hold kaona references to genealogy and historical events, both enabling 

and embodying historical retrieval. She also views kaona as privileging a specific 

audience, rather than excluding outside audiences.  
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 In a previous study with Georganne Nordstrom (2011), we examine how kaona 

functions as a rhetorical device. We identify the practice of kaona as a dynamic exchange 

between the composer and her audience that is mediated by the distinctly cultural 

references used by the composer. Kaona demands both an in-depth knowledge of the 

subject in terms of the audience, as well as poetic acumen so as to appeal to the 

audience’s sense of aesthetic. The kaona the composer employs is thus a direct reflection 

of her knowledge of the audience(s) she is targeting and, as such, a reflection of her level 

of rhetorical skill. The complexity involved in creating and deciphering kaona has 

resulted in it being traditionally regarded as a “skill to be honored at the highest level and 

an indication of one’s intelligence” (Pukui, Haertig and Lee 42) that is at once both 

aesthetic and rhetorical and adds to the composer’s mana as an artist.  

 The expected role of the Hawaiian audience in this exchange is to look for and 

detect kaona in a composition so as to relate the numerous and varied allusions to their 

prior knowledge and experiences. In effect, those audience members who find the kaona 

and its meaning(s) are rewarded with a sense of exclusivity shared between the composer 

and all who “find” the “hidden meaning,” thereby receiving the  “insider” knowledge 

embedded within a composition. If the composer has skillfully crafted the kaona (as 

demanded by the audience), those audience members who are the most knowledgeable of 

the kaona’s subject would find the most layers of meaning. Reflective of the ‘ōlelo 

no‘eau, or proverb, “Ma ka hana ka ‘ike,” or “In the work is the knowledge,” great value 

is placed on the intellectual work expended in crafting and deciphering this fluid and 

complex form of communication. In this way, kaona can thus be understood as a 
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Hawaiian intellectual tradition honed through the interchange between composer and 

audience.  

 Though traditionally an aesthetic standard within Hawaiian literature, kaona also 

came to be employed specifically for its ability to exclude for political purposes in the 

nineteenth century. Noenoe Silva explains that kaona is “a well-known characteristic of 

the Hawaiian language that is generally spoken of in reference to mele but that also is 

common in writing and in everyday speech” (8). As American colonial encroachment 

grew and solidified through the Bayonet Constitution in 1887, the Overthrow in 1893 and 

later, through Annexation in 1898, the cultural practice of kaona enabled “veiled 

communication” which was  

crucial in creating and maintaining national solidarity against the colonial 

maneuvers of the U.S. politicians. Without knowledge of the cultural codes in 

Hawaiian, foreigners who understood the language could still be counted on to 

miss the kaona. This became visible in the Kalākaua era: while the national 

narratives were literally put on parade, the foreigners were unable to interpret 

them. (Silva 8) 

 

Despite the colonial settlers’ literacy in the Hawaiian language and an awareness of the 

Hawaiian penchant for using figurative language, their lack of cultural knowledge 

crippled their understanding of kaona references made during this time period. This 

enabled Hawaiians, on the other hand, who had cultural knowledge and background, to 

understand the nationalistic kaona references.   
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 Likewise, Osorio and Wong describe the practice of kaona in the nineteenth 

century as culturally exclusive: 

Ua maikai ke kalo i ka oha 

The branch is a reflection of the taro root 

 

We are a reflection of our genesis 
…………………………………… 

 

You had to understand the history and culture 

To decrypt this language. Had to dig deeper than dictionaries 

Beneath esophagus 

And vocal chords 

To grasp the root of the words our people would chant 

Just to understand their messages (227) 

 

In this way, Osorio and Wong further stress that true understanding of kaona is dependent 

on more than literacy, but a feeling of “rootedness” in Kanaka Maoli culture, what can 

only come through the cultural and social experience of being an ʻohā of the kalo (to use 

the same ʻōlelo noʻeau Osorio and Wong use), “a reflection of our genesis,” and therein 

having access to a cultural memory that lies “Beneath esophagus/ and vocal chords/ to 

grasp the root of the words.”  This work to understand kaona, however, is also made 

more difficult because of colonial history and conditions. 
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In this dissertation, I argue that kaona functions within contemporary literature in 

much the same way as has been described previously—as a culturally bound literary, 

rhetorical, historical retrieval and political device. However, due to the severe changes 

wrought by American colonialism since the nineteenth century, there have been shifts in 

how kaona is practiced within contemporary literature. kuʻualoha hoʻomanawanui notes 

that the practice of kaona has changed by virtue of compositional method and language: 

“In the precontact era, this was achieved orally in the Hawaiian language; today 

Hawaiian poets compose on paper in Hawaiian, English, and Hawai‘i Creole English” 

(hoʻomanawanui, “He Lei Hoʻoheno” 33). Because so many of us have been separated 

from our ‘ōlelo makuahine due to the colonial imposition of English as the language of 

currency and power and the subsequent banning of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi as the language of 

instruction through Act 57 under the Provisional Government in 1896, much of our 

contemporary literature is written in English, albeit an indigenized English,4 and 

Hawaiian Creole English (HCE), the languages spoken by 95% of the Hawaiian 

population (Kuwada 55). Of course, this is changing as our ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi continues to be 

                                         
4 As a colonial language, English is relatively young in the Pacific—only a little more than 150 years old. It 
finds itself amongst the “more than 1200 indigenous languages plus … French, Hindi, Spanish, and various 
forms of pidgin” (Wendt, “Towards” 81). Yet, perhaps like other introduced languages, it has clearly been 
indigenized, changed to suit the needs of indigenous writers throughout the Pacific, who have employed 
their own distinctive indigenized Englishes to write. In his Introduction to Nuanua: Pacific Writing in 
English since 1980, Albert Wendt writes that “we have indigenized and enriched the language of our 
colonizers and used it to declare our independence and uniqueness; to analyze colonialism itself and its 
effects upon us; to free ourselves of the mythologies created about us in colonial literature” (3). For Wendt, 
the indigenization of English, rather than a sign of colonial assimilation and apathy, is a sign of cultural 
revitalization and evidence of how we, in turn, are not victims, but also change or impact colonial forces 
intended to dispossess us of our histories and land. The wide and historical use of indigenous Englishes in 
contemporary indigenous Pacific Literature makes Wendt’s theory particularly persuasive. It is also evident 
in the literature examined in this dissertation, which is largely counterhegemonic and anticolonial in theme, 
that contemporary Kanaka Maoli writers’ use of an indigenized English does not indicate colonial 
assimilation or apathy. 
 



 18 

revitalized through Pūnana Leo and other Hawaiian immersion programs, the teaching of 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi in high schools and universities, as well as Hawaiian-language radio and 

television programming. With this revitalization, there has been a growing demand for 

the reprinting of epic moʻolelo from Hawaiian newspapers, as well as the creation of new 

literature in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, including children’s books and plays, and the body of 

Hawaiian orature continues to flourish with the addition of new mele and oli by 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli artists.  

Yet, we must recognize that though contemporary writers’ use and practice of 

kaona in English and HCE are similar to the use and practice of kaona in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi 

by contemporary writers and artists, and by our kūpuna, which emphasizes cultural 

continuity, it is not exactly the same due to the difference in languages as well as to the 

fluid nature of culture over time. That is to say, while the same end is achieved (hidden, 

layered meaning) by writers regardless of language, the means by which this happens in 

the various languages is different. While it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to 

comparatively examine kaona in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, English, and HCE, linguistic difference 

is worth mentioning to emphasize the innovation and complexity with which 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli writers continue to employ kaona.  

The writers examined in this dissertation write primarily in English and HCE; 

however, they may switch to ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi to conceal meaning and to emphasize the 

untranslatability of certain Hawaiian words. I assert that this is because our work, as was 

the case with work by Kanaka Māoli in the nineteenth century, is accessible linguistically 

by non-Hawaiian audiences. Therefore, the kaona references employed in contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli literature in English and HCE are grounded in Hawaiian culture, language 
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and history (under which I include moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau). This practice reflects 

the contemporary Kanaka Maoli writer’s understanding of the audiences for Kanaka 

Maoli literature, who diverge insofar as they identify themselves as native, settler, or 

tourist within Hawaiʻi’s colonial parameters, with most settlers and tourists having 

significantly less knowledge of and/or investment in Hawaiian culture and moʻolelo. This 

is precisely why our writers can be assured that kaona references to moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau will be understood by a primarily Hawaiian audience. In contrast, settler 

and tourist audiences, though perhaps able to detect themes of cultural connection or even 

resistance, can be counted on to miss the full meaning of the kaona employed. In this 

way, our contemporary writers, like their literary and intellectual predecessors, 

demonstrate their awareness of the colonial ideologies intended to displace, marginalize, 

assimilate, or render us invisible, and their subversive savvy to exploit, challenge, and 

overturn these colonial ideologies as anticolonial artillery. As such, this dissertation seeks 

to recognize the complexity and innovation with which our contemporary writers employ 

kaona to our creation moʻolelo and mo‘okū‘auhau to affirm our connection to our 

ancestors and our sovereignty as an indigenous people. 

 As a final note in this section, I would like to confess that through the course of 

my work to understand the kaona references made within our contemporary literature and 

in my thinking of kaona as a practice, I have questioned the scope of my work for both its 

accuracy and ethics several times. Reflecting on Pukui’s emphasis on authorial intention 

with regard to kaona played a key role in my deliberation of whether or not this work is 

pono. I did not seek out every author to confirm their intention behind the kaona 

references they used, nor to confirm if they felt they were even employing kaona in the 



 20 

various places that I saw kaona. Any misreadings are, ultimately, my own. Nevertheless, 

as a Kanaka Maoli poet I know that there are aspects of creation that I am not always 

consciously aware of in the course of crafting a poem—words that are written that I know 

I haven’t written by myself, images or poetic lines that come to me in dreams, the feeling 

in my naʻau of what should be written and what shouldn’t. I also know that this was a 

part of my practice of creating even before I came to understand that these aspects of 

creation are a part of my Kanaka Maoli culture, our recognition that our kūpuna, our 

ʻaumākua, are our sources of inspiration with their own ways of sharing their manaʻo 

with us. Thus, my own experience has been such that, as a writer, I may not always be 

writing with the intention of creating a kaona reference; yet, the kaona may be there, 

articulating a part of the poem that may reveal itself to me or to my readers later.  

 I share my reflection on my own creative process to show that, given the colonial 

context within which we live, following four generations of severe Americanization and 

completely surrounded by objects, laws and media that reinforce colonial ideologies and 

dominant culture, we need to understand our moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau as well as the 

practice of kaona so that we can actively recover our Kanaka Maoli culture and heal 

ourselves.  However, I also share my reflection to emphasize how there may be ways that 

we practice or adhere to our Kanaka Maoli culture unknowingly, despite the colonial 

intention to prevent this. Either way, our moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau, as well as the 

contemporary kaona references made to them, are critical to ensuring and sustaining our 

cultural connection. Thus, I feel it is important to examine this kaona, to reveal some of 

the hidden meanings, as I see them, behind the references made to our creation moʻolelo 
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and moʻokūʻauhau. Osorio and Wong’s poem “Kaona” closes by underscoring what is at 

stake if we do not do this work:  

Because some meanings should never be hidden 

and with every word lost, 

we lose a piece of ourselves 

With every story forgot, 

we lose a piece of our history 

It’s time to uncover the past that we may 

understand our future 

interpret our stories that we may better know ourselves 

……………………… 

He mana ko ka leo, a ina aohe leo aohe ola 

Without language, we have nothing (“Kaona” 227) 

 

I hope that this dissertation helps to “uncover the past that we may/ understand our 

future/ [and] interpret our stories that we may better know ourselves” because I, too, feel 

the mana in our voices and know that without these voices, there would be no life for us. 

This dissertation seeks to honor our contemporary voices as they are in chorus with the 

voices of our kūpuna, which ola mau through us.  

 My readings are, of course, in no way presented here as an exhaustive 

account of all contemporary instances of kaona to our creation moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau, or to other cultural forms, events, or historical records. In 

fact, even within the specific pieces I examine, I am certain that there are 
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layers of kaona that I was not able to understand or even detect, as this is the 

very nature of kaona. Thus, I recognize that only those layers of meaning I 

could detect and understand are offered here, revealed—as we must also 

recognize that it is the nature of kaona to reveal its hidden meaning to us 

once we have the ʻike to detect and understand. I share my readings in this 

dissertation as a humble offering to share this ʻike, limited as it may be, to 

contribute to our collective literature of healing as we all work to understand 

what it means to be Kānaka Maoli.   

 

Overview and Organization of Chapters 

 As a colonized indigenous people whose homeland continues to be occupied by 

the United States, we have known deep and profound loss.  Still, we have also resisted 

and prevailed within our culture in so many ways.  The continuity of our literature is 

testimony to this. To honor that strength, this dissertation examines what has remained 

vital and strong, what we have carried, as unbroken gourds, how and what we have 

innovated and adapted to suit our purposes in the likenesses of our kūpuna. The histories 

of our origins, as told through these mo‘olelo and moʻokūʻauhau most certainly continue 

to be related and referenced through our contemporary literature in both subtle and more 

overt ways and for various political and cultural purposes. This dissertation affirms this 

intertextuality and continuity; and it demonstrates that our mo‘olelo and moʻokūʻauhau as 

they have come down to us from our kūpuna, matter to us and still have relevance to us 

and may guide us today. 
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 The first chapter of this dissertation is a review of the literary criticism of 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature. I begin by briefly discussing my definition of 

“contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature.” I then review the body of literary criticism 

focused on contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature that currently exists, beginning with 

Katherine Newman’s assertion of the term “Hawaiian-American literature” (used to apply 

to all literature written in Hawaiʻi, not only Kanaka Maoli) in 1979 to more recent 

discussions of our contemporary literature by Kanaka Maoli scholars, notably Haunani-

Kay Trask, Māhealani Dudoit, kuʻualoha hoʻomanawanui, and Kaʻimipono Kaiwi, and 

by non-Hawaiian scholars, including Susan Najita, Richard Hamasaki, Juliana Spahr, 

Rob Wilson and Cristina Bacchilega. I conclude that much more literary criticism should 

be devoted to reading and examining our contemporary literature than is currently 

available.     

 In Chapter 2, “Moʻolelo and Moʻokūʻauhau,” I relate historical and cultural 

background related to the Kumulipo, the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau associated with 

Papa and Wākea, and the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau of Pele and Hiʻiaka to emphasize 

their importance to the contemporary Kanaka Maoli cultural and political production of 

literature. I begin first with a brief discussion of the significance of moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau within Hawaiian culture. 

 Chapters 3, 4 and 5 offer critical literary analyses of selected works by 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli writers who make kaona references to the moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau I examine briefly in Chapter 2. The contemporary writers on whom I 

focus represent the diversity in age, gender, sexual orientation, language, genre, 

aesthetics, and ʻāina of the contemporary Kanaka Maoli creative writing community, 
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even as all articulate the importance of the same moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau5 to Kanaka 

Maoli culture. In selecting these various writers and their works, I intend to highlight this 

diversity and in turn, the complexity with which our contemporary writers create their 

works and insist on Kanaka Maoli identity and sovereignty within the colonized space. 

 In Chapter 3, I examine the contemporary use of kaona references to the 

Kumulipo within Kanaka Maoli literature.  The authors, John Dominis Holt, ʻĪmaikalani 

Kalāhele, Sage Uʻilani Takehiro, and Jamaica Osorio use both English and Hawaiian, as 

well as Pidgin (in the case of Kalāhele and Takehiro) to make their kaona references 

using short fiction, poetry, visual art, as well as Spoken Word. Each of the writers draws 

from a shared cultural knowledge base about the Kumulipo as a creation and genealogy 

chant as well as from the various political and cultural moʻolelo associated with the 

Kumulipo’s writing and translation. Chapter 4 focuses on contemporary kaona references 

to the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau of Papa and Wākea, including references to 

Hāloanaka and Hāloa. The selected authors, Victoria Nālani Kneubuhl, Māhealani Perez-

Wendt (formerly Māhealani Kamau‘u), Matthew Kaopio, Kent Kekoa Sentinella, and Kai 

Gaspar, are reflective of various literary genres, including drama, poetry, short fiction and 

the novel. In the selected works, all use both English and Hawaiian, while some, namely 

Kneubuhl and Sentinella, also employ Pidgin to make their kaona references. Finally, 

                                         

5 Though I selected certain writers for their kaona references to specific moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau, 
many of them make kaona references to the other moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau as well, sometimes even 
within the space of one creative piece. John Dominis Holt, for example, is examined for his kaona 
references to the Kumulipo; however, he also references Papa and Wākea as well as Pele and Hiʻiaka in the 
short story I examine in this dissertation.  Kaona references to other moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau examined 
in this dissertation can also be seen in the work of Haunani-Kay Trask, who references Papa and Wākea; 
Imaikalani Kalahele, who references Papa and Wākea as well as Pele; Victoria Nālani Kneubuhl, who 
references the Kumulipo; and Sage Uʻilani Takehiro, who references Papa and Wākea as well as Pele and 
Hiʻiaka. 
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Chapter 5 is devoted entirely to the poetry of Haunani-Kay Trask for its employment of 

kaona references to the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau of Pele and Hiʻiaka.  

 I begin and end each of the above chapters of literary analysis with one of my 

own poems to further add to this diverse chorus of Kanaka Maoli voices. In many ways, 

this dissertation is a critical companion to my poetry collection, The Salt-Wind, Ka 

Makani Paʻakai (2008), which I wrote over the course of eight years, from 1998-2006. 

Though I had always written stories, poems and plays since I was a child, it took me a 

very long time to think of myself as a writer, as someone who had words that could be 

relevant or useful or moving to anyone else besides those closest to me. I wrote the 

earliest poems in my collection (before I knew it would be a collection) largely out of 

desperation to heal myself, to exorcise images and memories that were threatening to 

subsume me, to mend, forgive, and accept. While many of the poems that came out of 

that period were personal narratives, I also returned to the moʻolelo I was told, and found 

that the Kanaka Maoli-ness of me needed healing, too. I began writing about the moʻolelo 

and moʻokūʻauhau of our ancestors, of the Kumulipo, of Pele, and of Papa, and in doing 

so, I could see that the distance between the personal and the mythic, between ourselves 

and our kūpuna, is just an illusion. In turn, I became sensitive to other Kanaka Maoli 

writers, who were also writing about these moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau, and finally 

understood the literature of healing, of ola to which we have all been contributing for 

generations.  

 The words of our kūpuna, their thoughts and stories, their lives, are the medicine 

for these times. Hāhai nō kākou i ke ala mālamalama o nā kūpuna e ola mau.   
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MOKUNA 1: 
LITERATURE REVIEW OF THE LITERARY CRITICISM  
OF CONTEMPORARY KANAKA MAOLI LITERATURE 

 

  To date, there has been very little literary criticism applied to contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli literature, from within or from without.  This is puzzling and concerning 

for several reasons. Kanaka Maoli authors are the only authors in Hawai‘i who can voice 

the true depth of Hawai‘i’s history. As John Dominis Holt writes: “Heritage is more than 

what has collected in one as genes and chromosomes. … It is spirit, the collective ethos 

of centuries of culture, and the shape this has taken under the subtle influences of 

environment” (15). Our contemporary written literature is part of a long literary 

continuum, with the orature and the 19th century writings of our kūpuna (largely in the 

Hawaiian language newspapers) before our contemporary work, which now flourishes 

alongside our contemporary orature.  

Thus, our stories, whether written or orally rendered, recent or ancient, carry the 

spirit Holt describes. Our stories do not begin in the plantations, nor do they begin or end 

with Cook’s arrival in Kealakekua Bay.  The ancestors who live on in our stories are 

much older, much wiser, and they are led, guided by stories much older and wiser than 

them. This is what it means to be indigenous to a land, to have a genealogical connection, 

an intimate knowledge of a place.  To access this deep history, you would need to hear 

our stories, and our contemporary literature lights a beautifully worn path to follow.   

I define “contemporary Kanaka Maoli Literature” as the both the written and oral 

literature composed by Kānaka Maoli, the indigenous people of Hawai‘i, from the 1960s 

(particularly after John Dominis Holt’s pivotal publication in 1964, On Being Hawaiian, 
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which is often credited as spurring the “Hawaiian Renaissance”) to the present. My 

definition follows ku‘ualoha ho‘omanawanui’s assertion (2005) that “although 

technically [the term ʻcontemporary’] could be used to mark all compositions in the post-

contact era, particularly those that demonstrate western influence in topic or form … the 

1960s began a period of renewed interest in Hawaiian arts and culture, along with social 

and political activism” (31).  

Of course, in offering the 1960s as a periodic division, I also recognize that 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature is descended from and reflects on our tremendous 

oral literary inheritance; it is also a literary mo‘opuna of our earlier written literature, 

which includes the recording of traditional mo‘olelo and mele and the composing/writing 

of new mo‘olelo and mele amounting to over one million manuscript pages of printed 

text in the Hawaiian-language newspapers (1834-1948). Several Kanaka Maoli scholars 

are currently contributing to our collective understanding of Kanaka Maoli cultural 

production of the 19th century and earlier by examining the writing of our kūpuna in the 

nūpepa—most notably, Noenoe Silva, kuʻualoha hoʻomanawanui, Leilani Basham, and 

Bryan Kamaoli Kuwada. For the purposes of this dissertation, however, this literature 

review will focus exclusively on the limited body of literary criticism that focuses on our 

contemporary literature, the field to which this dissertation contributes. I employ a 

chronological review to showcase how discussions of contemporary Kanaka Maoli 

literature have changed over time.  

   The first instances of published criticism of contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature 

are analyses by Katherine Newman, Sheldon Hershinow and Carol Silva published in 

1979-1981. Newman’s work highlights the contemporary literature of Hawai‘i for the 
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first time in a national journal (MELUS) and reflects her ʻoutsider’ status as a haole (from 

the continental U.S.) scholar writing a personal account of the Talk Story literary 

conference held in Hawai‘i in June 1978. She uses the problematic term “Hawaiian-

American Literature” to encompass all “ethnic,” “native” and “haole” literary production 

from Hawai‘i under a unified identity, which, according to her article seems widely used 

and accepted at the conference. While there continue to be remnants of this conflation of 

indigenous and settler identity, the distinction between “Hawaiian” and “local” and 

between “native” and “settler” has since been made in the scholarship of Haunani-Kay 

Trask, Māhealani Dudoit, Candace Fujikane, Rodney Morales, Houston Wood and 

ku‘ualoha ho‘omanawanui.  

   Both Hershinow and Carol Silva, on the other hand, are residents of Hawai‘i and 

are featured in a publication entitled Writers in Hawai‘i (edited by Eric Chock and Jody 

Manabe in 1981) focusing exclusively on John Dominis Holt’s work of the 1960’s and 

1970’s. Of the authors featured in Writers in Hawai‘i, John Dominis Holt is the only 

Kanaka Maoli represented and he is introduced as “the most accomplished living native 

Hawaiian writer” (Chock 3). By the time of the publication of Writers of Hawai‘i, Holt 

had several publications to his name, including On Being Hawaiian (1964), Today is 

Saddy Night and Other Stories (1965), Kaulana Na Pua—Famous are the Flowers 

(1971), Waimea Summer (1976), and Princess of the Night Rides and other Tales (1977). 

It seems striking that the criticism of his work, as an important first contemporary voice, 

lagged for several years, with over a ten-year silence surrounding his first creative 

collection and a three-year lag following his most recent work at that time. This lag 
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indicates somewhat of a hesitance to engage Holt’s work, as well as to engage the 

Kanaka Maoli text in general.  

 

Katherine Newman (1979) 

 Katherine Newman’s article, published in the Summer 1979 issue of MELUS, 

represents the earliest instance of literary criticism of our contemporary literature. In the 

article, entitled “Hawaiian-American Literature Today: The Cultivation of Mangoes,” she 

likens Hawaiʻi literary production to “the cultivation of mangoes” and defines Hawaiian-

American literature as literature written not only by Native Hawaiians, but by all 

residents of Hawaiʻi. She explains that by “Hawaiian,” she means an all-inclusive group: 

“the ʻethnics,’ the children and grandchildren of immigrants, are in the majority, and the 

natives (Polynesians) and the haoles (ʻstrangers,’ usually used for Caucasians) are in the 

minority” (46), employing distinctly racial divisions. 

 While her classification of all groups in Hawaiʻi as Hawaiian is problematic, 

Newman also employs a distinctly colonial “mainland” perspective in how she treats the 

literature of Hawaiʻi. In the opening paragraph of the article, she declares: “There is, 

strictly speaking, no Hawaiian American literature. What there is, at present, is a 

Hawaiian consciousness that pervades the work of a group of committed writers” (46). 

Amidst other oversimplifications and colonial perspectives popular during the time, 

Newman briefly analyzes a poem by Leilani Kam, “The Elders” in a section of the essay 

entitled “The Oral Tradition.” Though it is difficult to identify Kam as Kanaka Maoli, her 

poem centers on kūpuna and honors their witnessing of Hawaiian cultural degradation. 

Of the poem, Newman expresses a view still colored by fatal impact theory: “But the 
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most urgent need, according to the collectors [of oral history], is that of saving and 

proclaiming the dying values of the ancient Hawaiians.” She continues in her reading of 

the poem, speaking for Kam: “[Kam] believes it must be the greatest task for all who 

have any opportunity whatsoever to restore dignity to the degraded descendants of “the 

Elders” (65). Though the poem is not an example of oral literature, Newman uses Kam’s 

emphasis on cultural preservation to conclude that “For Leilani Kam, then, and others, 

the motive to recover the oral tradition is neither scholarly nor literary; it is redemptive. 

(66). Here, there is a sense of distinguishing the aims of Kanaka Maoli writers from other 

“Hawaiians,” though Newman ultimately fails to offer any close reading of the poem in 

terms of Kanaka Maoli history, nor does she make the connection between contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli literature and our oral tradition. Instead, Kanaka Maoli literature, as well 

as general “Hawaiian” literature is characterized as “emerging” and among its obstacles 

are that “Hawaiians must still “establish a local audience for Hawaiian literature” (46). 

 

Sheldon Hershinow (1980, 1981) 

 Perhaps seeking to further establish the term “Hawaiian American literature,” 

Sheldon Hershinow published his article “John Dominis Holt: Hawaiian-American 

Traditionalist” (1980). In this way, Hershinow somewhat echoes Newman, while also 

stating his assessment of the state of Kanaka Maoli literature: 

Hawaii now can boast a group of committed writers possessing a ʻHawaiian’ 

consciousness. These regional writers come from a variety of ethnic 

backgrounds—Japanese, Chinese, Samoan, Filipino, and Korean, as well as 

Portuguese and other haole (Caucasian) stock-all uniting as “Hawaiians.” 
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Unfortunately, literature by native Hawaiians about Hawaii is virtually 

nonexistent. (62) 

 

Of course, he is quick to point out that the subject of his article, John Dominis Holt, 

“stands as a brilliant exception” (62). 

 Primarily a reading of Holt’s work as an example of hybridity and conflicted 

indigeneity, Hershinow asserts that in Holt’s “best stories” he emphasizes “the mixture of 

blood that divides people against themselves, noting “Princess of the Night Rides” and 

Waimea Summer in particular for their “mixed blood” protagonists, Princess Kaʻiulani 

and Mark Hull respectively (64). Hershinow further writes how he feels the “hapa-haole” 

characters are divided: 

Holt uses mixed blood to represent two opposing clusters of values, representing 

two entirely different cultural traditions. On the Hawaiian side one finds pagan, 

primeval, pleasure-loving superstitiousness associated with freedom, naturalness, 

tolerance. On the haole side one finds civilized, rational Christian values, which 

produce restraint, primness, self-righteousness. Holt's hapa-haole characters 

provide vessels in which the two traditions converge, repelling and 

complementing each other in ways that shape the inner lives of these troubled 

Hawaiians. At his best Holt uses miscegenation as a metaphor for a dualism of the 

spirit, a deep-seated conflict of values and desires that is a part of the human 

condition. (66) 
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Though Hershinow’s analysis predates the notion of hybridity, his emphasis on the 

“mixed blood” of Holt’s protagonists highlights his own views of Hawaiianness and how 

they stand in opposition to haoleness. In this way, Hershinow highlights the internal 

conflict of Holt’s characters as ahistorical, a division due to “blood” and not the colonial 

situation of Hawaiians. As part of his article, Hershinow questions the validity of the 

Hawaiian sovereignty movement of the 1970s and characterizes it as largely fragmented 

and weak:  

The following decade and a half did see a Hawaiian political and cultural 

resurgence but unfortunately this "movement" has been highly fragmented and 

contains little sense either of unity among Hawaiians or of cross-cultural harmony 

within the wider society. (61) 

 

These political views more than likely contribute to Hershinow’s reading of Holt’s work. 

 As such, his reading of the events leading to Princess Kaʻiulani’s death in Holt’s 

“Princess of the Night Rides” is very different from the analysis I offer in Chapter 3.  

Hershinow writes: 

The story ends, as both historical events and Holt’s interpretation demand, with 

Kaiulani’s [sic] premature death, after she has a feverish encounter with the 

legendary night marchers, the dead of old Hawaii, while on one of her nocturnal 

rides. In this climactic scene the intrusion of Kaiulani’s Arabian mare, Damozel, 

into the mythology of old Hawaii, underscores the enormity [sic] of the cultural 

gap Kaiulani unsuccessfully struggles to bridge. (66) 
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For Hershinow, Damozel’s presence, which is quite minimal in the scene as Holt wrote it, 

represents Kaʻiulani’s native ʻinauthenticity,’ representative of her inability to connect 

with her own ancestors. My own reading of this scene differs significantly. What 

Hershinow sees as “unsuccessful,” I see as hopeful; and what Hershinow interprets as 

“old Hawaiʻi” and “the enormity of the cultural gap,” I interpret as continuity.  

 While Hershinow does recognize how Holt subverts a touristic view of Hawaiʻi 

and Hawaiian culture, he ultimately reads Holt’s fiction as a product of one who has been 

“isolated by ancestry, breeding, and personal history”: 

Holt creates in his fiction a world of poignant nostalgia which is resonant with the 

dilemma of existence for contemporary part-Hawaiians of noble ancestry. But his 

writing is not resigned or despondent. His fascination with Hawaiian history, 

legends, and stories evokes bittersweet memories of a vanished way of life. He 

paints the Hawaiian landscape with loving, finely textured brushstrokes. Much of 

the power of his writing stems from the sincerity with which he explores the 

implications of his own experience as a part-Hawaiian. (71) 

 

Even while seemingly complimenting Holt for his novel, as is evident, at the heart of 

Hershinow’s criticism is his own colonial belief in fatal impact theory, that for 

Hawaiians, any memory of sovereignty and nationhood is “nostalgia” for “a vanished 

way of life.” As such, Hershinow exposes his own biases in reading the work of Holt, 

who he must repeatedly emphasize is “part-Hawaiian,” to diminish the claims to 

indigeneity and sovereignty that Holt makes in the novel.  

 



 34 

 Hershinow subsequently republished his article in Writers of Hawaiʻi (1981). His 

article was included alongside Carol Silva’s article. It is unfortunate that this piece of 

literary criticism was among the first to examine Holt’s work in any great detail, 

especially during Holt’s lifetime. My own analysis of Holt’s “Princess of the Night 

Rides” in this dissertation represents the first Kanaka Maoli reading of this short story.   

 

Carol Silva (1981) 

 In her “Remarks on John Dominis Holt” in Writers in Hawai‘i (1981), which 

follows Hershinow’s article, Carol Silva begins by recognizing Holt’s important response 

to “a disturbing sense of injustice after reading a news item in the local press” in his On 

Being Hawaiian (12). She muses that historical injustice and its impact on Hawaiian 

identity is perhaps a prime motivation for Holt’s writing: 

[T]he realization of the dramatic influences exerted on the Hawaiian nation by a 

rather cancerous historical process became perhaps, an incentive in seeking, 

analyzing and accepting historical truth. Holt probably was aware of the bearing 

this knowledge would impose upon the contemporary Hawaiian identity. (12) 

 

As such, in her short piece, Silva discusses Holt’s work in the early 1960’s, when he 

wrote and published a few non-fiction pieces— Hale Ho-ike-ike (1961), On Being 

Hawaiian (1964), and Monarchy in Hawaii (1971). Of the latter, Silva writes: “Through 

[Holt’s] own careful study of events, influences, and people, an empathy evolved which 

enabled him to better analyze the strengths and weaknesses and the ultimate plight of 

chiefs and people to interpret for us a clearer view of Hawai‘i’s historical process” (13). 
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Silva asserts that Holt’s genealogy of both Kanaka Maoli and New England stock affords 

him “a perceptiveness and objectivity in evaluating and describing difficult [historical] 

situations” (13). She moves on to then briefly examine Holt’s historical play, “Kaulana 

na Pua—Famous are the Flowers,” which features a cast of just three characters—Queen 

Liliʻuokalani, Ka Leo, and the Historian. Silva writes that Holt uses “The Historian” 

character to relay “scholarly research” and “Ka Leo” to relay “empathy” in the play. 

Overall, she sees Holt’s message of the play (controversial in its day) as one that 

questions the Hawaiians’ acceptance of defeat with regard to Annexation, highlighting 

the Queen “as a model of hope and perseverance” (15). Her “Remarks” are a welcome 

addition offering a Kanaka Maoli reading of Holt’s work, especially read alongside 

Hershinow’s. 

 

S.E. Solberg (1983) 

 In his MELUS article, “Hawaiian Music, Poetry and Dance: Reflections on 

Protection, Preservation and Pride” (1983), Solberg focuses primarily on the history of 

Hawaiian music, though he also includes discussions of Hawaiian poetry and hula.  I 

include Solberg’s article in this literature review because his perspective is reflective of 

much of the early literary criticism of native literatures in general. While his article gives 

some excellent historical background tracing the various changes and influences on 

Hawaiian music, Solberg’s perspective reflects the colonial ideology of native 

authenticity, which asserts that a pure native culture only existed before western contact 

and all native culture to follow is somewhat corrupted.  Solberg writes: 

Everything “purely” Hawaiian in the contemporary musical context is, 
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presumably, rooted in pre-contact days before Captain Cook dropped anchor in 

Hawaiian waters in 1778 … The music and poetry of pre-contact Hawai‘i will 

never be known except in very tentative reconstructions. Natural processes of 

decay and rejuvenation have taken care of that, along with human suppression and 

rejection. Yet the tradition remains viable and self-sustaining as evidenced by the 

young chanters and poets who are composing, writing, and performing today. (41) 

 

While Solberg offers a measure of support in his article for the Hawaiian Renaissance 

period that began in the 1960s, he is also quick to argue that new native cultural 

production runs counter to preservation efforts: 

The paradox inherent in this is that the more fecund a tradition is in the creation of 

new materials the less “traditional” it is in preserving old materials. In a tradition 

such as Hawai‘i’s, which is in the main oral, lacking a canon of written, recorded 

or transcribed texts, establishment of a, or the, tradition is no small task, each 

attempt reflecting the preconceptions of its author together with the accepted 

wisdom of his time. (41-42) 

 

In making this argument, Solberg ignores how new native cultural production integrates 

and/or derives from the “traditional,” as well as how the creation of new materials 

doesn’t necessarily mean old materials and traditional means of composing and 

preserving are no longer valued.  Moreover, he also ignores the large stores of written 

literature, some of which are recordings of our orature (moʻokūʻauhau, mele, oli, 

moʻolelo, etc.), in the Hawaiian-language newspapers of the 19th century and the many 



 37 

examples of our orature carried and handed down by generations of kumu hula, orators 

and other kūpuna practitioners. As such, Solberg’s work presents another example of how 

Hawaiian literature and its continuity have been misrepresented and diminished within 

contemporary literary scholarship. 

 

Richard Hamasaki (1989, 1993)  

 Fortunately, Richard Hamasaki’s master’s thesis, “Singing in their Genealogical 

Trees: The Emergence of Contemporary Hawaiian Poetry in English” (1989), represents 

a major shift in the study of Kanaka Maoli literature during this period. His is the first 

full-length study of contemporary Hawaiian literature. Hamasaki focuses on the poetry of 

Dana Naone Hall, Joe Puna Balaz and Wayne Kaumuali‘i Westlake, writers who he notes 

are among the first Hawaiian writers to publish a significant body of contemporary poetry 

in English. In particular, Hamasaki examines how their work indicates a movement from 

“apparent non-regional and non-Hawaiian themes toward a more explicit Hawaiian 

consciousness.” He asserts that the poets “demonstrate, that, through their writing, editing 

and teaching, evolving consciousness of their Hawaiian ancestry as writers enabled them 

to produce works whose themes are unique to modern literature” (3). He further writes: 

By utilizing elements of contemporary poetry and its many forms and 

possibilities, they express a Hawaiian consciousness, in English, which no group 

of writers had done before them. This is significant because ethnicity and identity 

are inextricably linked to the emergence of contemporary Hawaiian literature 

produced in the English language. Furthermore, the reader is provided with new 
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perspectives which examine ethnic identity and cultural consciousness, both 

integral to the study of Hawaii’s literature” (3).  

 

As part of his thesis, Hamasaki also defines four ongoing “phases” of literature in 

Hawaiʻi, based on a model initially outlined by Rubellite Kawena Johnson, through 

which he contextualizes within a Pacific discourse. The first phase is identified as 

“observer literature” of 1778-present, and is literature produced by non-residents and 

explorers, such as that of Cook and other visitors and travelers. The second phase 

encompasses writing in the Hawaiian language by both Hawaiians and non-Hawaiians 

and goes from 1822-present. The third phase covers ethnic immigrant/migrant literature 

beginning around the turn of the 19th century, in many languages, including pidgin 

(HCE), immigrant languages, and English. And finally, the fourth phase focuses on what 

is now known as the second Hawaiian Renaissance,6 wherein writers of Hawaiian 

ancestry began writing in English (and HCE) in the 1960s and early 1970s. Hamasaki 

situates this contemporary literary phase within the Pacific, where he notes that 

contemporary literature began to emerge around the 1940s in Papua New Guinea and in 

New Zealand in the mid 1950s. In this way, Hamasaki is also the first to examine 

Hawaiian literature within the aegis of Pacific literature. Thus, he highlights how 

Hawaiian literary development coincides with the following topics of Pacific literary 

development:  

                                         
6 The first Hawaiian Renaissance occurred during Kalākaua’s reign following his revival and promotion of 
traditional Hawaiian artforms, including the hula, mele and oli. 
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oral traditions in the contemporary Pacific, the arrival of missionary presses; 

orthography of native languages; themes of romantic Pacific settings and 

characters perpetuated by visiting colonial writers; the English language as a 

vehicle for mass communication in the Pacific; and the establishment of 

universities in New Zealand, Hawaii, Papua New Guinea, Guam, and Fiji 

(including USP’s extension campuses elsewhere in the region). Finally, political, 

economic and social factors unique to each Pacific area both suppressed and 

facilitated the emergence of this literature. (22) 

 

Hamasaki’s chapter, “Mountains in the Sea: Emerging Literatures of Hawai‘i” in 

Readings in Pacific Literature (1993), is an adaptation of the Introduction to his Master’s 

thesis and relates the same important and timely arguments. While I do not examine the 

works of Hall, Balaz and Westlake in this dissertation, Hamasaki’s arguments lay much 

of the groundwork for situating contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature within a Pacific 

literary discourse and within the context of a colonized Hawaiʻi in which Kānaka Maoli 

are engaged in identity politics and cultural struggle. 

 

Stephen Sumida (1989, 1991)  

 Stephen Sumida’s Two Novels of Hawaiʻi was published by Holt’s Ku Paʻa Press 

in 1989. Focusing on Holt’s Waimea Summer and Milton Murayama’s All I Asking for is 

my Body (1975), the published comparative critique is introduced as “the central one out 

of five chapters” from And the View from the Shore: The Pastoral and the Heroic in 

Hawaiʻi’s Literary Traditions, which was later published in 1991. Sumida writes in his 
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Preface to Two Novels of Hawaiʻi that Holt “seized the idea” of publishing the chapter 

back in 1983: 

Holt called me and chuckled that he wished his family and colleagues could read 

the chapter so that he and his Waimea Summer might be better understood not in a 

close reading of the novel alone but also in my comparison between it and 

Murayama’s All I Asking for is my Body and within larger literary, cultural and 

historical contexts and analyses that I use or mention… (Sumida iv) 

 

Sumida’s Preface suggests Holt’s agreement with his reading, even as it also suggests 

that Holt was dissatisfied with previous analytical readings of his novel.  

 Sumida compares both novels, in part, because both are examples of the pastoral 

bildungsroman set in Hawaiʻi primarily in the 1930s and they were published within a 

year of each other, with Holt’s in 1976 and Murayama’s in 1975. Sumida writes: 

Both All I Asking and Waimea Summer suggest that an idyllic view of ʻsmall kid 

time’ Hawaii [sic] and the literary conventions that would typically depict it are 

inadequate when at the same time the writer is trying realistically to define an 

experience and an actual point of view. Yet, the childhood idyll … becomes most 

useful and interesting when its conventions are stretched and tested in 

Murayama’s and Holt’s full length works. (1) 

 

Later, he asserts that “[w]hile Murayama’s novel resolves conflicts and affirms the 

community’s history and values as these should have been, John Dominis Holt’s Waimea 

Summer …  questions a venerable history and ancient values. Rather, Holt questions how 



 41 

one may safely approach that past” (3). He suggests that Holt’s work emphasizes the 

Hawaiians’ inability to return to a place of knowing and understanding our history and 

the culture of our kūpuna, especially with regard to traditional spirituality. He asserts that 

Holt’s characters “both initiate and suffer the consequences of ancient Hawaiian 

spiritualism but imperfectly understood, incompletely remembered from the old days of 

Hawaii’s monarchy and earlier” (3).  

 While much of Sumida’s analysis focuses on how the novel grapples with an 

irreparably incomplete history and culture, there is very little discussion as to how these 

are effects of colonialism or colonial ideology. Though Sumida notes the sense of 

“melancholy” and Holt’s “elegiac” tone, he fails to examine how the Overthrow, 

Annexation and the Hawaiian grief over the loss of country and sovereignty have a 

distinctive and profound influence on the characters in Holt’s novel. As a result, he sees 

the character of Mark Hull as “an anachronism, too late to live in the time of the 

Hawaiians he imagines. His modern culture no longer supports the way of seeing and 

interpreting signs … and he fails alternatively to see Hawaiian culture as still living and 

changing today” (35).  Taking the effects of colonialism and colonial ideology into 

account would enable Sumida to understand Mark Hull, not as an “anachronism,” but as a 

character both drawn to and driven away from his Hawaiian culture and history, bound 

by the historical colonial context within which he is created.  

 Almost as an afterthought, Sumida briefly discusses the kaona of Waimea 

Summer as a kind of literary structure of the novel. He asserts, drawing from his 

understanding of Hawaiian mele: 
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… [In the novel] what would ordinarily be the kaona, inner or underlying 

meaning or subtext, indeed comes to the surface so insistently and repeatedly that 

it becomes the main plot itself … Holt brings the spiritual kaona to the surface, 

there to stay for the remainder of the novel, while in the novel’s subtext spiritual 

themes continue further to develop. … The kaona seems continually to be 

replenished; the novel thus gains a peculiar depth as the successive episodes cut 

deeper into it. (37) 

 

Sumida’s discussion of kaona as literary structure is interesting in that it emphasizes 

Holt’s ability as a writer to both hint toward kaona, as well as to highlight how within the 

plot of the novel, a Kanaka Maoli character like Mark Hull strives to understand and 

decipher the kaona he detects coming from the characters around him. While Sumida 

demonstrates that he is aware of there being “spiritual kaona” in the novel, he is careful 

not to go into any greater detail, indicating either his own inability to understand Holt’s 

intentions to employ kaona references to aspects of Hawaiian spirituality or his hesitance 

to discuss his readings of the kaona further. 

The “peculiar depth” this structure adds is a part of how Sumida defines Holt’s 

novel as a “complex idyll”7 in And the View from the Shore. As a “complex idyll” the 

novel participates within the Hawaiʻi pastoral ʻtradition,’ which he asserts has its roots in 

the Hawaiian oral tradition, which includes Hawaiian mythology and mele hula; and the 

                                         
7 In contrast, Sumida examines Michener’s Hawaiʻi as a “simple pastoral” in which “Hawaii’s paradise 
image is taken literally,” and “the writer … believes that the primitives he or she encounters take their own 
primitive myths literally … [wherein] the identification of fact with myth is unquestioned” (6). 
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“childhood idyll,” which Sumida muses “seems to be favored more usually by writers in 

the beginning stages of planting their claim in Hawaiʻi’s cultural history” (108). Thus, 

Sumida asserts that Holt’s use of “images of Hawaii as paradise and of Hawaiians as 

noble savages” as metaphors or symbols are intended to satirize the sentimental, 

“question[ing] the melting-pot symbol for race relations in Hawaiʻi and America” (6).  

His close reading of Holt’s work is reprinted nearly verbatim (with the exception of some 

organizational revisions) from Two Novels. 

 Though I mainly focus on Sumida’s reading of Holt’s work, throughout his 

comparative analysis, Sumida does not distinguish in any way how Holt’s identity as a 

Hawaiian, as someone who is indigenous to Hawaiʻi, and his work, as an indigenous 

work, may afford special consideration. He does not examine the depth of history to 

which Holt speaks through the novel, nor does he go into any detail about the tensions 

between the royalists and the annexationists Holt depicts. Rather, Sumida is content to 

read Murayama and Holt as equals, with similar claims to Hawaiʻi, an approach that is 

clearly problematic. Still, Sumida makes an interesting argument for Holt’s use of kaona 

as structure in the novel though he goes into no great detail; and as such, he asserts 

kaona’s continuity within contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature, but lacks the 

knowledge or motivation to have it illuminate his interpretive path. 

 

Māhealani Dudoit (1998, 1999) 

In the largely personal essay “Carving a Hawaiian Aesthetic” (1998), Māhealani 

Dudoit describes taking a Hawaiian art class at the University of Hawai‘i, which in and of 

itself, is a political site. Though she largely discusses aesthetics in terms of the visual arts, 



 44 

I assert that her observations may be applied to our literature, as well. The essay begins 

with Dudoit’s creative process, which entails an oli addressing the ‘aumākua, who 

Hawaiians traditionally see as instilling us with inspiration. She juxtaposes traditional 

Hawaiian art with modern Hawaiian art, writing:   

Traditional Hawaiian art reaches back—or Hawaiians would say i mua, towards 

the things in front of us—with the goal of rediscovering or recreating something 

from the past. It attempts to articulate its existence in our ancestral language. 

Contemporary art also reaches toward the past, but in order to translate our 

traditions into the language of today. (22) 

 

Though it is not stated, I believe Dudoit is remarking on the way in which we continue to 

practice our traditional Hawaiian arts in the present. Similarly, our literary tradition, 

which began as an oral tradition, is most certainly still practiced today as well, and using 

a similar practice of “reaching back”; and our written literature, though more recent in its 

development, reaches back, though to “translate” the past and our traditions using modern 

language. 

 Dudoit asserts in the essay that Hawaiian aesthetics were never purely 

ornamental; rather, 

while aesthetic quality was most decidedly important to ancient Hawaiian 

sensibilities, it always functioned in conjunction with a practical, spiritual, or 

symbolic capacity, whether secular or sacred…. Individuals were recognized as 

being good at hana no‘eau, but their activities were appreciated for their 

functional, as well as aesthetic strengths (23).  
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This emphasizes how, from the Hawaiian perspective, art was never for art’s sake; rather, 

it had to have a purpose, a function—political or historical or otherwise. Within Kanaka 

Maoli culture, all work must have purpose or function, as “[f]or Hawaiians, knowledge 

for knowledge sake was a waste of time” (Meyer 57). Of course, our literature is no 

different—whether serving as a counter-narrative to the dominating discourse, to impart 

values, to reaffirm our identity and belonging to ‘āina, to chronicle our deep history, to 

entertain, or to connect—a literary work’s purpose is supremely important. Dudoit further 

describes the aesthetic as holding within it an empowering means by which Native 

Hawaiians may also assert nationalism. By emphasizing how beauty is created through 

art and perceived by Native Hawaiian standards, as well as how it changes with Native 

Hawaiian culture over time, Western aestheticism’s colonizing force will weaken and 

huli, or reverse and change. 

 Developing this perspective in “Against Extinction: A Legacy of Native Hawaiian 

Resistance Literature” (1999), Dudoit briefly analyzes the work of several contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli writers of the period, including Holt, Dana Naone Hall, and Haunani-Kay 

Trask, for themes of resistance.  For Dudoit, the roots of Hawaiian resistance literature lie 

soon after writing was first introduced by missionaries in 1820. In particular, she 

discusses the creation of Ka Hoku o ka Pakipika and several prominent Kanaka Maoli 

newspaper editors and writers of the nineteenth century supporting or emphasizing 

Hawaiian nationalism, including David Kalākaua (before he was king), Joseph and 

Emma Nāwahī, and another husband-wife team, Robert Wilcox and Theresa Laʻanui 

Cartwright. She also mentions the production of nationalist mele as a part of a resistance 



 46 

movement after the Overthrow. In this way, Dudoit traces contemporary Kanaka Maoli 

literature to our orature and the literature produced in the 19th century as either mele or as 

moʻolelo in the Hawaiian language newspapers, and does so in a way that is markedly 

different from Sumida’s. In her readings of contemporary authors, Dudoit notes that 

alongside themes of resistance, there is also emphasis on cultural and spiritual renewal, as 

well as cultural continuity through the ʻāina.  For example, in examining Hall’s poetry, 

Dudoit concludes that Hall “envision[s] the land as alive and in active, ancestral 

relationship to the Native people. The sovereignty of both land and people are co-

dependent” (243).  

 Dudoit’s reading of contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature as part of a continuum 

of generations of Kanaka Maoli literary production is foundational to this dissertation. 

That Dudoit expresses that since colonial encroachment, which preceded the introduction 

of writing in Hawaiʻi in the 1820s, Kanaka Maoli literature also demonstrates a legacy of 

resistance is further critical to this dissertation, especially in Chapter 5, where I examine 

Haunani-Kay Trask’s work for its kaona to Pele and Hiʻiaka moʻolelo to emphasize both 

the spirit and protocol of Hawaiian resistance. 

 

Haunani-Kay Trask (1999) 

 Trask’s essays on contemporary portrayals of colonialism and cultural loss and 

our contemporary literature in Inside Out: Literature, Cultural Politics, and Identity in 

the New Pacific (1999) are among the first instances of criticism that sought to define 

Hawaiian Literature, as well as the experience of writing Hawaiian literature.  As such, 

these essays are foundational to the field of contemporary Kanaka Maoli literary criticism 
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and to this dissertation. In “Writing in Captivity,” Trask argues that contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli literature is “part of the resisting and reconstructing process” for the 

Hawaiian nation (18). She continues: “Whether we write mele (songs) or oli (chants) or 

essays or speeches or poetry or scholarship” is indicative of “a continuing refusal to be 

silent … Hawaiians are still here, we are still creating, we are still resisting” (20). Thus, 

according to Trask, the political role of contemporary Native Hawaiian writers in relation 

to Hawaiian people and culture as well as to the colonial forces of oppression such as 

tourism and land dispossession, is largely to counter the colonial narrative and its 

ideological hegemony, but also to serve decolonization and arguably, Hawaiian 

nationalistic efforts.  

In the essay “Decolonizing Hawaiian Literature” (also in Inside Out), Trask 

further contextualizes contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature as part of a continuum, with 

our written literature growing alongside and because of our oral literature:  

[A]nother kind of literature, one focused on Hawai‘i and composed by Hawaiians, 

has been present. I include here orature—creations in oral form, a genre that has 

been part of our Native heritage for millennia—and recently composed works in 

both written and oral form, which build upon and extend our ancient Hawaiian 

heritage. (167)  

She further writes that orature is key to the “decolonization of all Native literatures,” 

emphasizing the political act of indigenous knowledge recovery.8  Trask is careful to 

                                         

8 Native American scholar, Waziyatawin Angela Wilson, in her introduction to American Indian 
Quarterly’s Summer & Fall 2004 issue, describes Indigenous knowledge recovery as “an anticolonial 
project ... that gains its momentum from the anguish of the loss of what was and the determined hope for 
what will be” (359). 
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assert an aesthetic and cultural differentiation between the oral and the written: 

“Hawaiians are a profoundly oral people whose major transmission of feeling and 

thought occurs not through the isolated practice of writing but through the instant act of 

living speech, chant, and song” (167).  Her juxtaposition between writing and orature 

emphasizes the importance of connection, of performance in Kanaka Maoli literature; 

that is, even though writing is an isolated activity, its ability to connect with others, to be 

read and thus, felt, is at the piko of the Kanaka Maoli writing endeavor.   

Trask canvases the body of contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature in the 1990s to 

discuss the common counter-hegemonic themes of loss apparent in the work.  She writes:  

[A] substantial part of our writing draws upon the experience of living in a 

damaged world where the Native people have suffered unspeakable horror, 

including massive depopulation due to introduced Haole diseases, continuous 

theft of land and water by capitalist interests, and political and cultural 

suppression resulting from Americanization. All this has bequeathed to Hawaiians 

an overwhelming burden of loss. (177) 

 

This loss is heavy, though, for Trask, it is also the fire behind her poetry and her critical 

work, as she seeks redress and justice for these tremendous losses by fighting in writing 

and through other activist practices against continued marginalization and displacement 

of Hawaiians.  Our very cultural identity as it is tied to indigeneity, too, is shown to be at 

risk. Later in the essay, Trask defines Hawaiian literature as literature created by the 

indigenous people of Hawai‘i. She asserts that the term “Hawaiian” is based upon 

“[g]enealogical claims” of Hawaiians as the first people of Hawaiʻi” (170). She argues, 
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“It is the insistence that our Native people have a claim to nationhood on Hawaiian soil 

that generates the ignorant and ill-intentioned response that Hawaiian nationalists are 

racists. In truth, Hawaiians are the only people who can claim Hawaiʻi as their lahui, or 

nation” (170). In turn, she makes a clear distinction between “local” literature in Hawai‘i, 

literature created by those non-Hawaiians (largely from Asian immigrant populations 

whose ancestors arrived in Hawai‘i between 1852-1946 to work on sugar plantations), 

and Hawaiian literature, that which is created by Kanaka Maoli.  At the time of the essay, 

“local” writers indigenized themselves by assuming a “Hawaiian” identity through their 

literature, which was intent upon neutralizing their role in Hawai‘i’s colonial history. 

Trask was the first scholar to openly challenge this example of settler colonialism.9 

 For Trask, indigeneity overrides all other claims or ties to Hawai‘i because our 

indigeneity signifies, from the Kanaka Maoli perspective, a distinctly genealogical 

relationship to ‘āina through Papa and Wākea. This is means enough to challenge or 

disrupt colonial power and authority. In From a Native Daughter: Colonialism and 

Sovereignty in Hawaii, largely a political analysis, Trask describes the legal definition of 

indigeneity as "collective aboriginal occupation prior to colonial settlement" (33).  

Trask's project defies how defining indigeneity is framed within the context of American 

                                         

9 The collection of essays, Asian Settler Colonialism (2008), edited by Candace Fujikane and Jonathan 
Okamura, examines this theory within various political, social and cultural contexts. The book opens with 
one of Haunani-Kay Trask’s most controversial poems, “Settlers, Not Immigrants,” in which her emphasis 
on “settler” over “immigrant” identification of Asians in Hawai‘i effectively unveils a violent history of 
American colonial occupation in Hawai‘i. She writes in From a Native Daughter (1993) that “Modern 
Hawai‘i, like its colonial parent the United States, is a settler society; that is, Hawai‘i is a society in which 
the indigenous culture and people have been murdered, suppressed, or marginalized for the benefit of 
settlers who now dominate our islands” (25). Thus, all those not indigenous to Hawai‘i are settlers, 
profiting from the colonial enterprise, including “locals” who are descended from the harsh conditions of 
the sugar plantations. 
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colonization, where the “question of who defines what is Native, and even who is defined 

as Native has been taken away from Native peoples” (43).  However, Trask interprets 

“this theft” as testimony to the “pervasive power of colonialism and explains why self-

identity by Natives of who and what they are elicits such strenuous and sometimes 

vicious denials by the dominant culture [of a Native culture even existing separate from 

American culture]” (43). Here, the self-defined Native is a threat, and consequently Trask 

sees any instances to self-represent an indigenous identity, as within contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli literature, as serving decolonizing efforts.    

 Trask’s work is applicable to and inspires this dissertation on several levels. 

Though her essays are the only critical pieces she’s authored focused on contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli literature per se, they provide a rich foundation for literary scholarship.  

She connects our contemporary work with the orature of our kūpuna, defines Kanaka 

Maoli literature, and asserts that our work is counter-hegemonic thematically. In addition 

to defining indigeneity, her scholarship and her poetry provide a thorough and searing 

analysis of our colonial situation.  This dissertation will expand on these connections and 

intersections as they relate to the examples of contemporary work I examine, which 

includes Trask’s poetry.  

 

Monica Kaʻimipono Kaiwi (2000)  

 Kaiwi’s master’s thesis, “I Ulu no ka Lālā i ke Kumu: An Epistemological 

Examination of Native Hawaiian Literature” (2000), makes several important 

contributions to the field of contemporary Kanaka Maoli literary criticism.  Chief among 

them is her analysis of several examples of Kanaka Maoli creative work through a 
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Hawaiian epistemological framework based on the scholarship of Manu Aluli Meyer. The 

epistemological framework measures texts for their portrayals of certain “meta-

epistemological threads,” including “the role of place, history and genealogy,” “culture 

restores culture,” and “the duality of educational systems,” as well as for certain 

“epistemological themes,” including “spirituality and knowledge,” “physical place,” 

“relationships,” and “causality of language,” among others. Kaiwi asserts that Kanaka 

Maoli “have maintained a uniquely Kanaka Maoli worldview” despite having 

experienced “colonialism’s devastating effects on their culture and language” (viii). 

 As such, Kaiwi emphasizes the continuity of a Hawaiian literary tradition and 

organizes our literature into four “generations,” with the first two generations 

encompassing Hawaiian orature and Hawaiian writing of the 19th century in the Hawaiian 

language newspapers in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi.  The final two generations are discussed in 

greater detail.  Kaiwi frames “third generation Hawaiian literature” as the “literature in 

translation” and uses the example of Piʻilani Koʻolau’s Kaluaikoʻolau (recorded in 

Hawaiian by John Sheldon in 1906 and subsequently translated by Francis Frazier in 

1987) to which she applies the Hawaiian epistemological framework. Kaiwi’s “fourth 

generation Native Hawaiian literature” is, essentially, our contemporary literature 

“written in English.” In this section of her thesis, she offers epistemological 

measurements and readings of Alani Apio’s Kāmau and three selections from ʻōiwi 

volume 1, Kapulani Landgraf’s poem “E Luku Wale ē…Devastation upon Devastation,” 

kuʻualoha hoʻomanawanui’s poem “Electric Lava,” and William Kamanaʻolana Mills’ 

short story “Today’s My Birthday.” In doing so, Kaiwi is the first scholar to offer any 
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literary criticism of the works within the important publication, ʻōiwi: a native hawaiian 

journal.  

 While highlighting the notion of a literary moʻokūʻauhau, Kaiwi’s categorization 

of generations of Hawaiian literature, implying a sense of succession or progression from 

one “generation” to the next, is somewhat problematic. Nevertheless, her “generations” if 

they are to be thought of as “categories” of Kanaka Maoli literature, as well as her 

readings of contemporary work within an epistemological framework informed in part by 

genealogy, offer a significant contribution to the body of Kanaka Maoli literary criticism 

and to the scope of this dissertation. 

 

Rob Wilson (2001)  

 Rob Wilson’s article “From the Sublime to the Devious: Writing the 

Experimental/Local Pacific” in boundary 2 (2001) attempts to define the literary moment 

of the late 90s/early 2000s as a period of “two postmodernisms,” a term he borrows from 

TinFish editor Susan Schultz:  

[They] can be said to have split off into extremes of textual wordplay and ludic 

prattle, say, letters and words in love with their own materiality and poetic sound 

play, on the one hand, versus (in another version) a kind of reified, nostalgia-

drenched, and reiterative primordiality, on the other hand, wherein indigenous 

claims to place, myth, symbolic aboriginality, and nation are invoked to assert a 

kind of ontological priority against competing versions of cultural mixture, ethnic 

settlement, or linguistic and biological ‘‘hybridity’’ discourse as such. (123) 
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Through the lenses of two diverging postmodernisms, one of which exalts word play and 

a love of language, and another ridden with nostalgia and postcolonial indigenous claims 

to authenticity and nationhood, under which he classes and limits his own reading of 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature.  

 Wilson briefly examines the work of Hawaiian poets Kathy Dee Kaleokealoha 

Kaloloahilani Banggo (4-evaz, Anna) and Joe Puna Balaz (Electric Laulau) asserting that 

both are “localist,” a term that, for Wilson, assumes a resistance power in 

conflict with globalizing frameworks. Nevertheless, his use of “localism” is 

somewhat reminiscent of the equalizing “Hawaiian American-ness” earlier critics of 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature employ effectively diminishing the distinctiveness 

of indigenous identity. In this way, he describes Banggo’s poetry in terms of its complex 

use of language, as “written in a hard-core Pidgin English, incommensurable with the 

polite syntax and sublimated diction of standard English lyric poesy,” identifying her use 

of Pidgin as a marker of local and postmodern identity. Contradicting his earlier view of 

Kanaka Maoli literature, however, he finds an exception in Banggo’s work, which defies 

nostalgia to show “a street-poor underworld of drugs, sex, and brutalized ecstasy in 

Wahiawa, Oahu … the border of the borderland, as it were, revealing racial antagonisms 

on the verge of madness, murder, and lyric redemption” (128). Specifically, Wilson 

mentions her poems ‘‘Fly, Da Moʻo and Me’’ and ‘‘De Wen Sen Me Girl’s Home,’’ the 

latter of which he misreads, perhaps because of his misunderstanding of Pidgin and 

Banggo’s use of  

 

“bruddah” as depicting a “scene of Fanon-like family rage and the stabbing of a brother 
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by a sister” (128). 

 Similarly, Wilson admires the “local” poetry of Joe Balaz for its skilled use of 

language: 

[Balaz’s work is] a deft and imaginative reclaiming of the local Pacific with wit 

and joy, using multiple languages and colorful styles, and the expressive humor of 

the mixed and impious—tactics of linguistic imagination much needed in a time 

of decolonizing struggle in the Pacific, when claims to self-righteous purity (of 

blood, ideology, vision) do abound. (129) 

 

Balaz’s work, too, seems to defy Wilson’s problematic categorization of contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli literature.  He writes that Balazʻs “craft and cultural politics come together 

in ways that reflect the vision of a poet who has worked over the course of two decades to 

earn this ongoing power of imagination, place, and language.” Crediting Balaz with 

“transforming” both the “local and the indigenous thematics that dominate the airwaves 

in Hawaiʻi,” Wilson asserts that Balaz’s poetics successfully embody “postmodern 

surrealism and wit” while also remaining “rooted in Hawaiian history and language” 

(130).  

 Though Banggo and Balaz are the only contemporary Kanaka Maoli writers10 

Wilson incorporates into his analysis, both are found somehow to contradict his earlier 

depiction of the second postmodernist strand that encompasses contemporary Kanaka 

                                         

10 It should be mentioned that in the article Wilson dismisses Carolyn Lei-Lani Lau as Native Hawaiian, 
despite her assertions that she has a Hawaiian grandmother, because she is unable to produce documents 
(i.e., birth certificates) indicating her Hawaiian heritage. In this way Wilson poses as an authority of native 
authenticity using similar state practices to determine and measure Hawaiian-ness.  
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Maoli literature.  He asserts, using the term “mongrel-magical” to describe their work as 

inhabiting both postmodernisms, his measure of literary success in Hawaiʻi: “For Balaz 

(like Banggo) writes from a place where the two postmodernisms can mingle and meet in 

the mongrel-magical waters of the Experimental Pacific” (132). Coincidentally, in the 

works of Banggo and Balaz that Wilson examines, neither author makes claims to 

sovereignty, nationhood or land from a distinctly Kanaka Maoli perspective, what Wilson 

asserts is both “nostalgia-drenched” and embodying “reiterative primordiality.” In this 

way, neither are threatening to his own positionality as a local haole at the time of the 

article’s writing. 

 In concluding his article, Wilson frames his attempt to “map” the crossroads of 

the two postmodernisms in Hawaiʻi.  He writes:  

I have tried to show that Hawaiʻi is a much represented Pacific site that remains 

torn between global-simulation dynamics (Miss Universe tourist syndrome) and 

the pulls of primordial place (Native Hawaiian claims), struggling as a sign 

between the more general ethnic pastoralism of mainstream U.S. poetic … versus 

more localist pulls toward Bamboo Ridge. It is still a liminal space and contact 

zone of lively creativity, mutual criticism, and contestation that will not go away 

any day soon. (149) 

 

Aside from obviously favoring an avant-garde aesthetic, Wilson’s readings, while 

positive ones for Banggo and Balaz, echo earlier critical readings of contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli literature that attempt to discount indigenous claims to land, culture and 

nationhood as “inauthentic” unless hybridity (or in Wilson’s case, “mongrelism”) is 
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readily recognized and indigeneity is therein shown to be diluted and also inauthentic—a 

catch-22 for indigenous identity politics. That he collapses Native Hawaiian claims 

through literature and other political arenas as expressions of “primordial place” is also 

reminiscent of colonial attempts to relegate indigeneity to the distant and ancient past, 

essentially to silence native voice. This essay is surprising in many ways, largely due to 

Wilson’s support of decolonization projects, namely acting as co-editor (with Vilsoni 

Hereniko) for the pivotal collection of Pacific literary criticism, Inside Out (1999), which 

included Haunani-Kay Trask’s essays reviewed earlier. 

 

Susan Najita (2001, 2006)  

 In “History, Trauma, and the Discursive Construction of ʻRace’ in John Dominis 

Holt’s Waimea Summer” published in Cultural Critique (2001), Susan Najita offers a 

much needed third analysis of John Dominis Holt’s Waimea Summer. Where she departs 

from Hershinow and Sumida is through her incorporation of “contemporary discussions 

about the literature of Hawaiʻi and its decolonization [wherein] a central problematic 

resulting from on-going Euro-American imperialism is the tension between genealogical 

and racial definitions of Hawaiianness” (167). She asserts that for Holt, “genealogy and 

history guide nationalist struggle, and so in order to chart a decolonized future, he must 

first address one of the legacies of colonialism, the way in which racial constructions 

have interfered with genealogy in structuring identity” (168). She views the hapa haole 

protagonist, Mark Hull, in the novel as a character who “search[es] for an understanding 

of the past that is revealed as fraught and conflicted, a past … [that] continually points to 

the difficulty of forging a nationalism and nationalist identity upon a retrieved ‘authentic’ 
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past” (168). Najita asserts that this expresses Holt’s “hybrid cultural nationalism” 

(suspiciously reminiscent of Hershinow’s reading), which suggests his emphasis on “the 

impossibility of achieving purity, cultural or racial” and thus, his advocacy of “the role of 

genealogy in guiding the nationalist future” (169). She asserts that Mark’s identity is 

structured around “a particular kind of hybridity, what I term the ʻmultiple dialectics’ of 

race and gender” (180). Najita further sees Holt’s novel as demonstrative of what she 

calls “ethnographic trauma” resulting from the “reclamation of a repressed history [that] 

involves both an uncanny resurfacing of a primitivized past … [that is] necessarily 

fragmented and gapped.” She asserts that the historical is colonially constructed to 

produce “racial hybridity” as well as “multiple dialectics of race and gender” to impede 

indigenous claims to land and national identity in her conclusion of the article: 

This history, a product of multiple colonialisms, produces a particular type of 

racial hybridity in which the protagonist is caught within multiple dialectics of 

race and gender that impede his fulfillment of the nationalist role implied by his 

genealogy; this racial dialectic critiques the production of race in eugenics 

discourse by showing the relation between a justification for U.S. nativist claims 

to land and their attendant notions of racial purification and genocide. (205) 

 

Much of Najita’s article can now be seen as continuing the very problematic conversation 

(largely by non-indigenous scholars) focused on native authenticity, which is called into 

question with issues of “hybridity.”  

 In her book Decolonizing Cultures in the Pacific: Reading History and Trauma in 

Contemporary Fiction (2006), Najita takes a different stance, not mentioning “hybridity” 
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at all. She expands her earlier examination of Holt’s work in a chapter entitled “Trauma 

and the construction of race in John Dominis Holt’s Waimea Summer.” Devoted to 

examining the “importance of the local in the everyday,” Najita’s book emphasizes how 

the “local is a site of both invasive exploitation as well as popular resistance to official 

nationalism and its economic partner, global capital” (12). She asserts that Holt’s Waimea 

Summer is a work of “traumatic realism,” a genre whose subject is “not so much the 

history and emergence of the postcolonial nation as it is the history of ongoing 

colonization under empire. Rather than appearing as foreclosed, the traumatic colonial 

past resurfaces in fragments precisely because they continue to constitute not only lived 

reality but also genealogical (dis)continuity” (12). While I disagree with Najita’s 

understanding of “the postcolonial nation” and “ongoing colonization under empire” as 

mutually exclusive terms, as well as with her application of “genealogical 

(dis)continuity” (I do not see genealogical discontinuity within the novel), this chapter is 

a significant revision of her earlier examination of Holt’s novel.  

 In the chapter, Najita updates and revises her article to give a more thorough and 

complicated grounding in the issue of indigenous “authenticity.” As such, she offers a 

brief discussion of U.S. legal constructions of Hawaiian authenticity, via the Hawaiian 

Homes Commission Act (HHCA), and how these constructions conflict and interfere 

with Hawaiian forms of identity through genealogy. This revision, in turn, leads Najita to 

relinquish her earlier assertion of Holt’s “hybrid cultural nationalism.” Rather, in this 

version, Najita emphasizes how Mark Hull’s identity as a hapa-haole are tenured by 

eugenics discourse, Americanization, the HHCA, and other embodiments of colonial 

ideology.  She writes, “Hapa haole identity becomes the site of deferral, splintered by 
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competing forms of white-ness (British and U.S.) and Hawaiian-ness … Part-Hawaiians 

during the Territorial period were commonly thought of as ʻdegenerates’” (47-48).   

 Najita’s revisions highlight her own grappling to understand Kanaka Maoli 

identity and culture, and indigeneity, in general. While I do not examine Holt’s Waimea 

Summer in this dissertation, Najita’s work highlights how the contemporary Kanaka 

Maoli text is read differently within a postcolonial discourse refocused on the special 

circumstances of indigeneity. Najita’s recent work also notably (and thankfully) reflects a 

shift away from hybridity in the early 2000s. 

 

Juliana Spahr (2004)  

 In “Connected Disconnection and Localized Globalism in Pacific Multilingual 

Literature” (2004), Juliana Spahr examines the contemporary work of Kanaka Maoli and 

other writers from Hawaiʻi. She begins with a brief discussion of hybridity in terms of 

“the cliché of Hawaiʻi as a multicultural paradise full of racial equality,” which, she 

notes, Haunani-Kay Trask criticizes because of Hawaiʻi’s colonial situation. Spahr 

asserts: 

[T]he simplistic celebration of hybridity risks sliding into an uncritical, if 

unintentional, support of colonialism because it so often fails to acknowledge the 

unequal exchanges that define colonial relations. Most of the borrowing and 

mixing that is done in Hawaiʻi is done by fairly powerless individuals who are 

forced to do the ‘‘adapting.’’ Institutions that arrived from elsewhere, such as the 

university where I teach [the University of Hawaiʻi, Mānoa], have done little 

mixing, and the structures of these institutions are barely distinguishable from 
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their continental counterparts (78). 

 

Thus, in this boundary 2 essay, Spahr focuses her analysis on the ways that both Kanaka 

Maoli and settler writers portray Hawaiʻi and its colonial conflicts.  

 In particular, Spahr examines two contemporary Kanaka Maoli authors, Alani 

Apio (playwright) and Joe Balaz (poet). She describes Apio’s plays as  

moving portrayals of conflicts between Hawaiian and Western perspectives in 

modern-day Hawaiʻi. They explore the problems that beset colonized subjects as 

they attempt to either maintain control over their land or attempt to regain control 

after they have lost it. (86) 

 

She concludes that Apio’s plays suggest that “Hawaiian culture cannot be easily or 

naively disentangled from globalism and tourism” (87). She also examines the 

languages—Hawaiian, English, and Pidgin or HCE—and characters’ code-switching 

used in Apio’s plays to “avoid one-dimensional characterizations of what it means to be 

Hawaiian” as well as to underscore how “the border crossing and syncretism that 

colonialism has forced upon indigenous people” is not advantageous by any means (89). 

 She examines Balaz’s work for its language politics as well, noting that Balaz’s 

poems are “unreadable, or less readable, without an awareness of the complicated and 

unequal histories that languages carry with them in the Pacific” (91). Focusing on Balaz’s  

 

OLA, an online chapbook of concrete poems, she writes about its punning in Hawaiian 

and English:  
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One cannot read the poems without moving between languages. However, they 

are not like optical illusions, where one looks one way and sees Hawaiian, then 

tilts one’s head and sees English, but never sees both at the same time. Yet neither 

are the languages ‘‘mixed’’(as happens in Spanglish), nor is the English 

Hawaiianized (as happens in various Asian and African literary traditions). 

Rather, one must be open to seeing both the Hawaiian and English meanings 

unmixed yet side by side for the poem to make any sense. (91) 

 

As Spahr finds, both Apio and Balaz suggest that integration between languages and 

cultures within a colonial space does not happen easily or naturally, nor does it support 

globalism at the expense of indigenous sovereignty. She concludes that their works 

“represent one way colonized writers are rethinking citizenship in inescapably 

pluricultural settings. None are accepting the loss of self-determination as an inevitable 

consequence of globalism. Instead, they expose in order to demand autonomy” (99).  

 Spahr’s work is helpful in that it highlights the complexity with which Kanaka 

Maoli writers depict the colonial situation as a struggle for indigenous sovereignty and 

autonomy, rather than of assimilation. Also, her critique of hybridity (echoing Trask) and 

how it supports continued colonization is a welcome argument from a non-Hawaiian 

scholar. 

 

 

Michelle Keown (2007)  



 62 

 Though there is no mention of Hawaiʻi or of contemporary Hawaiian literature in 

Postcolonial Pacific Literature, which Michelle Keown published in 2006, Keown gives 

a brief overview of our contemporary literature in Pacific Islands Writing: The 

Postcolonial Literatures of Aotearoa/New Zealand and Oceania (2007) under a section 

entitled “Hawaiʻi and the ‘American Pacific.’” In the section, which includes the 

literatures of Hawaiʻi, Guam and American Samoa, Keown offers a simplistic timeline in 

which she traces contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature from “the substantial archive of 

nineteenth century anticolonial writing” to the contemporary writers published in the 

Polynesian poetry anthology Whetu Moana in 2003, including Imaikalani Kalahele, 

Māhealani Kamauʻu [sic], and Haunani-Kay Trask. She notes that “it was not until after 

Hawaiʻi became the fiftieth US state in 1959, and particularly after the native Hawaiʻian 

[sic] nationalist movement gathered momentum in the 1970s, that a substantial 

Indigenous creative writing movement began to develop” (127). As such, she mentions 

Holt as “the first Indigenous Hawaiʻian writer to publish a significant corpus of creative 

writing in English,” and describes the 1960s and early 1970s as a time when writers like 

Dana Naone Hall, Joseph P. Balaz and Wayne Westlake were publishing, but “did not, as 

a rule, engage explicitly with Indigenous identity politics” until the 1980s, when “a new 

wave of polemical writing emerged, energized by the burgeoning native Hawaiʻian [sic] 

sovereignty movement” (127).  She then goes on to focus on Kalahele, Kamauʻu and 

Trask for their works’ sovereignty politics. However, what Keown identifies as works 

that demonstrate “sovereignty politics” seems relatively narrow, limited to poetry that 

employs an obvious theme of resistance. This is more than likely because she limits her 

understanding of contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature to the work within Whetu 
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Moana: Contemporary Polynesian Poetry in English (2003) and to only three other 

Kanaka Maoli authored books. As such, she has not thoroughly canvassed contemporary 

or older Kanaka Maoli literature in order to make many of her arguments. 

 Still, of relevance to this dissertation, Keown examines Trask’s work as an 

expression of her “commitment to reclaiming and regenerating Hawaiʻian  natural 

resources and cultural practices” as well as for her use of Pele, whose “explosive power is 

invoked as a metaphorical means by which to combat the forces of Americanization in 

modern Hawaiʻi” (129). Keown further develops her analysis of Trask’s references to 

Pele in a later chapter on “Orality, Textuality and Memory,” specifically in a section 

entitled “Female Goddesses as feminist icons.” She asserts that Trask’s references to Pele 

“[suggest] that although Hawaiʻians are outnumbered by ʻforeigners’ and have lost much 

of their land, it is still possible to connect with and symbolically ʻreclaim’ those places 

through an awakened knowledge of the mythical past” (181).  

 In this dissertation, I unequivocally move beyond Keown’s argument. I do not see 

Trask’s kaona references to Pele and Hiʻiaka moʻolelo as only a “metaphorical means” of 

colonial combat, but as a literal means of establishing warranted resistance against 

colonialism.  Similarly, while Keown asserts that Trask’s references to Pele show how 

we, as Kānaka Maoli, may “symbolically ʻreclaim’” land, I read Trask’s work as moving 

beyond the symbolic to actualizing claims to the land through an invocation, not of a 

“mythical past,” but of a deep and resonant history that only Kānaka Maoli can claim 

through our moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau. Moreover, this is my argument for all of the 

kaona to the creation moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau in our contemporary literature I 

examine in this dissertation.  
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Cristina Bacchilega (2007)  

 Cristina Bacchilega’s Legendary Hawaiʻi and the Politics of Place (2007) 

examines how moʻolelo have been translated and rewritten following Hawaiʻi’s 1898 

annexation to the United States to “produce a legendary Hawaiʻi primarily for non-

Hawaiian readers or audiences” to further a colonially controlled touristic image of 

Hawaiʻi; and “how some historical and contemporary Hawaiian counternarratives offer 

an invitation to unmake this imaginary construction and re-envision Hawaiʻi as an 

indigenous ʻstoried place’” (1). Bacchilega emphasizes how “legends and myths do not 

simply belong in the past. This is not to deny that myths and legends come from the past, 

but to attend to what these stories do in the present” (25). Thus, though Bacchilega does 

not explicitly focus on contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature, she offers an example of 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature as a moʻolelo counternarrative to the touristic 

“legend,” by examining the work of Kapulani Landgraf.   

 Landgraf’s photography book Nā Wahi Pana o Koʻolau Poko: Legendary Places 

of Koʻolaupoko (1994) is, in Bacchilegaʻs analysis, an example of a “visual 

representation of ʻplace’ as grounded in Hawaiian storytelling within the contemporary 

context of Hawaiʻi.” To this purpose, Bacchilegaʻs focus is on “specific ways in which 

[Landgraf] uses legends to repopulate present-day Hawaiʻi for the many who have 

forgotten that it is an indigenous place” (31). As a Hawaiian-authored text that retells and 

reframes traditional moʻolelo within the contemporary context, Landgraf’s photographic 

and written work, as well as Bacchilega’s analysis of Landgraf, are important to include 

in this literature review.   
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 Overall, Bacchilega asserts that “Landgraf’s verbal and visual performance of 

moʻolelo signals that the genealogical and spiritually nurturing link of Hawaiian islands 

and people is not confined to the mythical past” (48). She upholds Landgraf’s work as 

exemplary of a “Hawaiian” view of place grounded in moʻolelo that stands in opposition 

and challenges touristic reconstructions of moʻolelo to ʻsell’ Hawaiʻi. Bacchilega asserts 

that Landgraf  

engages in critical dialogueue [sic] with a tradition of landscape photography in 

Hawaiʻi; she actively employs Hawaiian narrative strategies to represent today’s 

Hawaiʻi as an indigenously peopled place; she puts visual and verbal 

representations in a historicizing dialogue with one another that questions 

ʻillustration’; she represents ʻstoried places’ to generate a politicized double 

vision of contemporary Hawaiʻi. (58) 

 

Though Landgraf’s work is not included in this dissertation as an example of kaona 

within contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature, Bacchilega demonstrates that Landgraf 

employs kaona toward similar decolonial ends. In turn, Bacchilega is herself an example 

of a non-Hawaiian scholar whose literary criticism works to reveal the depth of 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature as a tradition honed within generations of 

moʻolelo and actively countering colonial narratives and transfigurations. 

 

 

kuʻualoha hoʻomanawanui (2004, 2005, 2007, 2008)  
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ku‘ualoha ho‘omanawanui’s scholarship focuses on the convergence of Kanaka 

Maoli literature with Kanaka Maoli spirituality and contemporary politics. Her 

dissertation, “Pele’s Appeal: Mo‘olelo, Kaona, and Hulihia in ʻPele and Hi‘iaka’ 

Literature (1860-1928)” (2007), canvases and analyzes the entire body of mo‘olelo about 

Pele and Hi‘iaka, while also examining the historical contexts within which every 

publication or performance occurred, as well as the relationship between translation and 

power in Hawai‘i.  Her work is critical to this dissertation, not only in the chapter that 

examines kaona references to the Pele ‘ohana, but throughout, for its postcolonial 

analysis of how Pele and Hi‘iaka as akua are politicized historical/mythological figures. 

Though “Pele’s Appeal” focuses on the Pele literature recorded in writing primarily in 

the 19th century, hoʻomanawanui has also written extensively on contemporary Kanaka 

Maoli literature.  

Primarily intended as an introduction to Kanaka Maoli literature, 

ho‘omanawanui’s “Hā, Mana, Leo (Breath, Spirit, Voice): Kanaka Maoli Empowerment 

through Literature” (2004) gives a brief overview of Hawaiʻi’s colonial history with 

regard to Kanaka Maoli literature. While she is careful to note that writing did not replace 

oral traditions, she notes that writing, since its introduction by missionaries in the 1820s 

was widely embraced and used to record orature, to translate foreign texts, as well as to 

create new literary works in the Hawaiian language newspapers, which flourished until 

the 1930s. She emphasizes the erosion of the Hawaiian language “by colonial laws and 

social enforcement” as the primary reason for diminished literary production from the 

1940s-1960s. Despite this 20-year setback, she writes that in the 1960s, “Kanaka Maoli 

began to once again write and publish as our ancestors had done a hundred years prior. 
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This time, however, the dominant languages of choice were English and Hawaiʻi Creole 

English (HCE), popularly referred to in Hawaiʻi as ‘pidgin’” (89). She concludes her 

article by highlighting that contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature continues to empower 

Kānaka Maoli: “Regardless of language (Hawaiian, English, HCE), time period 

(precontact until today), and sociopolitical circumstances, Kanaka Maoli have always 

been, and continue to be, empowered by our moʻolelo” (90). This empowerment, 

hoʻomanawanui explains, take place in two primary ways—“practice” and “theme”: 

… By practice I mean the actual art of composing, performing, publishing, and 

perpetuating mo’olelo … Thematically, Kanaka Maoli literature values the use of 

kaona (underlying meaning) and the use of traditional metaphors. Contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli writers strive to keep these important features of our traditional 

moʻolelo prominent in our writing today regardless of the language in which we 

are composing. (90) 

 

While hoʻomanawanui does not go into further detail except to give examples of 

traditional metaphors, such as the kalo and hulihia, her work further expands the notion 

of Kanaka Maoli literary continuity; it also presents kaona as a traditional literary device 

which is employed, regardless of language, within contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature, 

a point critical to my dissertation. 

 In the essay “He Lei Ho‘oheno no nā Kau a Kau: Language, Performance, and 

Form in Hawaiian Poetry” (2005), hoʻomanawanui uses the metaphor of “the traditional 

haku (braided) lei” to analyze contemporary Kanaka Maoli poetry and to demonstrate the 

linkages and interweaving between traditional Kanaka Maoli compositions and 
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contemporary forms and aesthetics. While hoʻomanawanui begins by examining mele 

Hawaiʻi and the Kumulipo to illustrate “how language and orality influence form” (38) 

through diction, repetition and sound, she connects these traditional forms to 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature, emphasizing how it “has been strongly shaped 

and influenced by Anglo-American poetic aesthetics in some ways, while at the same 

time strongly resisting it, becoming something completely new, which, neither Hawaiian 

nor Anglo-American, stands on its own” (34). She briefly examines several contemporary 

poems, including those by Haunani-Kay Trask, Puanani Burgess, and Wayne Westlake, 

to demonstrate the continuity of Hawaiian literary tradition, as well as to show how their 

poetry has been colonially influenced. My work will build on the foundation 

ho‘omanawanui has created, with particular attention, of course, paid to contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli writers’ motivations and rendering of cosmogonic kaona, references to our 

creation mo‘olelo and mo‘okū‘auhau.   

In the chapter “This Land is Your Land, This Land was My Land: Kanaka Maoli 

Versus Settler Representations of ‘Āina in Contemporary Literature of Hawai‘i” (2008) 

in Asian Settler Colonialism, ku‘ualoha ho‘omanawanui distinguishes between 

representations of ‘āina in Kanaka Maoli and “Asian and other settler or ʻlocal’ 

literature,” defining the main differences as being “how ʻāina and Kānaka Maoli are 

described and portrayed, as well as the inclusion, use of, and attitudes toward language—

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, English and Hawaiʻi Creole English (HCE) in particular.” She asserts that 

these differences in representation exist “because Kānaka Maoli and settlers are operating 

from different cultural paradigms and different language bases” (117). The cultural 

paradigms hoʻomanawanui identifies include a recognition of our orature as part of our 
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literature and a traditional cultural emphasis on humility in terms of  “authorship,” which 

in a colonial framework led to the “theft” and plagiarism of Hawaiian moʻolelo by 

settlers. 

Much of hoʻomanawanui’s chapter focuses on comparing the aloha ʻāina in the 

work of Kanaka Maoli writers and composers to the ahistorical, distanced knowledge of 

place as “commodity” or “landscape” that is part of the literature of settlers, including 

Darrell Lum, Eric Chock, and Lois-Ann Yamanaka. She follows this comparison of ʻāina 

representation with a discussion of the role of kuleana in Kanaka Maoli culture and 

literature, asserting that “[w]hile not all non-Native scholars, writers, and critics are 

hostile to nā mea maoli (all things indigenous), even those who are supportive of Kānaka 

Maoli sometimes assert themselves into Kanaka Maoli kuleana with a settler 

consciousness” (140). She notes that there is a fine line between supporting Kānaka 

Maoli culture and literature, and asserting kuleana over both, using Dennis Kawaharada 

as an example. She concludes: 

Kuleana over nā mea Hawai‘i (all things Hawaiian) is certainly something Kānaka 

Maoli have struggled with for a long time, and our quest to gain control over our 

land, gathering rights, language, culture, customs and now literature continues as 

we struggle for nationhood. … Settler writers and scholars must acknowledge 

Native kuleana over all things Kanaka Maoli, including literature. (146)  

 

Thus, for hoʻomanawanui, kuleana, when asserted by settlers over Hawaiian literature 

and other aspects of our culture, equates with a measure of control and authority. Within 
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a colonial space, this control and authority further dispossesses native peoples of the 

control and authority we should have over our literature and our literary production.  

 Though this dissertation does not focus on the colonial conflict between Kanaka 

Maoli literature and settler literatures overtly, hoʻomanawanui’s work, overall, represents 

another much needed Kanaka Maoli perspective within contemporary Kanaka Maoli 

literary criticism confirming how orature is a part of our literary inheritance, but also 

highlighting how our literature continues to be politicized, and even commodified, within 

the colonial space. 

 

Conclusion 

   It should go without saying that contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature should be 

seen as worthy of closer critical examinations for its historical and political content 

within literary and academic circles; and at the very least that, as a body of literature, 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature should be more visible in Hawai‘i, Pacific, 

American, and international literary contexts than it is. Still, there is a pervasive silence 

that surrounds our contemporary literature, and it is my contention that this has very little 

to do with our literature’s artistic merit and everything to do with the deep entrenchment 

of Hawai‘i’s colonial situation, which is, in several ways, reflective of some of the early 

critical readings, misreadings, and dismissals of contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature. 

   Though silence is seemingly harmless, as Ngugi wa Thiong’o asserts, “the 

reception of a given work of art is part of the work itself; or rather, the reception (or 

consumption!) of the work completes the whole creative process involving that particular 

artistic object” (82).  Consequently, the absence of criticism, as well as the use of 
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criticism to discount the contemporary Kanaka Maoli voice in its claims of nationhood, 

land and sovereignty, suggests that a discomfort with reading and critiquing a Native 

Hawaiian text may have, at best, something to do with the reader’s ignorance of its 

cultural tropes, and, at worst, with the continued denial and suppression of Hawaiian 

counter-narrative11 and the continued relegation of Native Hawaiians to being only a part 

of the hegemonic tourist brochure—to be seen, but not heard.  Edward Said writes that  

   Without significant exception the universalizing discourses of modern Europe and 

 the United States assume the silence, willing or otherwise, of the non-European 

world. There is incorporation; there is inclusion; there is direct rule; there is 

coercion. But there is infrequently an acknowledgement that the colonized people 

should be heard from, their ideas known. (50) 

 

Regardless, this inattention is directly related to the colonial context of Hawai’i and the 

threat posed by the claim to indigeneity made by self-defined authors who are largely 

counter-hegemonic and using more contemporary or introduced art forms which, like 

writing in general, have been used to suit our own purposes.  

   That the literature review conducted here, unfortunately, covers fairly extensively 

the literary criticism focused on contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature (save for reviews 

                                         
11 Paul Lyons uses the term “American Pacificism” to describe the United States’ continued use of carefully 
constructed prescribed narratives to justify colonialism in Hawai‘i.  He writes that “[n]eglect on various 
fronts of US relations in Oceania as a region is supported by a variety of invested ignorances and touristic 
discourses. In the case of Hawai‘i history, this includes a massive national denial” (7). He argues this 
practice reveals more about the needs of the colonizer to adapt the dominant narrative during given 
historical periods, rather than forming as essentially repetitive or consistent mirror to the nation.  As 
essentializing appraisals that paradoxically evolve from generation to generation, it is clearly not the 
“essential nature” of the Islander that changes, but the material relation and the discursive needs of the 
perceiver. (16) 
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of individual collections in newspapers and journals)12 highlights the need for further 

inquiries and deeper examinations by both Kanaka Maoli and non-Kanaka Maoli critics. I 

include non-Kanaka Maoli critics in my call for further criticism because Kanaka Maoli 

literature does not and should not exist in a vacuum of reception; rather, the 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli text should be a site of understanding and ongoing 

conversations centered on colonization, decolonization, and sovereignty. Literary 

criticism from both within and without is essential to honoring Kanaka Maoli literature 

and to giving it, and our colonial issues and struggles, greater visibility and attention. As I 

will show in this dissertation, our contemporary Kanaka Maoli authors counter colonial 

hegemony by highlighting our current struggles to recover our language and our stories, 

our identities, our aesthetics; to voice our testimonies, and to retrieve and reclaim our 

history and our ‘āina. Kanaka Maoli writers walk in the footsteps of our kūpuna, 

reminding us of our mo‘olelo and mo‘okū‘auhau to guide us in this, our greatest time of 

need.  For this reason, it is regretful that this dissertation is the first to focus entirely on 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature, which continues to grow as a field, with now 

nearly four generations of writers. My work here presents just one small facet of a very 

rich and complex contemporary literature that deserves and warrants several more full-

length studies, hundreds more essays and close readings.  

   In the words of many Kanaka Maoli writers before me: “ʻAʻole i pau.”  

                                         
12 Of note are reviews written by fellow indigenous Pacific writers, including Robert Sullivan’s review of 
Haunani-Kay Trask’s Night is a Sharkskin Drum in The Contemporary Pacific 16.2 (2004) and Craig 
Santos Perez’s review of my collection, The Salt-Wind, Ka Makani Paʻakai in Studies in American Indian 
Literatures 22.3 (2010). However, there have also been reviews of individual Kanaka Maoli collections in 
the Honolulu Weekly, in Orion Magazine and through the Poetry Foundation’s Harriet blog (thanks to 
Craig Santos Perez and Barbara Jane Reyes) for works by Māhealani Perez-Wendt, Sage Uʻilani Takehiro, 
and myself. 
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MOKUNA 3: THE KUMULIPO AND THE MOʻOLELO AND MOʻOKŪʻAUHAU  
OF PAPA AND WĀKEA AND OF PELE AND HIʻIAKA 

 
 
 This dissertation focuses on how contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature makes 

kaona references to cosmogonic moʻolelo (stories) and moʻokūʻauhau (genealogies). 

Specifically, I examine kaona references made to the Kumulipo, an oli moʻokūʻauhau, or 

genealogical chant; Papa and Wākea moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau; and Pele and Hiʻiaka 

moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau. In this chapter, I will present historical and cultural 

background related to these particular moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau to emphasize their 

importance to the contemporary Kanaka Maoli cultural and political production of 

literature. I begin first with a brief discussion of the importance of moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau within Hawaiian culture. 

 Moʻolelo is a word that is a composite of the words ʻmoʻo,’ referring to a 

‘succession,’ especially of a genealogical line, and ‘ʻōlelo,’ a word that means ‘words, 

language, or speech.’ hoʻomanawanui writes that in this way, “moʻo ʻōlelo is a 

succession of talk, as all stories were oral, not written, although today the term also 

encompasses written literature” (“Hā, Mana, Leo” 86) In Kū Kanaka, George Hueu 

Kanahele writes that “traditionally, mo‘olelo referred to a true narrative either about 

historical figures or about the gods, or both. Insofar as it tells of the akua, it is a sacred 

story— a true myth” (52). Kanahele’s emphasis on moʻolelo being a “true narrative” and 

a “true myth” are telling insofar as moʻolelo may also be translated as “history.” From a 

Kanaka Maoli perspective, “history” is a construction of a narrative based on “true,” 

meaning actual events.  
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 Our kūpuna recognized that words hold mana, or spiritual power. The ‘ōlelo 

no‘eau, “Aia ke ola i ka waha. Aia ka make i ka waha,” or “There is life in the mouth. 

There is death in the mouth” demonstrates this concept of hua ‘ōlelo, as actualization or 

consequences through the spoken word, whose results could be either life-giving or 

destructive (Pukui, Haertig and Lee 85). Similarly, Manu Aluli Meyer writes in Ho‘oulu 

that this belief in the power of words continues, as “to speak ill, to think ill, to act ill is to 

create a meager crop and therefore the converse of that—to speak powerfully, truthfully, 

with purpose and mana—is to then reap the harvest of power, truth and mana” (15). 

Meyer further notes that “[t]hrough the hā, or breath, we infuse mana into the sound, 

hence, the meaning or intent of the word” (45).  

 In this way, mo‘olelo disrupts other systems that privilege distinctions between 

academic and literary genres, between non-fiction and fiction, myth and history, as well 

as oral and written binaries. Indigenous “mythologies,” or moʻolelo, are political in the 

sense that they establish an indigenous reality that challenges the dominant colonial 

culture’s version of reality. Thus, mainstream literary discourse undermines indigenous 

conceptions of reality in moʻolelo by treating them as fanciful and imaginative. Since 

myths may also serve as a form of historical record, their dismissal as ʻfiction’ silences a 

competing indigenous perspective of history, while privileging a colonial perspective by 

which indigenous moʻolelo is measured for ʻhistorical accuracy.’ It is also because 

Hawaiian moʻolelo, like other indigenous mythologies, have been recorded and passed 

down to us orally that they are dismissed as fiction, for in historical studies, writing and 

written documents are often viewed as more ʻfactual,’ because it is naively assumed that 

writing is somehow unchangeable or incorruptible. Thus, within this dissertation, the 
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creation moʻolelo discussed are treated as texts that defy binary distinctions between 

academic and literary genres.   

 Also containing the word “moʻo,” moʻokūʻauhau is translated as “genealogy,” 

which emphasizes a succession through lineage. The word “kūʻauhau” refers to 

genealogy or lineage, but may also describe a “historian” or “genealogist,” as well as the 

act of reciting one’s genealogy. As such, moʻokūʻauhau have been treated within 

Hawaiian culture as both sacred texts and historical records, and thus, as guides for 

chiefly advisement. Lilikalā Kameʻeleihiwa writes,  

The genealogies are the Hawaiian concept of time … Through [genealogies] we 

learn of the exploits and identities of our ancestors. … Even though the great 

genealogies are of Aliʻi nui and not of the commoners, these Aliʻi nui are the 

collective ancestors, and their moʻolelo … are histories of all Hawaiians, too. (19) 

 

She further goes on to note that genealogies serve to anchor our place in the universe 

while also emphasizing our continuance as a people.  

 In 1896, three years after the Overthrow, the Hawaiian language was banned from 

schools and government in a newly proclaimed Republic of Hawaiʻi, led by an oligarchic 

gang of aggressive sugar entrepreneurs, largely missionary descendants. This same year, 

the newspaper, Ka Makaainana, posed the following question:  “E hooliloia ana anei ka 

hanauna hou o Hawaii nei ma ka papa o na poe kuaaina a me hupo? Ina aole pela, alaila e 

imi koke a hoomaopopo I ka moolelo oiaio a me ke kuauhau o Hawaii nei.” Melody 

McKenzie translates this as “Will the new generation of Hawaii nei be changed into the 

class of backwards and ignorant people? In order for this not to occur, we should quickly 
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seek to understand the true history and genealogy of Hawaiʻi” (qtd. in 

Moʻokūʻauhau=Genealogy 3). These expressions of colonized forgetting reflect both the 

anxiety of the people forgetting the “moʻolelo ʻoiaiʻo a me ke kuauhau,” the true history 

and genealogy of Hawaiʻi, and the practice of genealogizing, amidst the encroaching 

American colonialism. The comparison of those without knowledge of moʻokūʻauhau to 

“na poe kuaaina a me hupo,” or “backwards and ignorant people” is telling of the cultural 

and pedagogical role played by moʻokūʻauhau to guide the people, using the histories of 

aliʻi, individually and in succession.  

Maintaining this connection to our moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau therefore 

provides a powerful means of resistance to the colonial narrative and the colonial 

situation within which Kānaka Maoli must live and survive. In Wasase: Indigenous 

Pathways of Action and Freedom (2005), Taiaiake Alfred recognizes that  

 the culture that we have inherited is thoroughly infused with the values of 

domination and submission, fear and compliance, and the act of unrestrained and 

unthinking consumption that is the engine of our economic and political system. It 

is an artificial culture that is impossible to sustain and an existence that 

disconnects people from their lands, their communities, their histories, and their 

languages, the very things that give them strength, health, and happiness in their 

lives. This is the life we are leading. (91) 

 

The moʻolelo and the moʻokūʻauhau of our kūpuna are a means of undoing this imposed 

culture of “domination and submission, fear and compliance” because they remind us of 

the rich cultural legacy from which we descend and emphasize that we, as indigenous 
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peoples, already have a wholly indigenous means of decolonizing, should we allow our 

moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau to guide us, just as they guided our ancestors for hundreds of 

generations.   

 By examining contemporary kaona references to these moʻokūʻauhau and 

moʻolelo, my dissertation affirms that our contemporary writers continue to use the 

words of our kūpuna to guide us, that or ancestors’ wisdom is more than culturally 

relevant as it may provide us with the very means with which we may decolonize and 

sustain our sovereignty as a people. In these next few sections, I will give background 

associated with the Kumulipo, the Papa and Wākea moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau, and the 

Pele and Hiʻiaka moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau, as well as offer summaries of popular 

moʻolelo associated with their telling in various historical and cultural contexts. I argue 

that, aside from the importance of the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau themselves, much of 

these elements of historical and cultural background as well as the various contexts 

within which all of these moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau were recorded in writing in the 

nineteenth century are a part of the many kaona references made in contemporary Kanaka 

Maoli literature.    

 

The Kumulipo 

The Kumulipo is arguably the most important literary work in the Native 

Hawaiian canon and among the most significant contributions to world indigenous 

literature. David Malo begins his Mo‘olelo Hawai‘i with a discussion of mo‘okū‘auhau, 

or genealogies, and their significance to Kānaka Maoli, referring to the Kumulipo as one 

of three genealogies “greatly thought of as indicating the Hawaiian people as well as their 



 78 

kings” (2, Emerson, trans.).  Similarly, Rubellite Kawena Johnson describes the 

Kumulipo as detailing cosmo-genesis: or “… [L]ife comes of itself, through being born 

out of nature’s elements (inanimate) into organic life (animate), and through a chain of 

organic births in a quasi-evolutionary continuum, leading eventually to the birth of 

humankind and gods” (21). A 2,102 line creation and genealogical chant, the Kumulipo is 

an evolutionary account of creation, and traces the beginnings of the Kanaka Maoli 

concept of the universe “through the evolution of all living creatures, culminating in the 

birth of kānaka (people) … from the first woman, Laʻilaʻi, through her distant descendant 

… the Ali‘i Nui Kalaninui‘īamamao born sometime in the 1700’s”—the time of its 

composition (ho‘omanawanui 364).  

The Kumulipo is divided into sixteen wā, or eras of creation, with the first seven 

wā occurring in the time of pō (darkness, night) when the heaven and earth are created, as 

well as the plants, animals and gods, and the final nine wā occurring in the time of ao 

(light, day) when “human genealogies spring from godly ones.”  Ao and Pō are among 

several unopposing dualisms or “complementary pairs”13 expressed throughout the 

Kumulipo as a kind of paired balance or pono—Kāne/Wahine (Male/Female); 

Akua/Kanaka (God/Human); and ʻĀina/Moana (Land/Ocean). This relationship of pono, 

rather than a Manichean structural hierarchy indicating dominance of one side of the pair 

over the other, emphasizes how both sides of each duality are necessary and equally 

important in terms of their roles and functions.  

                                         
13 Noenoe Silva notes that the term “dualism” connotes “the notion of one thing split into two” or “the 
double nature of something,” neither of which applies in the case of the paired forces within the Kumulipo.  
Instead, she suggests the term “complientary pairs” (pers. comm.). 
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Altogether, the Kumulipo traces the lineage of over 800 generations, amounting 

to approximately 16,000 years,14 after the time of Pō, or the creative darkness out of 

which all life was brought forth, demonstrating that our kūpuna had an extremely deep 

understanding and concept of history. The purpose of the chant was “to connect the birth 

of this new chief to the beginning of time, establishing his place in the universe as the 

supreme ruler over it” (ho‘omanawanui 36). According to Liliʻuokalani in her translation, 

the Kumulipo is known to have been recited twice before it was recorded in written 

form—it was chanted for James Cook by the famed mea oli (chanter) Puou, who was a 

genealogist of the aliʻi nui, Kalaniʻōpuʻu, and at the deathbed of Keʻeaumoku by famed 

mea oli and chiefly advisors, Hewahewa and Ahukai (Liliuokalani, Introduction to the 

Kumulipo). 

The writing of the Kumulipo, under Kalākaua’s ascension to the throne of the 

Kingdom of Hawai‘i, aside from having great cultural significance, also had great 

political significance. Mo‘okū‘auhau like the Kumulipo functioned to trace the ancestry 

of ali‘i to the gods, therefore, validating the authority and mana of the ali‘i for whom they 

were recited or composed. King Kamehameha V, the last of the Kamehameha kings, died 

on December 11, 1872 without naming a successor. Under the Kingdom of Hawaiʻi’s 

1864 constitution, if the king did not appoint a successor, a new monarch would need to 

be elected by the legislature. The two chosen candidates were William Charles Lunalilo 

and David Kalākaua. Lunalilo was the more popular of the two and was elected as king 

largely because of his close lineage to Kamehameha I. His grandfather was Prince 

                                         
14 This figure estimates a generation as being 25 years in length. 
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Kalaimamahu, a half brother of Kamehameha I, and he was thus a cousin of King 

Kamehameha V.15 King Lunalilo died just a little over a year later, without designating a 

successor; thus, an election was held with Kalākaua as a candidate once again; however, 

this time Kalākaua ran against Dowager Queen Emma Naea Kaleleonālani Rooke, a very 

popular aliʻi who claimed descent from Kamehameha I’s full brother, Keliʻimaikaʻi. Jon 

Osorio notes in Dismembering Lāhui that, 

For Hawaiians, the king was not an office of the government; he was the symbol 

of the Hawaiian people, the bodily link to divine ancestors and the greatness of 

the Conqueror [Kamehameha] … In the public relations struggle that preceded the 

plebiscite, Kalākaua tried to elaborate his own illustrious lineage. (150) 

 

While Kalākaua was elected as Hawaiʻi’s monarch by the legislative vote, Queen Emma 

held the popular vote due in part to her Kamehameha lineage. Kalākaua could not claim 

as close a link with the Kamehameha line, so he chose to reinforce his succession to the 

throne by demonstrating his descent from the illustrious Keaweikekahialiʻiokamoku line. 

As Kimo Campbell explains, “Kalākaua, interested in providing a more substantial and 

dignified presence than the election afforded him, used the Kumulipo to establish himself 

as a descendant of the ancient chiefs of Hawaiʻi” (Preface to the Kumulipo, Liliʻuokalani, 

trans).  

                                         
15 The only person more closely related to Kamehameha was Princess Bernice Pauahi Bishop; however, 
Princess Pauahi denied her own ascension to the throne twice—once, by refusing a marriage proposal from 
Kamehameha V, and second, in refusing the throne following Kamehameha V’s death. 
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 Kalākaua’s reign can be characterized by its emphasis on Hawaiian cultural 

traditions, which he astutely recognized could strengthen the spiritual and political 

sovereignty of Hawaiʻi. Perhaps Kalākaua recognized that “native wholeness is a threat 

to white dominance, as it evades the allotment of our lives and lands and faces threat 

directly. Our fight is that of all Indigenous peoples: to remain whole, unbroken, and 

adaptive through tradition” (Justice 100). Thus, he revived and promoted the hula, which 

was banned with the first generation of missionaries; created and funded a Ka Papa 

Kū‘auhau o nā ‘Ali‘i (Board of Genealogy of Hawaiian Chiefs), the revival of the Hale 

Nauā, a society intended to unify the ali‘i nui of Hawai‘i, and celebrated and recorded the 

traditional arts of oli, mo‘olelo, and mele. He also worked to frame Hawaiʻi as a 

sovereign nation within a global market.  

Tiffany Ing details Kalākaua’s “spectacles of display,” which were intended “to 

convince those inside and outside of Hawai‘i that he possessed the intelligence and 

ability to lead, to revive Hawaiian culture, and to make other peoples and nations 

recognize Hawai‘i as an independent nation” (Ing 4). She writes:  

First, he displayed himself, his people, and their culture to the world through 

events like the World Exhibitions. Second, he made a traveling spectacle of 

himself through public appearances and journeys. Third, he made a variety of 

visual reproductions of himself that his people—Hawaiians and haole alike—

would see as assertions of his kingship. And finally, Kalākaua proclaims the 

beauty and dignity of his kingdom, and its forms of self-government, through 

music. (Ing 4) 
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During this period, Kānaka Maoli were commonly perceived to be a “dying race,” after 

suffering massive depopulation. Over a hundred years after western contact, it is 

estimated that the “Kanaka Maoli population was only 10% of its pre-haole population 

just 100 years [after western contact] (Stannard 51). The motto during Kalākaua’s reign, 

“Ho‘oulu Lāhui” or “Increase the Nation,” was a response both to this massive 

depopulation and the cultural decline of his people. His choice to record the Kumulipo in 

writing, therefore, must also be seen as a part of these “spectacles of display” to both 

establish the legitimacy of his reign using moʻokūʻauhau and resist encroaching western 

ideals of history, culture and ʻcivilization.’ Thus, midway through his reign as king in 

1889, Kalākaua, who felt his government and nation were being jeopardized by “the 

haole formulated discourse that the king, his institutions, and in fact, his own people were 

anachronous relics waiting to be replaced,” decided to record his mo‘okū‘auhau in 

writing (Osorio 224).  

 His decision to record the Kumulipo in writing was both a way to assert his 

legitimacy and mana as ruler of the Hawaiian Kingdom, and an act of “ideological 

resistance,” as its transcription resisted the encroaching western ideals of history and 

culture (Silva 98).  Though the Kumulipo was considered to be “the special property of 

the latest ruling family” and among the most precious possessions of an aliʻi, Kalākaua 

allowed the genealogy to be shared with his people, essentially gifting it as an example of 

the mana of the Hawaiian people and nation (Lili‘uokalani Introduction). Because the 

Kumulipo remains as the most complete of the genealogies of aliʻi, it also represents a 

strong cultural history, emphasizing the continuum of the Native Hawaiian legacy and the 

vast depth of our roots. Consequently, the Kumulipo has come to represent identity and 
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indigeneity for Native Hawaiians, as well as survival and the connection to our ali‘i and 

nationhood.  

As her brother’s successor, Queen Lili‘uokalani also saw the political significance 

of the Kumulipo. She began translating the text into English in 1895, two years after the 

Overthrow of her Hawaiian Kingdom (1893), while she was imprisoned in ‘Iolani Palace 

for ʻtreason’ by the Republic of Hawai‘i.  She finished the extensive translation in 1897 

while traveling to Washington DC to petition against the American annexation of 

Hawaiʻi and to regain internationally recognized sovereignty to her small country.  

 While Liliʻuokalani notes no overtly political reasons for the translation project, 

she does articulate historical and cultural preservation as motives.  In her Introduction to 

the translation, she writes:  

There are several reasons for the publication of this work, the translation of which 

pleasantly employed me while imprisoned by the present rulers of Hawaii. It will 

be to my friends a souvenir … possibly it may also be of value to genealogists and 

scientific men … The folk-lore or traditions of an aboriginal people have of late 

years been considered of inestimable value; language itself changes, and there are 

terms and allusions herein to the natural history of Hawaii, which might be 

forgotten in future years without some such history as this to preserve them to 

posterity. Further, it is the special property of the latest ruling family of the 

Hawaiian Islands. … (n.p.) 

 

Yet, in addition to those reasons she outlines, there were, of course, very large political 

implications of her translating the Kumulipo into English. Noenoe Silva writes that 
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Lili‘uokalani published her translation “as a way of explaining to the people of the United 

States that the Kanaka Maoli were a people with a very long history … to counter the 

discourse that disparaged the Kanaka Maoli in order to justify annexation and military 

occupation of Hawai‘i” (98). Moreover, Silva emphasizes that the translation of the 

Kumulipo contested missionary rhetoric used to falsely characterize Hawaiian history in 

terms of darkness, or pō, what was taught as “pre-Christianity,” and light, or ao, what was 

taught as the coming of and the embrace of the church. Thus, through Lili’uokalani’s 

translation, it was shown that “pō … does not mean the time of ignorance and barbarism 

before enlightenment and (Western) civilization arrived, but rather the time of gods 

before the first human and out of which humanity rose” (100).  As such, the Kumulipo 

refuted the popular pro-annexation claim made by the haole colonial discourse that 

Kānaka Maoli were “ignorant savages who had no culture prior to the arrival of Captain 

Cook” (Campbell Preface).  

 Moreover, the Kumulipo affirmed Liliʻuokalani’s legitimacy as ruler of Hawaiʻi 

by virtue of her royal genealogy. On the title page of her translation, Liliʻu notes that the 

Kumulipo was “created for Ka-Ii-Mamao” and passed on to “his daughter Alapai 

Wahine[,] Liliuʻokalani’s great-grandmother.” She writes further in her Introduction that  

[Lonoikamakahikiʻs] parents were Keaweikekahialiiokamoku and 

Lonomaikaamaka. Ka-I-i-mamao16 [sic] was the father of Kalaniopuʻu … It will 

be seen, therefore, that as connecting the earlier kings of ancient history with the 

monarchs latest upon the throne this chant is a contribution to the history of the 

                                         
16 Though this represents a different rendering of his name, the Queen uses one version for her title page 
and the other in her Introduction.  
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Hawaiian Islands, and as it is the only record of its kind in existence it seemed to 

me worthy of preservation in convenient form. 

 

She emphasizes her descent from a succession of proud monarchs, who ruled in Hawaiʻi 

long before the arrival of haole. The most recent monarch she mentions is Kalaniʻōpuʻu, 

who is a distant ancestor or hers more closely associated with the Kamehameha line. In 

mentioning Kalaniʻōpuʻu, however, the Queen underscores her kinship with one of the 

very aliʻi who first welcomed haole to Hawaiʻi, as Kalaniʻōpuʻu hosted Cook, and in 

doing so, also references the well-known history of that encounter in which Cook was 

killed after taking Kalaniōpuʻu hostage.   

The Queen’s translation was published by Lee and Shepard Publishers in Boston 

in 1897, and its circulation was very short-lived, as it went out of print the same year. The 

brevity of the life-span of the first edition of her translation as a publication speaks 

volumes to the threat it represented to the new colonial government, which was relatively 

unstable and unable to suppress and silence any counter-narratives. Though the reasons 

behind the translation going out of print so quickly are unclear, it may be surmised that 

the Queen’s Kumulipo translation represented just such a counter-narrative challenging 

the American colonial occupation of Hawaiʻi. 

 The Queen’s translation was all but lost until, in 1978, Pueo Press—located in 

Kentfield, California and headed by Kimo Campbell, who identifies as being from both 

Hawai‘i and California—reprinted Queen Lili‘uokalani’s translation, along with her 

Introduction and original title page. Campbell writes that it occurred to him that the first 

English translation of the Kumulipo ought to be made available because “the 
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Lili‘uokalani version has been out of print since its publication in 1897. … It is hoped 

that this will be a useful tool for modern Hawaiians attempting to understand, preserve, 

and revitalize Hawaiian culture” (Preface). 

American folklorist Martha Beckwith published another translation of the 

Kumulipo with commentary (I would argue that her book is primarily commentary) in 

1951.  Unfortunately, Beckwith’s translation continues to be the most widely used and 

distributed despite its colonial misreadings, mistranslations and areas in which the 

Queen’s translation was plagiarized word-for-word. While she does not offer any reasons 

for translating the Kumulipo as a folklorist, her protégée Katherine Luomala writes that 

Beckwith’s purpose lied in her admirable desire to “rescue [the Kumulipo] from is burial 

place in obscure libraries out of reach of scholars today and unknown even to the few 

Hawaiians left who read their own language and might be able to interpret its meaning” 

(x). Still, Beckwith may have had other, more colonially grounded motives, as her 

commentary questions the historical accuracy and the legitimacy or authenticity of 

Kalākaua’s version and consequently, Lili‘uokalani’s translation. Because the Kumulipo 

is a genealogy, however, this question of accuracy or authenticity inevitably questions the 

legitimacy of Hawai‘i’s last two sovereigns and native government as well. Beckwith 

writes: 

I think the idea must be abandoned that these earlier genealogies represent a 

succession of generations rather than of events arranged … Especially in 

storytelling … Historical accuracy just does not exist as we understand the term, 

 and the painstaking toil of our own scholars in calculating dates far into the past  

 from these oratorical recitations must certainly be abandoned. (Beckwith 149) 
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Though she exalts the Kumulipo for its feat of poetic composition, Beckwith also 

essentially discredits its historical accuracy of the moʻokūʻauhau, therein questioning 

Kalakaua and Lili’u’s motives, as well as the integrity of orality for its manipulability, 

throughout her translation/interpretation in service of American domestic interests. 

 Aside from Beckwith’s translation, Rubellite Kawena Johnson also wrote a partial 

translation of the Kumulipo (1981) covering the first two wā. Published by John Dominis 

Holt’s Topgallant Press, Johnson’s translation emphasizes the evolutionary nature of the 

oli moʻokūʻauhau. As such, she presents certain deities as “mythologically personified 

forces of nature” that follow the earth and animal and plant life that was already formed 

by natural forces (Johnson i). Johnson writes in her Preface: 

The Kumulipo suggested not only that life evolved of itself upon the earth but 

also that the visible universe had been set into motion by the heating surfaces of 

celestial bodies. The rotation of the heavens could then be the means by which 

cosmic time could be measured and thereby the orderly structure of the universe 

understood. (i) 

 

She maintains that while it was “not the intention of the Hawaiian priests who composed 

the Kumulipo … to explain the universe in scientific terms,” that their intent was to  

relate a newborn chief of high social rank to his ultimate origins in earth’s very 

beginnings, at the point where all prehuman forms of nature and human life are 

but common kindred. Yet among origin myths in almost every known age and 

society, the Kumulipo is comparatively rational for its nonmystical treatment of 

biological relationships and cosmic time. (i) 
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While Johnson’s translation is also difficult to access in print form due to the limited 

print run of her translation and the closing of Ku Paʻa Press (formerly Topgallant Press) 

following Holt’s death in 1993, she has a scanned electronic version available for 

downloading on her blog site, “Kumu K’s blog” (http://kumuk.wordpress.com/). Johnson 

also offers electronic copies of her dissertation on the Kumulipo, as well as several 

papers on Hawaiian cosmogony. 

The Kumulipo’s continued popularity within contemporary Kanaka Maoli culture 

is demonstrative of how the genealogy represents a strong connection to our ali‘i and our 

continued practice of genealogy.  Along these lines, Noenoe Silva writes that the 

Kumulipo continues to “[figure] in the national consciousness of the lāhui and … 

continues to function as resistance to colonization and the attendant project of 

assimilation (97).  Indeed, the Kumulipo is a strong cultural and political site of Kānaka 

Maoli identity, as it forges a connection to Hawai‘i, this ‘āina of colonial contention, as 

well as the generations of our kūpuna before us.  Though it is not the only genealogical 

record for Native Hawaiians, it is certainly the most substantial Hawaiian cosmogonic 

genealogy that has been preserved. Thus, the Kumulipo represents, as scholar Lilikalā 

Kame‘eleihiwa writes, “the history of [we] the Hawaiian people … the sum total of [our] 

identity” (21), forging a deep sense of connection to our ‘āina in Hawai‘i, our ali‘i, as 

well as the generations of our kūpuna before us. 

 

Papa and Wākea Mo‘olelo and Mo‘okū‘auhau 

 Another important body of mo‘okū‘auhau and mo‘olelo often referenced in 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature is that of Papa and Wākea. I share popular 
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mo‘olelo told about them, as well as a few mo‘okū‘auhau attributed to them, here, to 

demonstrate their lasting cultural and political significance to Hawaiians, despite how 

Papa and Wākea mo‘olelo, in particular, have historically been used to justify colonialism 

within Hawai‘i. As such, I examine these mo‘olelo and mo‘okū‘auhau and how they have 

been related by both nineteenth-century and twentieth-century scholars.  

 Needless to say, Papa, as the Hawaiian Earth Mother, and Wākea, as the 

Hawaiian Sky Father, are important figures in Hawaiian history, especially since, 

according to various mo‘olelo and mo‘okū‘auhau, Papa and Wākea are also common 

ancestors to all Kanaka Maoli. In Pukui and Elbert’s Hawaiian Dictionary, the word 

“papa” refers to a “flat surface” and could be a “foundation,” “story of a building,” or a 

“floor.” Additionally, “papa” may also mean “class,” “grade” or “rank,” as well as a way 

of describing the offspring of ali‘i (“Papa” def. 1). As an akua, Papahānaumoku, or “Papa 

who Gives Birth to Islands,” embodies the ‘āina even as she is able to create more ‘āina. 

The meaning of Wākea’s name is similarly aligned with his embodiment of the heavens. 

“Ākea,” a variation of “Wākea” means “Broad, wide, spacious, open, [or] unobstructed” 

(“Ākea” def. 2).  

 The name Papahānaumoku also credits Papa with giving birth to many of the 

Hawaiian Islands through her union with Wākea, beginning first with Hawaiʻi, then 

Maui, then Kahoʻolawe (originally called Kanaloa), and then later, Oʻahu (with Lua and 

not Wākea), Kauaʻi, Niʻihau, Lehua, and Kaʻula. Abraham Fornander notes that 
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Kamahualele17 recognized Papa’s birthing of Hawaiʻi as he and Mōʻīkeha18 approached 

Hawaiʻi on their return from Tahiti. The following is an excerpt from that oli: 

Eia Hawaii, he moku, he kanaka, Here is Hawaii, an island, a person, 

He kanaka Hawaii,--E A Hawaiian man, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Na Papa i hanau It was Papa who gave birth 

Na ke kama wahine o Kukalaniehu laua  

       me Kauakahakoko. 

It was the daughter of Kukalaniehu and 

Kauakahakoko. 

Na pulapula aina i paekahi The islands [children of Papa] are in a row 

(10).19 

 

Martha Beckwith’s Hawaiian Mythology notes two additional oli depicting the moʻolelo 

of Papa birthing islands, one composed by Kaleikuahulu, “son of the ruling chief 

Kumukoa and grandson of Keawe, whom Kamehameha appointed to teach some of the 

chiefs his knowledge of genealogies,” and one composed by Pakui, who was the kahuna 

of the heiau of Manawai, also on Molokai (301). While Beckwith does not include the 

Kaleikuahulu version, nor a translation of it, the Pakui version she translates details the 

parentage of each of the Hawaiian islands (Wākea-Papa; Wākea-Kaula; Wākea-Hina; 

Lua-Papa) in addition to the births of Eastern Kahiki and Western Kahiki and the 

                                         
17 The astrologer, prophet and companion of Moʻikeha, the grandson of Maweke, who migrated to Hawaiʻi 
from Tahiti sometime between 1000 and 1050 A.D. (Fornander 9-10).  
18 The spelling and orthography of Mōʻīkeha’s name varies between texts.  
19 Mahalo nui loa to Noenoe Silva for her help with the above translation and others throughout this 
dissertation. All mistranslations, however, are ultimately my own, Unless otherwise stated, all translations 
from ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi into English are my own.  
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“regions below” and the “regions above,” while also explaining the temporary separation 

of Papa and Wākea: 

Papa left and returned to Tahiti, 

Went back to Tahiti at Kapakapakaua, 

Wakea stayed, lived with Kaula as wife, 

Lanai-kaula was born, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Wakea sought a new wife and found Hina, 

Hina lived as wife to Wakea, 

Hina became pregnant with the island of Molokai, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Papa was raging with jealousy, 

Papa returned from Tahiti 

Bitter against her husband Wakea, 

Lived with Lua, a new husband, 

Oahu, son of Lua was born …20 (302)  

 

                                         
20 To date there have been several examples of Kanaka Maoli scholarship that contest older translations 
written by settler scholars such as Nathaniel Emerson and Martha Beckwith because of their 
misrepresentations and mistranslations. I have taken this scholarship into account throughout this 
dissertation wherever translation is necessary. While I agree that this requires vigilance when it comes to 
the translated Kanaka Maoli text, I do not necessarily agree that every instance of translation by settler 
scholars, even those mentioned above, should be dismissed as faulty or suspect. For this reason, I include 
those translations written by settler scholars that I believe, given my own limited, but growing 
understanding of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, may fairly represent the original in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi.     
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As shown, the ability to birth islands is not necessarily limited to Papa, as the islands of 

Molokaʻi and Lānaʻi were birthed by Hina and Kaula respectively in their unions with 

Wākea upon Papa’s departure to Tahiti. However, because Papa is known for giving birth 

to most of the islands, she is known as Papahānaumoku, or Papa who Births Islands. This 

moʻolelo of Papa birthing islands was a popular moʻolelo during the time of 

Kamehameha (Fornander 12), as perhaps it articulated a shared and common history 

between islands, as well as a common ancestry, which was important and necessary as 

Kamehameha was the first to unify the Hawaiian islands under one rule. 

 The Kanaka Maoli scholars who wrote the collection of essays in Ka Mooolelo 

Hawaiʻi in 1838 credit Papa and Wākea as the common ancestors of all Kanaka Maoli. 

Under the section, “Ke Kuauhau o Naʻlii Mai ka Wa Kahiko Mai a Hiki ia Kamehameha” 

(The Genealogy of the Aliʻi from Ancient time to the Era of Kamehameha), brief 

genealogies of both Papa and Wākea are given:  

Eia na inoa o kekahi mau mea i noho mua ma keia pae aina, o Kahiko ke kane, o 

Kupulanakahau ka wahine; hanau mai ka laua keiki, o Wakea, he kane ia. Eia hoi 

na inoa o kahi mau mea o lakou i hele mua mai, o Kukalaniehu ke kane, a o 

Kahakauakoko ka wahine; hanau mai ka laua kaikamahine, o Papa, he wahine ia.  

Here are the names of some of the people who first lived in these islands: Kahiko, 

a male, and Kupulanakahau, a female. They gave birth to their child, Wakea, who 

was male. Here also are the names of some of those who were first here: 

Kukalaniehu, a male, and Kahakauakoko, a female. They gave birth to their 

daughter, Papa, who was female. (my translation)  
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Wākea’s father is Kahiko (Kahikoluamea), and his mother is Kupulanakahau; Papa’s 

father is Kukalaniehu, and her mother is Kahakauakoko.21 Additionally, they are noted to 

be the common ancestors for all Hawaiians regardless of social status: “A o Wakea, laua 

o Papa oia no na kupuna mua o ko Hawaii nei lahuikanaka, na kanaka a me naʻlii. 

(Wakea and Papa are the first ancestors of the Hawaiian nation’s people, the commoners 

and the aliʻi)” (32).  

 In his Moʻolelo Hawaiʻi, David Malo surmises that Papa, who is also called 

Haumea, and Wākea, as well as their parents and ancestors to Laʻilaʻi, by virtue of being 

the “only people spoken of in the Hawaiian genealogies” are “therefore presumably the 

earliest progenitors of the Hawaiian race” (Malo, Emerson, trans. 5).22 Malo further 

writes that “from Wakea down to the death of Haumea there were six generations … 

Following these six generations of men came nineteen generations, one of which, it is 

supposed, migrated hither and lived here in Hawaiʻi” (Malo, Emerson, trans. 5). Out of 

those distant ancestors, he references the most historical information from the 

genealogies for Wākea, sharing accounts of battles between him and his brother 

Līhauʻula and between Kaneiakumuhonua, discussing Wākea’s wives, and his children, 

Hāloanaka and Hāloa, whom he calls “the progenitor of all the peoples of the earth” 

(Malo, Emerson, trans. 244).  
                                         
21 Kameʻeleihiwa notes they were half-brother and half-sister according to the ʻŌpūkahonua genealogy, 
making theirs a high-ranking niaupiʻo union. However, it is important to note that Papa and Wākea are not 
half-brother and half-sister in the other genealogies discussed by the scholars of the 1838 Ka Mooolelo 
Hawaiʻi, Malo, nor Kepelino. The Ōpūkahonua genealogy was one of the three major known 
mo‘okū‘auhau along with Kumulipo, according to Malo (and mentioned earlier in this chapter). 

22 Beckwith comes to the same conclusion based on her comparisons of genealogies throughout Polynesia, 
specifically Maori and Tahitian genealogies. She writes in Hawaiian Mythology: “From these comparisons 
it may be inferred that the names of Wakea and Papa as ancestors of the Hawaiian people derive from old 
tribal tradition” (293-294). 
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 This notion of Papa and Wākea as the common ancestors of all Kanaka Maoli is 

also echoed in Kepelino’s Moʻolelo Hawai’i (Traditions of Hawaiʻi, as translated by 

Martha Beckwith). Kepelino describes Kahiko as “the royal parent of Hawaiʻi … To 

[Kahiko and Kupulanakehau] was born Wakea, a son … He took Papa, the daughter of 

Kukalaniehu and Kahakauakoko, to be his wife” (Kepelino, Beckwith, trans. 62). He 

explains later that according to the genealogy of Ololo (sometimes also referred to as 

Lolo), Kahiko was the first inhabitant of Hawaiʻi and he was male. In this same 

genealogy, Papa is also called Haumea, and her grandparents and parents are described as 

pali, or cliffs. Ultimately, he emphasizes Papa and Wakea as the ancestors of all Kanaka 

Maoli and names 66 generations of chiefs “born from the loins of Wakea and Papa, who 

were born and became the people of Hawaiʻi” (Kepelino, Beckwith, trans. 190).  

 Though recognized as common ancestors, the moʻolelo of Papa and Wākea posed 

difficulties for early Kanaka Maoli scholars writing under the watchful eyes of 

missionaries. As such, the scholars of Ka Mooolelo Hawaiʻi begin the first moʻolelo they 

relate of Papa and Wākea with the following criticism: “No ka naaupo loa a me ka 

wahahee wale o ko onei poe kahiko, olelo lakou, ua hanau maoli mai no keia pae aina, na 

Wakea laua o Papa, e like me ka hanau keiki ana. E aho kakou i ka naaupo o ka poe 

kahiko, no ka mea, he wa pouli ko lakou” (2). “Because of the ignorance and dishonesty 

possessed of the ancient people, they said that these islands were really birthed by Wākea 

and Papa, just like human children. We should be patient with the ignorance of the 

ancient people because theirs was a time of deep darkness” (my translation). As such, 

they deem the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau featuring Papa and Wākea as the progenitors 

of the Hawaiian Islands to be “very ignorant,” and a “lie” created by the ancient people. 
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Similarly, Malo, who was one of the contributors to the 1838 version, writes that we can 

“now perceive [the ancestors’] error” as “If the women in that ancient time gave birth to 

countries then indeed would they do so in these days” (3). As shown, the Ka Mooolelo 

Hawaiʻi scholars, Malo and Kepelino all give very literal readings of the moʻolelo of 

Papa birthing the islands. Surely, as Kanaka Maoli, they would have also been aware of 

the use of kaona within oli to offer more than one possible reading of the moʻokūʻauhau. 

However, they chose not to share alternative interpretations of the moʻolelo of Papa 

birthing of the islands; this more than likely means that missionary censorship and 

judgmental Christian interpretation largely determined how this moʻolelo of Papa and 

Wākea was framed and written during this period so as to ensure their publication. The 

moʻolelo of Papa and Wākea would have undoubtedly been viewed as a aspect of 

Hawaiian heathenism competing with Christian conversion that missionaries strategically 

aimed to censor.   

 Indeed, the pervasiveness of missionary influence does not explain why these 

scholars dedicated themselves to the project of recording Hawaiian history and provided 

such rich detail of the very aspects of traditional Hawaiian culture that they criticize or 

seem ashamed of. All three textual examples remain among the earliest of Kanaka Maoli 

efforts to commit Hawaiian oral traditions and cultural practices to writing in book form, 

with the 1838 version being the first book credited to Kanaka Maoli authors. Given the 

colonial constraints placed upon them by missionaries, they more than likely found it 

necessary to employ “rhetorics of survivance.”  For Malea Powell, rhetorics of 

survivance means “not only reimagining the possibilities for existence and ironic identity 

within Native communities, but also reimagining a scholarly relationship to writings by 
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Indian peoples, one that hears the multiplicities in those writings and in the stories told 

about them” (401). Because Kanaka Maoli writers of the nineteenth century often had to 

work within missionary confines in order to have access to publishing their work, they 

had to always be conscious of their work being scrutinized or censored; thus, in order to 

write about the Papa and Wākea moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau they had to negate its 

cultural value and declare those moʻolelo/moʻokūʻauhau deemed obscene or sinful 

according to Christian standards as examples of “naʻaupō” or “wahaheʻe.” Powell further 

writes: 

[Such writers are] participants in their own making and remaking, fully human 

subjects capable of tactical refigurings. To hear them as subjects, then, is to 

understand their writings as use, texts in which they consume and reproduce 

nineteenth-century beliefs about Indians in order to create something else: a new 

kind of Indian-ness which allows them to maintain their difference in the very 

space that the occupier has organized. (402) 

 

Though Powell applies rhetorics of survivance to nineteenth-century Native American 

writing, she describes a situation similar to that of nineteenth-century Kanaka Maoli 

scholars, who were also bound by missionary censorship and had to employ similar 

strategies in order to preserve moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau in writing. 

 Arguably the most well-known Papa-Wākea moʻolelo/moʻokūʻauhau would have 

undoubtedly been censored by missionaries if it were not openly castigated or denied as 

truth by early Kanaka Maoli scholars such as Malo and Kepelino alongside its telling—

that of the incestuous relationship between Wākea and his daughter with Papa, 
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Hoʻohōkūkalani, which resulted in Hāloanaka, the kalo, and Hāloa, the first kanaka. Still, 

the moʻolelo is told with great detail and with very little variation in the 1838 Ka 

Mooolelo Hawaiʻi, by Malo and later, Kepelino, though all also try to either cast doubt 

upon its validity, declare Wākea as evil, and/or cite other possibilities that tradition may 

have overlooked.  

 According to the moʻolelo, Papa and Wākea give birth to a daughter, 

Hoʻohōkūkalani. As Hoʻohōkūkalani develops into a woman, Wākea begins to desire her, 

though he is unable to see her without Papa knowing. His kahuna, Kamoawa, approaches 

Wākea with a religious solution in the ʻAikapu, which dictates that not only should men 

and women eat separately, but also that kapu nights be set aside for worship in which 

men were not allowed to sleep with their wahine (Beckwith, Hawaiian Mythology 297). 

According to Kameʻeleihiwa, the ʻAikapu was built on the notion that men are laʻa, or 

sacred, and women, haumia, or defiled, and encompassed certain dietary restrictions for 

women, forbidding foods that symbolized maleness, such as the maiʻa (banana), the niu 

(coconut), the puaʻa (pig) and certain fish (23). However, Noenoe Silva asserts that the 

ʻAikapu was “not a patriarchal system in which women are subordinated to men. It is a 

more balanced system in which men and women have different roles within which they 

gain and exercise power” (Silva “Pele, Hiʻiaka and Haumea” 175). Beyond defining male 

and female roles, the ʻAikapu allowed for greater power and distance in mana between 

aliʻi and makaʻainana, with “the role of the kahuna separating the divine aliʻi from the 

defiling influence of the makaʻainana” (36).  
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 Papa accepts the kapu without question23 and leaves Wākea alone during these 

kapu nights, giving him the opportunity to seduce his daughter. Wākea sleeps with 

Hoʻohōkūkalani on each of these kapu nights. On the last of the kapu nights, however, 

Wākea fails to hear Kamoawa chant an oli hoāla (an awakening chant) and does not wake 

before Papa returns. Wākea tries to fool Papa by covering his head with kapa, though, of 

course, he is caught as he leaves Hoʻohōkūkalani’s house. When Papa discovers his 

betrayal, she leaves Wākea, and Hoʻohōkūkalani gives birth to two children by her father.  

The first is born alualu, or prematurely, and is named Hāloanaka, but dies and is buried. 

A kalo plant grows from Hāloanaka’s grave and its leaf is called Laukapalili, or quivering 

leaf, but the stem is called Hāloa. After Hāloanaka, Hoʻohōkūkalani gives birth to another 

child, who they name in honor of its elder sibling who passed. It is from Hāloa that all 

kanaka are descended. The Hale Nauā Society, which was reassembled during 

Kalākaua’s reign, supports Hoʻohōkūkalani as the mother of Hāloanaka and Hāloa and 

writes in their manuscript notes: “Now you must understand that the children born from 

Haloa, these are yourselves” (qtd. in Beckwith, Hawaiian Mythology 119).  

 Despite describing the moʻolelo of Wākea and Hoʻohōkūkalani as a “doubtful 

story,” Malo gives a great deal of detail, noting the moʻolelo’s connection to the creation 

of the ʻAikapu.  Malo writes: “Because of Wakea’s desire to commit adultery (incest) 

with his daughter … he set apart certain nights as tabu, and during those nights he slept 

                                         

23 Lilikalā Kameʻeleihiwa surmises that though the ʻAikapu created several restrictions for women that 
Papa may have accepted these restrictions because of the benefits for women under the ʻAikapu.  These 
benefits included men doing all of the cooking for women and women never being offered as sacrifices. In 
addition, “the haumia nature of women [did not] make them inferior to men; rather, it made them 
dangerous and thus powerful. Their haumia applied only to situations where sacrifice to the male Akua was 
required and not to all other aspects of life” (35). 
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with Hoo-hoku-ka-lani.”  He goes on to then detail the very oli hoʻāla Kamoawa is said 

to have used in his attempt to awaken Wākea before Papa could catch him, an oli of 12 

lines, before also relating how Papa entered the hale mua, which was made sacred to men 

through the ʻaikapu, to “upbraid Wakea” (Malo, Emerson, trans. 241). Following his 

account of the “divorce” of Papa and Wākea, Malo also goes on to describe the births of 

Hāloanaka and Hāloa to Hoʻohōkūkalani. 

 Kepelino’s treatment of Wakea is much more critical than Malo’s. Kepelino’s 

account repeatedly describes Wākea as “evil” and “wicked.”  He writes: “Wakea saw his 

daughter’s beauty and his heart was filled with evil lust. He sought a way to carry out his 

evil intention but could devise nothing, so he got the priest to help him in his wicked 

deed. The priest consented, perhaps because he was afraid” (Kepelino, Beckwith, trans. 

64). Conscious of Christianity’s view of the worship of idols as sinful, Kepelino blames 

Wākea for having instituted idol worship: “Wakea was the chief who first transformed 

worship into real image-worship and the land and its people were troubled; this evil 

Wakea proclaimed all those laws all over the land, and to him who disobeyed it was 

death” (Kepelino, Beckwith, trans. 66) Aside from the sinfulness of idol worship, 

Kepelino describes Wākea as also seeking to further entrench his corrupt power over the 

people by naming his son Hāloa, and giving him status as “both kahuna and chief” so that 

chiefs may “commit evil without fear because they belonged to the kahuna class and thus 

possessed their power. … Hence the power of this class of chief increased because they 

assumed the three characters—of a god, of a kahuna, of a chief—in the one chief class.” 

However, perhaps careful not to cast doubt upon all aliʻi, nor the Kanaka Maoli people’s 

ability to self-govern, Kepelino describes the Hawaiian people as innocents subject to an 
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evil aliʻi, and Wakea as an isolated example of a corrupt leader, which happens in many 

countries, even England: “Hence Wakea was Hawaii’s evil chief and Henry the Eighth 

was England’s; they were alike” (Kepelino, Beckwith, trans. 66).  Thus, Kepelino relates 

this moʻolelo, while also emphasizing the innocence of the Hawaiian people and culture. 

 While this moʻolelo seems to be the most generally supported through the 

genealogies, Beckwith notes the Lyman version, which depicts Papa as the mother of 

both Hāloanaka and Hāloa, forgoing the moʻolelo of incest: “The child of Papa is born 

deformed without arms or legs and is buried at night at the end of the long house. In the 

morning appear the stalk and leaves of a taro plant which Wakea names Ha-loa (Long 

rootstalk) and Papa's next child is named after this plant” (299). Malo mentions another 

tradition that describes Hoʻohōkūkalani as “the daughter of Kamoawa, Wākea’s kahuna, 

and Popo-kolo-nuha,” and thus, “Wākea was justified in consorting with Hoo-hoku-ka-

lani, seeing she was of another family and not his own daughter” (Malo, Emerson, trans. 

240). Emerson writes in his notes accompanying his translation that the proof that Malo 

accepts the Wākea-Hoʻohōkūkalani union as fact lies in his effort to “extenuate Wakea’s 

offense by ascribing the paternity of the maiden Hoʻohōkūkalani, to the old priest 

Kamoawa. This story is evidently an after-thought, gotten up to save Wakea’s reputation” 

(242). Through his own notes, which then continue for more than two pages, Emerson 

shares even more of his analysis of the “solar myth” as he calls it, taken from various 

sources, to which he gives no credit. While there could be some truth to Emerson’s 

suspicion about Malo’s efforts to save the reputation of Wakea, it is more likely that 

Malo was concerned with the reputation of Hawaiian cultural tradition and all Hawaiians 

themselves.  Still, moʻolelo questioning the parentage of either Hāloa or Hoʻohōkūkalani 
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should not be completely discounted given that this kind of debate about genealogies has 

been a part of a long-standing intellectual tradition within Kanaka Maoli culture. Though 

the genealogies disagree about Hāloanaka and Hāloa’s parentage, and despite 

Ho‘ohōkūkalani’s role in some genealogies as mother, it is Papa and Wākea that are still 

largely considered to be the ali‘i to whom all Kanaka Maoli may trace their ancestry and 

Hāloa who is considered to be the first kanaka.  

 In the Kumulipo, Papa and Wākea appear as aliʻi (kanaka) in the time of ao or 

day, at the end of the twelfth wā, following two previous wā listing over a hundred 

generations of pairs of kāne and wahine ancestor names. In Liliʻuokalani’s translation, 

the twelfth wā concludes with Wākea’s introduction as the “husband of Haumea, Papa, 

and Hoohokukalani” and Wākea and Papa are explained as “the first man … [and] the 

first woman.” The twelfth wā ends with the offspring of this union (though it is unclear 

which wahine was mother): “… Hāloa was born. Yes, ’twas Haloa” (Liliʻuokalani, trans. 

66).  

 Of course, the ambiguity of this genealogical entry leaves room for either Papa as 

the mother of Hāloa or Hoʻohōkūkalani as the mother of Hāloa, though Papa would still 

be considered the primary mother figure even in those genealogies featuring 

Hoʻohōkūkalani as the mother. This ambiguity is not concerning from a Hawaiian 

perspective; rather it allows for open and multiple meanings with which Hawaiians are 

generally comfortable. In the Palikū branch of the twelfth wā, however, the Kumulipo 

features Wākea’s betrayal of Papa and the creation of the ʻAikapu (without mentioning 

Hoʻohōkūkalani):  
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Wakea became false to Papa.��� Changed the days and months,��� 

Ordered the nights of Kane towards the last of the month��� 

And the nights of Hilo to be first;  

And established sacred tabus across his threshold. ��� 

Such was the house that Wakea lived in. (Liliʻuokalani, trans. 68-69) 

 

Directly following these lines of the oli is also a recount of some of the plants said to 

have become “sacred,” perhaps as a result of the ʻAikapu. This short list begins with the 

line, “The food of the parent chief became sacred” (Liliʻuokalani, trans. 69) and 

culminates with the kalo and also serves to introduce Hāloanaka to close the Palikū 

branch of the twelfth wā: 

The Haloa that grow by the edge of the patch became sacred. 

���Plant the Haloa, the leaves will grow tall;��� 

So grew the sprout of Haloa in the day and���                             

Thrived. (Liliʻuokalani, trans. 70) 

 

These lines use Hāloa to refer to both the thriving of the kalo and of kanaka, showing 

continuity and the filial relationship between humankind and the kalo from the Kanaka 

Maoli perspective. 

  Lilikalā Kame‘eleihiwa emphasizes in Native Lands, Foreign Desires that the 

mo‘olelo of Wākea’s separation from Papa and his mating with his daughter 

Ho‘ohōkūkalani teaches three primary lessons: 1) humankind’s familial relationship to 

the ‘āina and to the kalo; 2) the order created by separating male and female through the 
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‘Aikapu; and 3) the significance of nī‘aupi‘o unions amongst ali‘i as a means of elevating 

chiefly mana (25).  Both the ‘Aikapu, as “the underpinning of the entire kapu system” 

(36) and nī‘aupi‘o unions, as “a formula for creating divinity” within the ali‘i class (40), 

both stopped being observed as they once were practiced during the nineteenth century.  

 Drastic change came to Hawai‘i following western contact. With the introduction 

of foreign diseases, Hawaiians faced massive depopulation, a 96% decrease over the 

course of a little more than a century after Western contact (Stannard 51). The population 

collapse of our people led many Hawaiians to question traditional religious beliefs and 

thus, the ʻAikapu, which was eventually overturned during the reign of Liholiho. Finally, 

as Christianity began to be embraced by successive Mōʻī of Hawaiʻi, beginning with 

Kaʻahumanu, nīʻaupiʻo unions also came to be disregarded and made illegal by western 

law, and eventually used as justification for our colonization. Still, Kameʻeleihiwa asserts 

that remnants of the traditional belief systems behind both the ʻaikapu and nīʻaupiʻo 

continue today within Hawaiian communities through the makaʻāinana expectation that 

humble obeisance of the law will mean the government will protect and care for them and 

through the continued belief in ʻohana and in the mana afforded through moʻokūʻauhau 

(48). 

  Kameʻeleihiwa’s view certainly goes against missionary and other colonial 

interpretations of the moʻolelo, though her reading the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau is 

also mainly literal. Other interpretations which have recently been offered by Pua 

Kanahele interpret the moʻolelo of Papa and Wākea as a metaphor describing the history 

of how Hawaiʻi was initially settled, with the incest possibly referring to the mingling of 

different peoples (qtd. by Jon Osorio, qtd. by Cristina Bacchilega, pers. comm.). Still 
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another possibility is to read the moʻolelo as illustrative of how we as kānaka are 

descended from gods, yet we are not gods ourselves. Despite the range of interpretations 

offered, all of the interpretations support and underscore our descent, as Kanaka Maoli, 

from Papa and Wākea, and firmly establish our history and belonging to the pae ʻāina, 

with all of the kuleana associated with this familial belonging.   

 The mo‘olelo of Papa and Wākea and the value of mālama  ‘āina continue to be 

observed and respected within the Hawaiian culture as can be seen in the contemporary 

works I examine in Chapter 4. Specifically the moʻolelo and mo‘okū‘auhau of Papa and 

Wākea teach us that the ‘āina and the kalo are our ancestors. As such, the ‘āina and the 

kalo care for us by feeding and nourishing us; and thus, it is our duty to care for and 

honor the ‘āina and the kalo. Mālama ‘āina, reciprocal caring for the land, and aloha 

ʻāina, reciprocal aloha for the land, have taken on political significance since the late 

nineteenth century. In Aloha Betrayed Noenoe Silva examines how patriots loyal to the 

Lāhui “adapted the concept of aloha ‘āina to the Euro-American concepts and structures 

of nationhood and nationalism as resistance to colonization, although they knew it was 

those very structures that were overtaking them” (11).  Later she emphasizes that, for 

these patriots, aloha ‘āina meant “more than an abstract or emotional love for the “one 

hānau” (birth sands) … it meant that people must strive continuously to control their 

government in order to provide life to the people and to care for their land properly” 

(141-142). Certainly aloha ‘āina and mālama ‘āina continue to inspire us, as the 

proliferation of contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature indicates, toward the very same 

effort to decolonize and thus sustain our sovereignty from the occupation of Kaho‘olawe 

during the 1970s to the ongoing struggle to protect our many other wahi kapu and wahi 
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pana, including Honokahua and other burial sites of our iwi kūpuna, Mauna Kea, 

Haleakalā, Mākua, Pōhakuloa, and many heiau, from colonial exploitation, desecration, 

and destruction. A strong part of Kanaka Maoli political activism growing out of the 

1970s is our contemporary literature, with writer-activists like Haunani-Kay Trask, 

George Helm, Joe Balaz, Dana Naone Hall, Māhealani Perez-Wendt and Wayne 

Westlake, some of whom will be discussed in later chapters in this dissertation. 

 Of course, our recognition of Papa and Wākea as ancestors to all Kanaka Maoli is 

the recognition of the very earth (and everything else born from these ‘āina) and sky of 

Hawai‘i as ancestors. This genealogical relationship, especially to the land, has great 

cultural and political importance for Hawaiians, as it underscores our indigenous identity 

and our belonging to Hawai‘i, strong political and cultural claims to our lands and 

sovereignty. Haunani-Kay Trask cites the Papa and Wākea mo‘olelo to emphasize this 

intimate claim to Hawai‘i in From a Native Daughter:  

Despite American political and territorial control of Hawai‘i since 1898, 

Hawaiians are not Americans … We are the children of Papa—earth mother—and 

Wākea—sky father—who created the sacred lands of Hawai‘i Nei. From these 

lands came the taro, and from the taro, the Hawaiian people … Thus, Hawaiians 

must nourish the land from whence we come. The relationship is more than 

reciprocal, however. It is familial. The land is our mother and we are her children. 

This is the lesson of our genealogy. (Prescript) 

 

Trask’s retelling of the Papa and Wākea moʻolelo further underscores the filial 

responsibility we have as Hawaiians to care for our the land.  Under the present system of 
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American colonial government, she further notes that the land is viewed as a “source of 

money. Land is now called ʻreal estate,’ rather than ʻour mother,’ Papa. The American 

relationship of people to land is that of exploiter to exploited” (143). As a result of this 

exploitation, our lands and our oceans are polluted, overdeveloped, abused, and in dire 

need of revitalization and protection. Also, because of the dispossession of our lands, we, 

as Hawaiians, have been removed from a self-sustaining economy within which we could 

exercise mālama ʻāina, increasing our colonial dependence while also further distancing 

us from the land and our filial duties.  

 According to Hawaiian tradition, the continued degradation of our lands and 

oceans, as well as our people, demonstrate a lack of pono, or harmonic balance, under 

American colonialism, as the prosperity of the land and the people was irrevocably tied to 

the aliʻi who ruled over them, as affirmed through the tradition emphasized in the Papa 

and Wākea moʻolelo: “Should an Aliʻi Nui neglect proper ritual and pious behavior, 

surely a famine or calamity would ensue. Should a famine arise, the Aliʻi Nui was held at 

fault and deposed” (Kameʻeleihiwa, Native Lands 26). In this way, the moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau of Papa and Wākea and their lesson of mālama ʻāina also serve to remind 

Kanaka Maoli of our genealogical relationship to our lands and in turn, our responsibility 

to protect and honor our lands as we do our families, a lesson further emphasized in our 

contemporary literature. 

 

Pele and Hi‘iaka Mo‘olelo and Mo‘okū‘auhau 
 
 The final body of cosmogonic mo‘okū‘auhau and mo‘olelo often referenced in 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature is that of Pele and Hi‘iaka. Here, I share popular 
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mo‘olelo featuring the sisterly relationship between Pele and Hi‘iaka to discuss mana 

wahine, a distinctly indigenous Pacific concept of feminine power, as well as the ways 

Pele and Hi‘iaka have come to be associated with traditional elements of justice and 

resistance, especially within Hawai‘i’s colonial context.  

Some basic background of the body of Pele-Hi‘iaka mo‘olelo is necessary to 

understand the various contemporary kaona references made, though what I offer here is 

by no means all encompassing. Aloha and reverence for Pele abound as is evident 

through the “vast repository of chants, songs, poetry, dance and narrative recorded in a 

myriad of oral and written traditions” that continue to be produced (ho‘omanawanui, 

“Pele’s Appeal” viii). This repository ranges from the classical to the contemporary. 

Within the classical, there are multiple versions of the Pele-Hi‘iaka mo‘olelo with 

different characters, events, and places visited. John Charlot surmises this multiplicity 

happened as the mo‘olelo spread amongst Hawaiians, who “add[ed] their own interests, 

themes, and motifs to her [Pele’s] growing literature.  This spreading is typical of 

movements in classical Hawai‘i and demonstrates the mutual influence of all parts of 

society” (57). Moreover, as is apparent from the eight different Hawaiian-language 

newspapers published from 1861-1928 that included Pele-Hi‘iaka mo‘olelo 

(ho‘omanawanui, “Pele’s Appeal” x), Hawaiians also wrote multiple versions of the 

mo‘olelo to rhetorically resist colonial encroachment. Despite the differences in the 

versions, there are some common elements in the various Pele-Hi‘iaka mo‘olelo that I 

can share.  

Pele and Hi‘iakikapoliopele are the divine daughters of Haumea, a goddess who 

gave birth to gods out of every part of her body. Pele was born “as a flame in [her] 
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mouth”24 (Kame‘eleihiwa Nā Wāhine 39), while Hi‘iakaikapoliopele was also born from 

her mouth25 in egg form (30). Pele, as the volcano goddess, creates land.  Her passionate 

nature and her emotions drive her to both violence and love, demonstrated through the 

flow and eruptions of Kīlauea, which can be seen as a natural heiau, or place of worship. 

John Charlot asserts that “Pele is exalted above the other gods, [because] her power is 

proved as her lava destroys their sacred places. Moreover, her power like her personality 

is essentially uncontrollable” (57).  

Hi‘iakaikapoliopele is the youngest of several Hi‘iaka sisters, all of whom are 

endowed with some form of womanly destructive or regenerative mana. 

Hiʻiakaikapoliopele is Pele’s favorite sister because Pele carried her when she was still in 

egg form from Kahiki, the ancestral land. Pele, as the volcano goddess, creates land.  Her 

passionate nature and emotions drive her to both violence and love, which manifest in the 

flow and eruptions of the volcano Kīlauea, Pele’s home. Hi‘iakaikapoliopele is the 

goddess who greens the earth after the lava has cooled. Pualani Kanaka‘ole Kanahele 

affirms that both Pele and Hi‘iakaikapoliopele are “necessary in the cycle of destruction 

and regeneration that gives life to the Hawaiian Islands. Both are necessary for the 

growth of the land” (xii). Because the mo‘olelo and the undeniable forces associated with 

Pele and Hi‘iaka are so well-known by Kanaka Maoli, all mo‘olelo relating to the sisters 

work as powerful metaphors for the potential of life after destruction. While 

contemporary western audiences are arguably familiar with Pele as a destructive force 

                                         
24 Pualani Kanaka‘ole Kanahele diverges from Kame‘eleihiwa here, locating the site of Pele’s birth “from 
the womb through the normal birthing process” (vii). 
25 Again, Kanahele diverges from Kame‘eleihiwa, citing Hi‘iakaikapoliopele’s birth in Haumea’s left hand 
(ix). 
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due to colonial depictions, this is only half of the story.  The mo‘olelo show Pele’s 

destruction is always followed by Hi‘iaka’s regeneration; thus, the sisters are 

complementary forces that create life. 

 The most famous Pele and Hi‘iaka mo‘olelo details Hi‘iaka's journey from 

Hawai‘i island to fetch Pele’s lover, Lohi‘au, on Kaua‘i. The mo‘olelo begins as Pele 

feels sleepy. She asks Hi‘iaka to watch over her body and instructs Hi‘iaka to wake her if 

she is asleep for too long. While in her dream-state, Pele follows the sound of a drum to 

the island of Kaua‘i, where she meets and falls in love with Lohi‘au, a skilled hula 

dancer. After several days, Hi‘iaka awakens Pele with an oli, and Pele then asks Hi‘iaka 

to go to Kaua‘i to bring Lohi‘au to her. Hi‘iaka agrees but asks Pele to promise to care 

for Hōpoe, her lehua grove and dear friend. Over the course of Hi‘iaka’s journey 

throughout the islands on her way to Kaua‘i and back, she must rely on her ability to craft 

prayers and chants to access her mana wahine, or sacred feminine power and inherent 

authority, which by its very nature is, in part, sexual.  

 In the essay “Mana Wahine: Feminism and Nationalism in Hawaiian Literature” 

(forthcoming in 2011), kuʻualoha hoʻomanawanui describes mana wahine as  

an indigenous, culturally-based understanding of female em/power/ment that is 

rooted in traditional concepts such as mo‘okū‘auhau, aloha ‘āina and kuleana 

(responsibility). It is the physical, intellectual and spiritual (or intuitive) power of 

women. It is individually embodied, but often employs collaborative strategies 

with other women for the benefit of the ‘ohana (family) or lāhui (nation) where 

women are the source of knowledge. (n.p.) 
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Aside from mana wahine connoting “the physical, intellectual and spiritual (or intuitive) 

power of women,” mana wahine is partially sexual in nature because a woman’s power is 

rooted in mo‘okū‘auhau and ‘ohana, as procreation is a part of creation and women give 

birth to future generations. Thus, in mo‘olelo of Pele and Hi‘iaka, mana wahine is 

exhibited as a powerful sexual force that can be difficult to resist, as seen in the mo‘olelo 

of Pele and Kamapua‘a, for example. In the case of Pele and Hi‘iaka, however, mana 

wahine is also exhibited in the creation of new land through destruction and regeneration, 

through lava flows and eventual reforestation. 

 As a mo‘olelo of mana wahine, the mo‘olelo of Hi‘iaka’s coming of age as a 

goddess includes several instances of her outsmarting, overpowering, slaying, 

humiliating, pardoning, and healing men and women, as well as powerful male and 

female mo‘o, or giant lizard-like creatures. When she returns to Hawai‘i with Lohi‘au, 

however, Hi‘iaka finds that Pele, in a jealous rage, destroyed Hōpoe. Angered, Hi‘iaka 

takes Lohi‘au as her own lover.  Pele kills Lohi‘au, and a battle ensues between the two 

sisters, wherein Pele finds that Hi‘iaka’s power nearly matches her own. A truce is 

eventually called between them, and though Pele keeps her position as head of the family, 

Hi‘iaka is recognized as playing a powerful role in the creation of land. Noenoe Silva 

notes that at the end of the mo‘olelo, Hi‘iaka is shown to be “a strong, intelligent young 

woman” who matures through the course of her journey. She further explains:  

[Hi‘iaka] has experienced love affairs, tested her wits in battle, and survived a 

fierce conflict with her older sister … She is divine with supernatural powers, but 

experiences the full range of human emotions and is able to express them in 

exquisite poetry and song. She is a heroine whose battles and loves transform her 
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and whose story teaches us about what is pono in spiritual and human 

relationships. (Silva 168) 

 

In this way, Hi‘iaka proves to be a strong female role model replete with all of the 

positive attributes of intelligence, beauty, and pono behavior as valued within Kanaka 

Maoli culture. She also embodies mana wahine, or feminine power. 

Mana wahine exists throughout Hawai‘i and the Pacific and represents “a force 

that men must never ignore, for in a world where genealogical ranking [means] 

everything, the first ancestor [Pō, the female night who gives birth to herself] is the most 

powerful” (Kame‘eleihiwa 3). The Hi‘iakaikapoliopele mo‘olelo recognizes this power 

by celebrating procreation, the power of women to bring forth new generations, as well as 

the power women hold over their sexuality, while simultaneously demonstrating a 

complex view of womanhood as dwelling in the realms of both the sexual and the 

political, as “sexual power and political power are very close in the Hawaiian mind” 

(Kame‘eleihiwa 4). This power or authority, however, affords kuleana, a sense of 

privileged responsibility and accountability, as “mana, abused or misused, [or unused] 

could be diminished or even lost” (Pukui, Haertig, and Lee 152). Thus, though 

Hi‘iakaikapoliopele freely and openly humiliates or kills men and women who challenge 

her mana wahine as a goddess, she also chooses to reward those that pay her homage or 

offer her help and hospitality. Hiʻiaka as a heroine is often just and fair throughout the 

moʻolelo.  
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Mana wahine, which Native Hawaiians recognize as being equal and 

complementary to mana kāne,26 or masculine power (reminiscent of the equal duality of 

male and female within the Kumulipo), runs somewhat counter to western feminism, 

which generally preoccupies itself with a response to historical patriarchal dominance 

(Trask 121-122). Because this mo‘olelo precedes the western introduction of patriarchy 

to exert male dominance, even where  

Hawaiian women have converted to Christianity, a religion that teaches female 

submission … the inspiration of strong female ancestors lingers in our 

subconscious Hawaiian memory … Songs and legends of the ancestors, place 

names, and family names are all a constant reinforcement of the ancient paradigm 

through which Hawaiian women viewed the world. This continual shaping of 

identity is our present link with the distant past that carries us into the future. 

(Kame‘eleihiwa, Nā Wāhine 1)  

 

Writing and retelling the mo‘olelo of Hi‘iakaikapoliopele, then, exemplifies the 

complexity with which Native Hawaiians negotiated an interstitial space in the nineteenth 

century and western introductions in Hawai‘i were first assessed, deconstructed and/or 

adapted to fit alongside traditional cultural beliefs and practices. The introduction of 

Christianity in Hawaiʻi and the subsequent high conversion rates did not necessarily 

                                         
26 Several Native Hawaiian scholars, notably Mary Kawena Pukui, Noenoe Silva, Lilikalā Kame‘eleihiwa, 
and ku‘ualoha ho‘omanawanui, have written about the symbiotic relationship between the female and the 
male within traditional Native Hawaiian culture. The male and the female are often expressed as equal to 
maintain balance.  
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mean that spiritual moʻolelo, like those of Pele and Hiʻiaka, were cast aside or no longer 

a part of the Kanaka Maoli belief system.  

             On the contrary, Pele, as the head of her divine ʻohana and a popular akua with 

devout followers, presented obstacles to Christian missionaries seeking to convert 

Hawaiians. William Ellis, a missionary of the London Missionary Society (LMS) whose 

residence in Hawai‘i was only from June 1823 to August 1824, describes a debate with 

Oani, a “Priestess of Pele” in his journal. In the account, Ellis employs Christian rhetoric 

to deny the existence of Pele, calling Pele “a creature of [the Hawaiians’] own invention” 

while simultaneously purporting Jehovah as the “one god” (Ellis 216).  Of course, when 

Oani tells Ellis that he can worship his god, just as she can worship hers, she essentially 

displays her own religious tolerance, what Ellis lacks.  But Ellis also lacks an 

understanding of how Hawaiians recognize that Hawaiian gods are both ancestors and 

“created” as akua; because of the mana they possess, they are recognized as “powerful 

leaders” or “gods” to be worshipped. For our kūpuna, our mythology “was the most 

important of their creations—and [nevertheless] the most real” (G. Kanahele 49). Thus, 

Oani does not deny Ellis’ assertion that Pele is a creation; she knows that kānaka give 

akua their power through their belief.  Perhaps, she is confused that Ellis does not realize 

his own god is a creation as well.  

However, as Houston Wood describes the encounter, “Ellis also argues that Pele 

does not deserve to be worshipped as she is perpetually destroying the island with lava 

and earthquakes. Oani counters that not Pele but Ellis and his countrymen are destroying 

Hawai‘i,” citing the names of ali‘i who succumbed to inu lama, or alcoholism (Wood 72). 

By Ellis’ own account, Oani, as a woman and a worshipper of Pele, not only deflects and 
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counters all of his arguments for Christian conversion, she also effectively posits haole as 

being detrimental to Hawai‘i and the Hawaiian people, providing specific evidence. As 

Ellis and his fellow missionaries understand, Pele presents a difficult obstacle in their 

conversion efforts precisely because her power is the volcano, which is tangible, a 

physical and spiritual place. She can be seen in its lava and steam.  In this way, she is not 

easily denied out of existence. 

Thus, Pele and her home, Kīlauea, continue to be symbols of the untamed mana 

of Hawai‘i and the continuity of traditional religious beliefs that threaten Christianity and 

necessitate conquering or civilizing. Wood notes that several nineteenth-century travel 

narratives27 employ Christian rhetoric, comparing Kīlauea to “the fires of the Christian 

hell” though the authors also “include encomiums remarking on Kīlauea’s creative 

powers” and references to the genre of the romantic sublime, wherein “adventurous” 

haole visitors could face an aspect of beautiful, yet dangerously threatening natural 

beauty and ultimately, leave unscathed only to write about it (64-67). In their writing of 

the sublime volcano, he concludes that “early travel writing about Kīlauea encouraged 

Euroamericans to travel to view the volcano … to experience the pleasurable sensations 

of confronting and mastering nature’s threats” (68). This impulse to “confront” and 

“master” with regard to Hawaiian land, especially a powerful place such as Kīlauea, is 

reminiscent of the colonial impulse to confront and master Kanaka Maoli.   

Certainly, the Pele tradition, as a religious force was considered a severe threat to 

the Christian mission in Hawaiʻi, and Pele became a symbol of resisting Christian and 

                                         
27 Specifically, Wood refers to the writings of Isabella Bird and Mark Twain, who only spent a few months 
in Hawai‘i. Wood attributes Twain’s national success as a writer to his pieces on Hawai‘i (64-65).  
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colonial ideology. Georganne Nordstrom and I write of how Queen Liliʻuokalani 

employed kaona references to Pele in her autobiography Hawaiʻi’s Story by Hawaiʻi’s 

Queen with the understanding of the threat posed by the Pele tradition to remind Kanaka 

Maoli of an ancestral model of resistance. Specifically, we examine the rhetoric within 

Liliʻuokalani’s retelling of the moʻolelo of how Kapiʻolani “defies” Pele, a moʻolelo used 

to affirm Christianity’s stronghold in Hawaiʻi; however, in Liliʻu’s version, Kapiʻolani 

throws ʻohelo berries into Halemaʻumaʻu instead of stones:  

If the Queen wished to deliver messages of resistance to her people, there is no 

better tradition with which to employ kaona than the Pele tradition … Pele was 

known to be among the strongest of  ‘heathen’ gods to remain … [Christianity 

and the Pele religious tradition] represent two opposing political factions—those 

wanting to maintain sovereignty for Hawai‘i and those wanting annexation to the 

United States. (McDougall and Nordstrom, forthcoming) 

 

We go on to emphasize that Liliʻuokalani “could be sure the Pele tradition represented a 

source of strength to her people, and because of the purposes the mo‘olelo had served for 

generations, she knew it could be used as a call to action” (forthcoming).  Indeed, the 

Queen was not alone in her kaona references to Pele. Similar calls for resistance against 

missionization and colonialism employed the use of kaona references to Pele and were 

used strategically by many Kanaka Maoli scholars during the mid-late nineteenth century, 

as shown through the Hawaiian-language newspapers. 

 From a missionary standpoint, the introduction of the printed word was the only 

means by which the Word of their God could be shared so they could convert indigenous 
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populations to Christianity and thus, “civilization.” The first newspapers in Hawaiian 

were published by the mission in 1834 to “supply the means of useful knowledge …  

[and] to point out existing evils, their character, seat, extent and consequences” (Silva 

130) and were essentially, a vehicle of conversion and colonization. However, for our 

kūpuna, the written word was embraced for opening up “the flood gates for a whole new 

way of communicating and sharing in worldly experiences” (Meyer 25).  

 Missionary scrutiny and censorship were regular constraints placed upon 

nineteenth-century Kanaka Maoli writers until they were able to finally control their own 

means of production with Ka Hoku o ka Pakipika in 1860. Ka Hoku o ka Pakipika was 

created because missionary newspapers censored Native Hawaiian mele and mo‘olelo, 

which were often deemed “obscene” for their use of sexual kaona. A version of the 

moʻolelo of Hiʻiaka’s journey to fetch Pele’s lover, Lohiʻau, was first recorded in the 

written word as “He Moolelo no Hiiakaikapoliopele” by M.J. Kapihenui in Ka Hoku o ka 

Pakipika in 1861. “He Moolelo o Hiiakaikapoliopele,” which ran in serial from 

December 26, 1861 through July 17, 1862, makes frequent use of sexual kaona to resist 

the “missionary discourse that disparaged Kanaka culture and worked to disempower 

Kanaka politically” (Silva Aloha 72).  

 While missionaries brought writing to the Hawai‘i and sought to exercise control 

over it, Hawaiians effectively used writing to express and assure the continued survival of 

their culture and their resistance. Noenoe Silva notes that it was through the printing of 

mele and mo‘olelo during this time period that sexual kaona was revealed to be especially 
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difficult for missionary/haole audiences to read and understand.28 Thus, despite the 

colonial settlers’ literacy in the Hawaiian language and an awareness that “mele often 

contained metaphorical or figurative language, [they] were unable to understand the ‘real’ 

meaning. … [Kaona then became a tool] to communicate to the masses of kānaka without 

detection by the haole missionary community” (Kaiwi 13). Kaona’s political potential as 

code quickly spread among Hawaiians, who employed these “veiled references” to 

“creat[e] and maintai[n] national solidarity against colonial maneuvers … [because] 

without knowledge of the cultural codes in Hawaiian, foreigners who understood the 

language could still be counted on to miss the kaona” (Silva 8). Aside from resisting 

missionary and colonial discourse; however, the sexual kaona employed also served to 

reinforce sex as natural, encouraging procreation as a way to counter the population 

collapse, as well as to offer traditional views of women as strong and just leaders.   

Colonial censorship in post-annexation Hawai‘i and Kanaka Maoli resistance 

were still evident in 1905, when Ho‘oulumāhiehie published his version of the Pele-

Hi‘iaka mo‘olelo in the newspaper Ka Na‘i Aupuni. He writes of the need for coding for 

both aesthetic and political purposes:  

A ‘oiai he au kēia no nā loina ho‘ohihi keonimana a lede ho‘i, me ka lawalawa ‘ia 

‘ana e nā kaula ‘awe‘awe o ke kānāwai e kauoha ana i ‘ōlelo ‘ano ‘ānela wale nō 

                                         

28 Specifically, Silva refers to Puni Ma‘ema‘e, who wrote an editorial letter against a mele praising 
education, which used lovemaking as a metaphor:  

 The Kanaka Maoli knew Puni Ma‘ema‘e was haole because of the way he reacted to the mele. … 
[He] knew enough to write a letter, and he knew enough about Hawaiian songs to know they are 
replete with metaphor and figurative language, but he was unable to understand what they meant 
… Because of that inability, he was excluded from the communications going on among the 
Kanaka Maoli … and it enraged him. (66) 
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ke ho‘olaulaha ‘ia ma nā nūpepa, no laila, ua hō‘a‘ahu iho ka mea kākau i nā 

‘ōlelo nanenane ma kēia wahi. (Ho‘oulumāhiehie 399) 

Whereas this is an era that fancies ladylike and gentlemanly manners, bound by 

the tentacles of law that command angelic wording for distribution in the 

newspapers, the writer, therefore, dons the cloak of riddles at this point. 

(Ho‘oulumāhiehie, trans. Nogelmeier 373).  

 

In this way, Hawaiian intellectuals of the nineteenth century, like Kapihenui and 

Ho‘oulumāhiehie, served a critical role in Hawaiian resistance and rhetorical sovereignty 

by providing counter-narratives to the colonial project by recording mo‘olelo reflecting a 

highly literate and poetic culture through displays of kaona (Kaiwi 7-8). Thus, 

contemporary kaona references to the Pele-Hi‘iaka mo‘olelo also allude to the mo‘olelo’s 

retelling as a resistance strategy. However, despite continued Native Hawaiian resistance, 

censorship and colonial silencing persisted—but then again, so did mana wahine, Pele, 

and Hi‘iakaikapoliopele, as the growing corpus of Pele-Hi‘iaka mo‘olelo illustrates.  

 I contend that its strong themes of resistance, justice and mana wahine were 

precisely why the moʻolelo continue to be retold within contemporary Kanaka Maoli 

literature by so many writers. kuʻualoha hoʻomanawanui writes that Pele and Hiʻiaka 

mo‘olelo represent, in form and content, “Kanaka Maoli resistance to western colonialism 

[and] an assertion of Hawaiian cultural identity, pride, and expression of Hawaiian 

creativity … which also continued cultural thought, belief and practice” (“Pele’s Appeal” 

9). As creators of ʻāina whose mana we are still able to witness, both Pele and Hiʻiaka 

represent powerful kūpuna and guides. The moʻolelo is a pedagogical site offering not 
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only protocols for how the ʻāina and we as Kānaka Maoli should be treated and governed, 

but also models for various means of resistance, and justifications of resistance in the 

face of unjust rule. As such, many of our contemporary writers continue to use kaona 

references to moʻolelo of Pele and Hiʻiaka to emphasize ancestral models of resistance 

and decolonization.   

In the next few chapters, I will analyze how contemporary Kanaka Maoli writers 

use kaona references to the various cosmogonic moʻolelo and moʻokʻauhau of the 

Kumulipo, Papa and Wākea, and Pele and Hiʻiaka, as well as those aspects of history 

within which these moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau have been politicized within Hawaiʻi’s 

colonial context. In chapter 3, I analyze how contemporary writers and performers, 

namely John Dominis Holt, Imaikalani Kalahele, Sage Uʻilani Takehiro and Jamaica 

Osorio, employ kaona references to the Kumulipo, as well as to much of the moʻolelo 

associated with the Kumulipo’s writing and translation. In chapter 4, I examine how 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli writers Māhealani Perez-Wendt, Victoria Nālani Kneubuhl, 

Matthew Kaopio, Kent Kekoa Sentinella, and Kai Gaspar employ kaona references to 

Papa and Wākea moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau, as well as to mālama ʻāina and aloha ʻāina. 

Finally, in chapter 5, though there are several writers who make kaona references to Pele 

and Hiʻiaka, I exclusively examine Haunani-Kay Trask’s use of kaona references to Pele 

and Hiʻiaka moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau for their themes of resistance and 

decolonization in her two books of poetry, Light in the Crevice Never Seen and Night is a 

Sharkskin Drum.  
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MOKUNA 3: KAONA TO THE KUMULIPO  
IN CONTEMPORARY KANAKA MAOLI LITERATURE 

 
 

 
Pō 
 
Before the land was tamed by industry, 
the oceanside resorts and pineapple plantations, 
before the cane knife’s rust, the dark time of sickness, 
the coming of cannons, the bitter waters drunk,  
before the metallic salt of blood, the rain emptied 
into rivers, the winds carved valleys and mountains, 
before the earth spurted fire, birthed islands, 
her churning magma and her inner core of iron, 
before the stars dwarved, their coronas ignited, 
before the centripetal spin of galaxies, 
the unwinding gestures of time and space, 
before the light and heat— 
 
There was darkness without breath and Pō, 
Pressing the entirety of a universe into a shell  
the size of an atomic nucleus, waiting. 

 

 In this chapter, I will analyze the contemporary use of kaona references to the 

Kumulipo within Kanaka Maoli literature.  The selected authors, John Dominis Holt, 

Imaikalani Kalahele, Sage Uʻilani Takehiro, and Jamaica Osorio use both English and 

Hawaiian, as well as HCE to make their kaona references, while also drawing from a 

shared cultural knowledge base about the Kumulipo as a creation and genealogy chant, as 

well as the various moʻolelo associated with the Kumulipo’s writing and translation 

outlined in Chapter 2. Together, their works comprise four generations of contemporary 

Kanaka Maoli writers. 
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John Dominis Holt  

 Born in 1919, John Dominis Holt was descended from Kūhoʻokiʻekiʻe through his 

maternal lineage and Haʻole through his paternal lineage. Both lines connect him 

genealogically to Kamehameha. In addition, John Dominis, the husband of Queen 

Liliʻuokalani, was Holt’s grand-uncle. I share his moʻokūʻauhau here because his creative 

and scholarly work reflect his aliʻi lineage as afforded him through his family and their 

intimate stories of Liliʻuokalani and other Hawaiian monarchs. Thus, his work is written 

from an insider’s perspective. But his aliʻi lineage is also reflected in his dedication to 

publishing Kanaka Maoli literature and arts through his Topgallant Press at a time when 

there were few other publication options available for Kanaka Maoli writers, especially 

for those writing counter-hegemonic texts. 

 Holt started Topgallant Press in 196429 by publishing On Being Hawaiian, which 

featured his pivotal essay of the same title. “On Being Hawaiian” (1964) marks a critical 

moment in Kanaka Maoli Literature. This is largely because of how the essay addresses 

Kanaka Maoli identity, while also responding to the racist stereotypes of Hawaiians, 

which were rampant at the time of its writing.30 Exposing these stereotypes and 

misinformation about Hawaiian history and cultural practice (including incest, infanticide 

and human sacrifice) for the colonial justifications they are, Holt describes the condition 

                                         

29 John Dominis Holt established two presses in Hawai‘i: Topgallant Press in 1964 and Ku Pa‘a Press in 
the early 1990s. As mentioned previously, among the books published by Holt’s press was Rubellite 
Kawena Johnson’s translation of the Kumulipo in 1981. 
30 In his Introduction (1995), Holt recalls that “On Being Hawaiian” came out of him “like an anguished 
child. The substance of it had lain like a restive fetus overly anxious to be born after a long period of 
gestation” (7) in 1964, and that it was originally a response to “an offensive item” in the Honolulu 
Advertiser (one of a series he had read throughout his life).  Upon writing the essay, he submitted it to the 
Honolulu Advertiser for publication; however, the essay was returned to him and denied publication. 
Together with supportive friends, Holt later self-published this important piece in 1965.  
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of “being Hawaiian” in modern Hawai‘i as being “psychologically captive to the spirit of 

the past” as Hawaiians are “the only ones here who bear the burden of our local history 

that goes deep into time. We are shackled to the historic accretion of distant events” (17). 

 This is the foundation of modern Kanaka Maoli identity as Holt characterizes it—

one constructed out of deep and irrevocable loss of country, of family and loved ones; of 

culture, language, and history; and amidst ongoing colonial hegemony and racism 

designed to further marginalize and dispossess. This native identity stands in opposition 

to settler identity, which is built upon the choice to “come here and enjoy in the comfort 

of a new freedom … They selected from their past life those ways that helped them to 

endure, to inherit in time the good life of their adopted homeland.  The Hawaiians had no 

such freedom” (On Being 17). His devastation is clear when he further writes that he 

“cannot be a Hawaiian politically, or nationally, for there is no longer a Hawaiian 

nation.” Still he asserts a political claim based on indigenous identity, the mana of having 

deeper roots in Hawai‘i, as he states being “governed in my feelings as a Hawaiian by an 

ideal, an image, a collection of feelings fused by the connecting links of elements that go 

deep into the past” (On Being 13). Consequently, Holt asserts that refuge can be found in 

ancestry, in connecting and recovering our cultural identity by looking toward our 

kūpuna and ‘āina as models for our values, for a sense of kuleana and purpose:  

[We are] the native connective tissue to forebears who used these islands superbly 

for the production of goods and the enjoyment of life, it is our duty to lead … to 

protect what is left in Hawai'i from the angry, powerful thrusts of bulldozers and 

of those who own them to work … (On Being 10) 
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He closes his essay by then looking toward the next generation,31 whose resilience has led 

them to “sense, as only Hawaiians can sense this particular thing, that a greatness, 

something intangible yet powerful and enduring belonged to our people.  They know that 

some of this lives on in us” (On Being 10). He then advises us to find ourselves and our 

salvation in ancestry to know who we are: 

We are links to the ancients; connected by inheritance to their mana, their 

wisdom, their superb appreciation of what it is to be human.  This is the 

foundation of the aloha spirit. It comes from many things, from knowing what it is 

to care, to truly care about other people. To understand the value of loving what is 

in nature: living with it in a balance of coexistence; respecting all things of the 

earth, including rocks and dirt as living things related somehow through a cosmic 

connection to ourselves” (On Being 9). 

 

In essence, Holt asserts that we, as Hawaiians, are a part of this ‘āina—our culture has 

been shaped and nurtured by ‘āina—and this reciprocal aloha, aloha ‘āina, should be 

remembered, celebrated and practiced. Though Holt does not apply his assertions to 

examples of Kanaka Maoli literature,32 his return to ancestry in describing Hawaiian 

postcolonial identity and how he situates the postcolonial moment is key to the analysis 

in this dissertation because ancestral return and cultural connection are central themes 

                                         

31 The 1970’s gave us so many inspirational figures who dedicated their lives, some who gave up their 
lives, in the struggle for Hawaiian rights.  They include George Helm, Kimo Mitchell, Dana Naone Hall, 
Haunani-Kay Trask, Mililani Trask, Walter Ritte and Davianna McGregor, just to name a few. I believe 
Holt had these leaders in mind when he wrote this. 
32 Of course, the essay also offers us some insight into Holt’s creative work, which was to be published 
less than ten years later. 
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behind the contemporary kaona references to our cosmogonic moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau. 

 Holt is also noted for several other publications, many of which also emphasize 

the importance of moʻokūʻauhau, including a historiography, The Hawaiian Monarchy 

(1971); his novel, Waimea Summer (1976), which is recognized as the first contemporary 

Hawaiian novel; a short story collection, Princess of the Night Rides (1977); Hanai, A 

Poem for Queen Liliʻuokalani (1986) and his memoir, Recollections: Memoirs of John 

Dominis Holt 1919-1933 (1993). His poetry and fiction may also be found in Hawaiian 

and Hawaiʻi anthologies, including Hoʻomānoa (1989) and Growing Up Local (1998). 

Much of Holt’s work can be characterized through his emphasis on moʻokūʻauhau and 

the mana afforded through one’s ancestors. The old man in his short story “The Pool” is a 

caretaker who must mālama a great shark who frequents the brackish pool.  The old man 

is described as a descendant of kahuna who cared for the many generations of sharks in 

the sacred pool, they themselves descendants of Kamohoaliʻi, the shark god and brother 

of Pele. Moʻokūʻauhau is also a central theme within Waimea Summer, as genealogy is 

used to explain how the protagonist Mark Hull is recognized as special by many of the 

characters.  Hull is identified as a keeper of moʻolelo, a kind of modern genealogist, who 

is, therefore, more sensitive to the ancestral. In addition, Kaʻimipono Kaiwi notes how in 

Waimea Summer, Holt is careful to conceal part of the moʻokūʻauhau of the young Julian, 

even as he hints toward Julian coming from a nīʻaupio union between his mother and 

uncle (pers. comm.). In Recollections, Holt also shares much of his own moʻokūʻauhau 

and his family’s personal moʻolelo, which show his own descent from illustrious aliʻi 
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lineages and demonstrate intimate connections with Queen Liliʻuokalani and other aliʻi, 

placing him in a unique position as a storyteller and writer. 

 The title story of the collection Princess of the Night Rides, featuring Princess 

Kaʻiulani as the protagonist, also emphasizes moʻokūʻauhau for its cultural significance. 

The story takes place in Honolulu and Nuʻuanu valley on the island of Oʻahu. Kaʻiulani 

is 23 years old, an age that signals to readers familiar with Hawaiian history that the story 

is set near the end of her short life in 1898. 1898 marked just five years following the 

Overthrow and just two years after the banning of the Hawaiian language from education 

via Act 57, sec. 30 of the 1896 Laws of the Republic of Hawaiʻi, which firmly entrenched 

the English language as the medium and basis of instruction in all public and private 

schools. 1898 also marked the year that Hawaiʻi was annexed to the United States despite 

the efforts of the deposed Queen Liliʻuokalani and over 90% of the Kanaka Maoli 

citizens of Hawaiʻi who signed a petition against Annexation. Hawaiʻi was annexed to 

the U.S. on August 12, 1898, and Princess Kaʻiulani, who was in Hawaiʻi when 

Annexation happened, died just seven months later in March 1899.   

 The story begins by describing how Kaʻiulani takes to riding her horse, Damozel, 

at night for comfort. She is grief-stricken from the loss of her country to American 

Annexation: “Riding at full gallop through the darkened streets offered a powerful sense 

of freedom. … Scented air, cooling wind, and unrevealing darkness combined deliciously 

to fill her spirit with a moment’s relief from a sustained and gnawing melancholy” (37).  

The darkness, or pō, posits an indirect reference to the Kumulipo, which features pō as 

the time of the gods. That Holt’s Kaʻiulani feels “a powerful sense of freedom” riding 

through an “unrevealing darkness” is telling; Holt is both foreshadowing the Princess’ 
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death by having her comfortable in the darkness, as a referent to death, and also aligning 

the Princess with the creative darkness from which the universe was created according to 

the Kumulipo, the oli moʻokūʻauhau of Kaʻiulani as the niece of both Kalākaua and 

Liliʻuokalani. 

 As the story progresses, the Princess is shown to be riding at night, in part, 

because after “spending seven long years in the wintry temperatures of Northern Europe, 

she found the languid tropical air of her island birthplace almost intolerable. It was a 

luxurious joy to ride in the sunless dark of the night” (37). At the time of her death, 

Kaʻiulani had only been in Hawaiʻi for a little over a year after returning from seven 

years in Europe in November 1897 during which she had grown into womanhood. While 

she wrote in a letter to the Queen in January 1898 that she was “suffering from the heat” 

with bouts of hay fever (Zambucka 134), Holt’s Kaʻiulani goes so far as to write to “her 

aunt, the ex-Queen” that she finds the heat “ʻmore oppressive than the annexationists’” 

because her body is “ʻcovered with rash’” and she “ʻfind[s] it difficult to breathe.’” 

However, as the story unfolds, it becomes clear that this comparison serves to underscore 

the severity of the heat and Kaʻiulani’s own sense of colonial displacement, her forced 

disconnection from the ʻāina, rather than to show the Annexationists as less than 

oppressive. Sadly, what became Kaʻiulani’s exile in Europe coupled with the loss of 

Hawaiʻi as a nation leads to her exile in her own homeland. She writes in the same letter: 

“ʻI guess I am no longer a native Hawaiian in this respect; my body is at odds with the 

warm air of the tropics’” (38). The story highlights Kaʻiulani’s continued exile; as the 

heir to the Hawaiian throne that has ended, she must continue to live in exile in her 

conquered homeland as an aliʻi without aliʻi governance.  Her own body’s discomfort at 
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home is symbolic of this exile from ʻāina and from sovereignty, while her feelings of no 

longer being a “native Hawaiian” illustrate her feelings of displacement and 

dispossession, as her birthright and her very identity have been stripped from her. 

 Holt further emphasizes this theme of exile in Kaʻiulani’s letter to “her friend, the 

Marquise de Crecy,” wherein she describes how she feels ill-treated, even mocked, by the 

Americans following Annexation:  

ʻ… [S]ome Americans came to my house and knocked rather violently at the 

door, and when they had stated their cause, they wished to know if it would be 

permissible for the EX-princess to have her picture taken with them. Oh will they 

never leave us alone? They have taken everything away from us and it seems 

there is left but little, and that little our very life itself. We live now in such a 

semi-retired way that people wonder if we even exist anymore. I, too, wonder, 

and to what purpose?’ (40)  

 

Here, Holt nearly reproduces a letter written by Kaʻiulani word for word, though the 

original was intended for the Queen during her 1898 trip to Washington D.C. to regain 

the Crown lands. The Marquise is a fictional character, perhaps used to show Kaʻiulani’s 

worldliness, as well as how accepted Kaʻiulani was among the European aristocracy. In 

using the letter, Holt highlights the horrible insult added to the tremendous injury of 

losing her country already upon the Princess: as a deposed monarch she has been turned 

into fetishized object, an exotic commodity. However, Holt also highlights the 

tremendous grief of Kaʻiulani as an aliʻi raised since birth to lead and care for her people, 

who have become impoverished materially, spiritually and politically since the 
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Overthrow five years earlier. As shown in her letter, Kaʻiulani questions her very 

existence, as her purpose had always been defined as an aliʻi. Thus, her grief from exile 

and loss of country leads her to an existential crisis as well. 

 A well-known aspect of Kaʻiulani’s life was her love of horses and riding. In the 

story, Kaʻiulani’s nightly riding creates some talk around Honolulu. Holt offers 

perspectives from both the haole Annexationists and the Hawaiian people. The “native 

whites,” as they are described by Holt, use the Princess’s night rides as yet another 

indication of “monarchical decay”: “Caustically, they might say: ʻHow unlady-like! It’s 

something a common native would do … Is it any wonder we took the government out of 

their hands?’” (37-38). In contrast, her own people grieve when they hear the sound of 

her galloping horse, as they fear Kaʻiulani rides out of grief for the loss of Hawaiʻi: 

“Their lament was: ʻAloha ino o kau wahine alii pio, pua ui loa ka aina! [sic]’” (38). Holt 

chooses not to translate the lament, which means “How horrible for our princess, the 

most beautiful flower of the land,” but has some ambiguous meaning as well, showing 

Holt’s own penchant for ambiguity through kaona. The word “pio” is used which may 

have multiple meanings within the context of the story.  Holt opts not to use any 

orthography in his writing of Hawaiian, so “pio” could be either “piʻo” or “pio.” “Pio” 

means “conquered,” “captive” or “victim” or “extinguished like a candle or light” (“Pio,” 

def. 4) and “piʻo” refers to the highest rank of aliʻi (“Piʻo,” def. 5). Thus, her own people 

understand Kaʻiulani and share her pain. Her pain is theirs and vice-versa. 

 The story focuses in particular on Kaʻiulani’s final night ride, when she travels 

farther than usual, out of Honolulu and up into Nuʻuanu Valley. On this ride, Kaʻiulani 

delights in the change of rains and the fragrance of the ʻāina in its abundance:  
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At Mamalahoa the frizzy mist turned into rain—a heavy, cold, upper Nuuanu rain 

… How luxuriant were the smells here! Wild nature—unspoiled, unexpurgated; 

budding and leafing, flowering and ripening; decaying leaves, twigs, blooms in 

brown masses formed thick layers of compost under shrub and tree; kukui trees 

and ferns—pulu, pala palai, ho-io made the more fragrant with the fall of rain—

grew in profusion here. (55) 

 

While the ʻāina is noted for its “budding and leafing, flowering and ripening,” Kaʻiulani 

also smells the fragrance of “decaying leaves, twigs and blooms” that feed the natural 

beauty. Here, Holt uses imagery of the ʻāina to emphasize how death nourishes life, 

allowing the ancient to live on in the modern, in much the same way that our ancestors 

live on through us. Thus, this imagery foreshadows not only Kaʻiulani’s encounter with 

the huakaʻi pō, the Night Marchers, a pivotal event in the story’s plot, and Kaʻiulani’s 

death, but also emphasizes the way in which we are sustained and informed by our 

kūpuna, and in turn, how we, as Kanaka Maoli, continue to grow as a people—a critical 

lesson from the Kumulipo as an oli moʻokūʻauhau.  

 In particular, the kukui is mentioned to symbolize enlightenment and knowledge, 

as well as the pulu, or hāpuʻu pulu, used for healing, the palapalai, which is symbolic of 

hula tradition as a plant sacred to Laka and also is a kinolau of Hiʻiaka, and the hōʻiʻo, 

which is also traditionally used for healing.  Later, Kaʻiulani notes how the ferns “were 

another link with the deep past. They had been celebrated, time and again, in the ancient 

meles, the epics of classic Hawaiʻi which were preserved by the people remembering 

them word for word” (55). The ancient mele and epics, chiefly the Kumulipo and the 
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moʻolelo of Pele and Hiʻiakaikapoliopele, to which Kaʻiulani refers through mention of 

the ferns, underscore the great knowledge of the ʻāina preserved within the long tradition 

of orature of Hawaiians, which the Princess recognizes as being “preserved by the people 

remembering them word for word,” or preserved accurately in memory. In the Kumulipo, 

ferns are first mentioned in the first wā and come right after the first life on earth, the 

coral polyps, mollusks and worms. This is a place of prominence recognizing the ferns 

and other plant life as being amongst the oldest of life on the ʻāina.  

The Princess’ appreciation of the ʻāina, however, is dashed as she is reminded of 

the Annexation of Hawaiʻi to the United States: “How glorious is this island world of 

Hawaii nei, the princess mused … Nuʻuanu—it is our world—it does not belong to the 

foreigners” (56). Shortly thereafter, Kaʻiulani breaks down in private, despite her aliʻi 

training and steadfast ability to represent her people with dignity in public by not 

displaying her grief: “Without warning, the stately, cool, and rigidly controlled Victoria 

began to cry. She sobbed in the shameless, earthy way of a chiefess of old in moments of 

sorrow” (56). It is in her grief that Kaʻiulani is described as most resembling her 

ancestors. However, this grief is also shown to be founded upon her outrage at the haole 

oligarchy in power. Earlier as Kaʻiulani is riding, she is overcome with anger thinking of 

the betrayal by many of her aunt’s cabinet members and supposed “friends” who played a 

role in the Overthrow and then Annexation: 

She thought accusingly of the handful of whites who now controlled the economic 

life of the islands, who had been the main force behind the destruction of the 

Hawaiian throne. How I loathe them—the shoddy ingrates! They speak of 

democracy! I have read their constitution … It is more authoritarian and 
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reactionary than any that existed here before. … They destroy a monarchy that 

was benign and one that provided them with all their opportunities to get rich. 

They take control of the government, and create an oligarchy. … They even took 

the vote away from most Hawaiians by establishing property qualifications which 

could not be met. We were landless and without money. Most of us lived in 

poverty in our own homeland. They would say that, as whites, they had a distaste 

for living in our beautiful islands and being ruled by dark-skinned people. That is 

something they will never admit, for they are so unctuous! … They are the kind of 

haoles who have gone out all over the world and enslaved people who do not have 

white skins. (50-51) 

 

This passage highlights Kaʻiulani’s knowledge of colonialism and racism at the time. As 

part of Kaʻiulani’s travels throughout Europe and the United States, she was “fully aware 

of government-supported racism” and held a double-consciousness, knowing full well the 

disparaging western views of native peoples and seeking to overturn these images 

through her own intelligent, graceful and proud stature as an aliʻi representing her people. 

The passage also conveys Kaʻiulani’s outrage at the haole rhetoric used to secure 

Annexation, depicting the monarchy as primitive, unfit dictators who oppressed the haole 

of Hawaiʻi. The Princess’s internal diatribe effectively counters this rhetoric as does the 

way in which Kaʻiulani is portrayed as a character, with profound and deep love for her 

people and her country, and with aliʻi lineages dating back centuries. As Holt’s Kaʻiulani 

argues, “ʻThese are our islands. Our people have ruled over them for centuries.  …’” (51)  
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 Kaʻiulani comes face-to-face with her ancestral legacy while on her night ride to 

Nuʻuanu Valley when she encounters the huakaʻi pō, or the Night Marchers. In this way, 

history, in the form of a ghostly procession of ancestors, is indelibly imprinted on the 

land: 

Pale yellow circles of light were approaching, the flickering kukui torches 

reflecting the procession at the head of which were the proud chiefs of old in 

splendid cloaks of yellow and red feathers. Alongside them their massive 

chiefesses, adorned with golden feather leis and other exquisite personal 

decoration. All wore the lei niho palaoa …” (56) 

 

Kaʻiulani bears witness to the aliʻi procession, and as such, is in danger of being punished 

by the guards of the aliʻi should she not be able to demonstrate her mana as an aliʻi 

herself. She knows that to save herself she must identify herself in the traditional 

Hawaiian way—that is, she must chant her moʻokūʻauhau:  

 Unexpectedly, two chiefs broke the ranks of the procession and stood silently 

 confronting her. … ʻKeiki hua owau—Kepookalani, Aikanaka, Kamanawa, 

 Kamaekalani, Kameeiamoku, Kamehameha nui—’ she shouted all the names of 

 ancestors she could remember. One name came through the mist of time… 

 ʻKaneikaiwilani’ she said with authoritative firmness. (57)  

 

Upon demonstrating her descent from Oʻahu aliʻi, in particular, the princess is recognized 

as an aliʻi and is pardoned from death, said to be the punishment for daring to gaze upon 

the aliʻi marchers. This encounter is the climax of the story’s development. Knowledge of 
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her ancestors and her genealogy not only saves the princess from the Marchers, it also 

seems to save her from her own melancholy and anger from the loss of the Hawaiian 

Kingdom and Hawaiʻi as a country. Being recognized as an aliʻi by her kūpuna and 

witnessing firsthand the way that Hawaiʻi’s aliʻi persist as part of the ʻāina, as its 

caretakers, allows Kaʻiulani to see herself as belonging to the Hawaiʻi she once feared 

was lost. Her encounter reassures her that foreign control could never erase the Hawaiian 

from Hawaiʻi.  

 The princess is then shown to heal through reconnecting with creation moʻolelo 

and moʻokūʻauhau. Following the encounter, Kaʻiulani continues up Nuʻuanu Valley to 

the top of the Pali and recalls a fragment of an oli chanted by Hiʻiakaikapoliopele, as she 

stood facing the Koʻolau Mountains, “Ino Koolau.” After chanting the first two lines, 

Kaʻiulani whispers “ʻHow far Iʻve gone from all of my birthright. How far—I ka puolo 

waimaka o ka onihi ke kulu iho nei, e.’ My eyes a bundle of tears full to overflowing” 

(58). She is soothed by the oli and stops crying as she takes comfort in the ʻāina and her 

native belonging. She then reaffirms her descent from Papa and Wākea: “ʻPapa and 

Wakea my progenitors I am here—I am yours,’” after which Kaʻiulani feels “a glorious 

surge of freedom—of being at peace with everything” (59).   

 It is on her way home that she recalls a few of the beginning lines from the “great 

Kumulipo chant of creation—the words Uncle David and her mother and Aunt Lydia had 

been at times so frantic in their efforts to remember” (59). Since she is the successor to 

Liliʻuokalani for the Hawaiian throne, the Kumulipo also demonstrates Princess 

Kaʻiulani own royal lineage. In her translation of the Kumulipo, the Queen includes 

Ka’iulani as the most recent descendant. Ka‘iulani chants in English first and then 
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Hawaiian, “ʻDarkness of the sun, darkness of the night. Nothing but night. O ka lipo o ka 

la, ka lipo o ka po—po wali [sic] ho-i’” (59). Evoked at this moment, the Kumulipo is 

symbolic of the depth of our indigenous historical knowledge. Holt emphasizes the depth 

of Pō and the time of the gods in order to express the depth of our history and culture as a 

nation. The Night Marchers embody Hawaiʻi’s ancient history, a history that is still a part 

of the land, still a part of us. In this confrontation, Kaʻiulani must recall her ancestors, 

especially her Oʻahu kūpuna to save herself so she may remain in the presence of the 

Night Marchers, who are a procession of ancient sacred aliʻi. Thus, knowledge of her 

genealogy is what ultimately guides and saves her in that moment. Speaking the names of 

her ancestors and then later using their words by chanting “Ino Koolau” and the 

Kumulipo bring peace to Kaʻiulani and help to heal the pain of the loss of her country. In 

emphasizing this healing through genealogy, Holt, in turn, asks us, as contemporary 

Hawaiians to follow the Princess’ example, to take pride in the great knowledge of our 

people and to know our belonging to this land for generations. 

 Princess Kaʻiulani was greatly loved by her people. During a time when aliʻi 

children were rare due to the ravages of foreign diseases, she symbolized the bright hope 

for continued Kanaka Maoli governance within our homeland. Lovingly calling her 

Kamalii Kaiulani, or Royal Child, the Hawaiian newspapers of the time reported 

consistently on Kaʻiulani, even while she was abroad in Europe. As an aliʻi, she not only 

belonged to her parents and family, but to all of her people. Ka Lei Rose o Hawaii noted 

the crowd of 400 people, including “na Luna Aupuni o na aupuni nui, na luna aupuni, na 

poe koikoi a me na hoaloha a lehulehu wale” (the leaders of the great nations, the 

national leaders and numerous friends) who were there to welcome Kaʻiulani back from 
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Europe despite “ka nui o ka ua a me ka nui o ka pilikia no ka pikalekale o na alanui i ka 

lepo” or “the heavy rain and the trouble caused by the muddiness of the dirt roads” (Ka 

Lei Rose o Hawaiʻi, April 1, 1898, 1.4.1). As mentioned earlier, Kaʻiulani fell ill and died 

a little over a year after returning to Hawaiʻi.  Throughout that time, the Hawaiian 

newspapers were supportive of her humanitarian work and her devotion to her people. 

Though Kaʻiulani died at Ainahau, she fell ill weeks earlier while visiting the Parker 

family for a wedding. Her “omaimai” or “chronic illness” was reported as “ka ma'i 

rumatika ehaeha loa” or “inflammatory rheumatism” in Ka Makaainana on February 19, 

1899, where it was also noted that Kaʻiulani would return home to Oʻahu from Waimea, 

Hawaiʻi. Reports were frequent in the newspapers following Kaʻiulani’s condition. Later, 

after Kaʻiulani’s death, on March 18, 1899, Ka Lahui Hawaii reported on her funeral 

under the headline “Ka Hoolewa o ke Kamaʻlii Vitoria Kaiulani, Kumakena ka Lahui 

Hawaii—Olo ka Pihe mai o a o” (“The Ascent of the Royal Child Victoria Kaʻiulani to 

Heaven, The Hawaiian Nation Mourns—The Lamentation Resounds everywhere”) in 

great detail, including noted family members and officials in attendance, the order of the 

procession carrying Kaʻiulani to rest at Mauna Ala and their traditional mourning attire, 

her burial in the Kalākaua crypt, and the gifts of kahili given by Kamaʻlii 

Kawananakoa.33  Ka Lahui described the tremendous grief of those in attendance:  

Ua puka mai na paa kahili a pau iwaho a mahope mai ka pahu kupapau e 

halihaliia ana e na hapai pahu. Me ke akahele ka hapaiia ana a hiki i ke kau ana i 

                                         
33 This is consistent with the spelling in Ka Lahui Hawaii.  
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luna o ke kaa, a o ia no hoi ka wa i olo ai ka pihe o na leo kumakena. Auwe! He 

ku i ka walohia a me ka makena maoli.  

All of the kahili bearers came outside and afterward there was the coffin, which 

was carried by the pall bearers. They carried the coffin carefully until they placed 

the coffin atop the carriage, and indeed, during this time, the lamentations of the 

mournful voices resounded. Auē! It was truly touching and mournful. (my 

translation) 

 

In his historical essay, “A Hundred Years after the Pīkake Princess,” Arnold Hōkūlani 

Requilman notes that over 20,000 “weeping Hawaiians, young and old, lined the 

sidewalks to watch the procession’s movement” (200) and that “Hawaiʻi Ponoʻī,” the 

Hawaiian national anthem was played after her vault had been sealed (201). The accounts 

given by the newspapers and Requilman demonstrate the people’s love for Kaʻiulani, as 

well as how she was upheld as the future of the Hawaiian nation. Thus, in mourning 

Kamaʻlii Kaiulani, the people were also mourning the loss of their country. 

 Despite his knowledge of Kaʻiulani’s illness and her trip to Waimea, Holt’s short 

story shows her sickness beginning after her encounter with the huakaʻi pō in Nuʻuanu, 

her death following just two weeks later. Upon returning from her final ride, Holt hints 

that she became sick after her exposure to the cold rain:  

It was almost dawn. … She was drenched and tired—so was the mare—from the 

long ride, the exposure to the rains. A chill and fever had already begun to exact a 

toll on her strong young body. She had fallen on the verandah near the heavy front 

doors. … In two week’s time, she would be dead. (59) 
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While somewhat abrupt of an ending, especially insofar as the story ends in the death of 

someone much adored—a devastating event in Hawaiian history—Holt chooses to give 

Kaʻiulani a sense of returning and belonging to the ʻāina and the kūpuna before her death.  

Tonally this provides mournful reassurance that Kaʻiulani lives on, that she has been 

reunited with our kūpuna. In this way, her journey, as Holt has written it, stands as a 

model for all Hawaiians to be reassured of our own belonging in life and death to our 

homeland, that the mana of our deep history lives on here, and that our ancestors 

supercede our relatively recent colonial occupation—all important lessons of the 

Kumulipo. 

 

Imaikalani Kalahele  

 Imaikalani Kalahele represents the next generation of contemporary Kanaka 

Maoli literature following Holt. As part of the biography listed in his collection of poetry 

and art, Kalahele, Kalahele shares that he is from Nuʻuanu, Oʻahu and offers his 

moʻokūʻauhau, privileging the Kanaka Maoli tradition in identifying oneself. He was 

born in 1950 and currently lives in Kalihi. He sarcastically calls himself a graduate of 

“McKinley University” (McKinley High School) in his biographical note in Whetu 

Moana, though his interview on Voices of Truth TV reveals that he graduated after five 

years from McKinley without knowing how to read, demonstrating the failure of the 

colonial education system.  

 Despite this early setback, Kalahele continued to foster his visual artwork without 

formal training—drawing, painting, and sculpting—taking inspiration from traditional 
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Kanaka Maoli design. In the “Voices of Truth” interview, Kalahele shares that he uses his 

work to “look for solutions,” which he has found in turning back toward cultural 

traditions and philosophy. He says,  

I look more and more towards my ancestry. … For me, the answer really is to 

look toward the gifts of Papa. Papa has the answer. … The answer is in the 

ceremonies of old. We need to go back to the understanding that we are all a part 

of everything and we need to function and behave that way.  

 

Thus, his creative work in art and writing is predominantly dedicated to issues of cultural 

and social justice for Hawaiians by emphasizing a return to our native culture and 

traditions. His work asserts that a necessary part of this return is a focus on the ancestral.  

 Today, Imaikalani Kalahele is among our most celebrated artists and poets. In 

2002, he published Kalahele with Kalamakū Press. Kalahele’s artwork has been 

exhibited at the Bishop Museum and the Hawaii State Museum of Art.  He has also 

designed book cover art for fellow poet Joe Balaz, Hoʻomānoa: A Contemporary 

Anthology of Hawaiian Literature, and for his own collection. His artwork and poetry has 

been featured in the Polynesian anthologies Whetu Moana and Mauri Ola, in issues of 

ʻōiwi: a native hawaiian journal and more. He is a poet, playwright, performance and 

visual artist, musician and activist who has also dedicated much of his life to organizing 

exhibitions and readings for the Hawaiian arts and literary community.  
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In 2005, Kalahele created an 18-foot mural,34 “Kumulipo and Pōʻeleʻele,” using 

felt markers as a medium. He describes the mural as depicting the first lines of the first 

wā, where Kumulipo and Pōʻeleʻele are born: “For me, that’s what this [mural] is. It’s 

that time when you just come out of Pō when things are out of the darkness, the primal.” 

He goes on to further describe his process of “utilizing Hawaiian metaphor [within the 

Kumulipo] dealing with the dualities of everything” as informing his political and 

philosophical perspective (Voices of Truth TV interview).   

 His poetry collection, Kalahele, carries similar themes of ancestral cultural return 

with several black and white drawings and poems employing kaona to the Kumulipo. 

Among the first poems in the collection is “The Source,” a poem of eight one-line stanzas 

that are centered and arranged on the page to use the ʻnegative’ space so as to suggest a 

woman’s kohe or vagina: 

from the source 

revolve  to the source 

the secret must   for the source 

for capable hands  the secret revolves 

from capable hands to capable hands 

revolve 

revolve  

revolve (12) 

                                         
34 Kalahele’s mural was part of an exhibition of the Bishop Museum, “Kū i Ka Ni‘o: Celebrating Six 
Hawaiian Master Artists,” in 2006 (Bishop Museum). It is unclear whether or not the mural was kept as 
part of the museum’s permanent display of Hawaiian visual art following the reopening of the Hawaiian 
Hall in August 2009.  
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The shape of the poem is most certainly not accidental. His work, as well as the work of 

Joe Puna Balaz and Wayne Kaumualii Westlake represent a movement to consciously 

Hawaiianize concrete poetry.35 The Kumulipo emphasizes the duality and pono between 

male and female as a necessary part of creation; the poem’s shape underscores the role of 

human sexuality as a part of the creation that occurs within all elements of the natural 

world and that procreation mirrors godly creation. The woman’s kohe is thus the gateway 

to human life.  

 The poem more directly references the Kumulipo through its title and the 

repetition of the words “source” and “revolve” or “kumu” and “huli.” The “source” is 

emphasized within the poem as the beginning, the origin of creation, as is that 

“revolution,” should come “from the source,” that is be guided by it: go “to the source,” 

with the goal of returning to our origin of creation; and be driven by our ancestral 

connection, “for the source.” The poem illustrates this “secret” knowledge as part of the 

journey of revolution, knowledge that must pass “for capable hands” “from capable 

hands” “to capable hands.” The “capable hands” point to the many generations that both 

inspire and preserve this knowledge. Moreover, the repetition of “revolve” references the 

“huli” that occurs in the very first lines of the Kumulipo: “O ke au i kahuli wela ka 

honua���/ O ke au i kahuli lole ka lani” (Kalākaua 187) or “At the time that turned the heat 

of the earth,���/ At the time when the heavens turned and changed” (Liliʻuokalani, trans 2). 

As such, the Kumulipo teaches that “huli,” turning or revolving, is a part of the creative 

                                         
35 See Balaz, Joseph Puna. OLA. Honolulu: TinFish Press, 2006. Online.; and Westlake, Wayne. 
WESTLAKE. Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2009. Print. 
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process, that change and upheaval are necessary for creation to occur.36 Thus, the 

repetition of “revolve” also serves to connote colonial resistance, and the “secret” that 

we, as Kanaka Maoli, are in a continual state of huli or revolution as a part our creation.  

 The theme of huli also manifests in Kalahele’s work through the metaphors of 

“twisting” and “making rope,” both of which highlight ancestral connection and return. In 

the poem “Make Rope,” an elder is observed spending all of his time making rope and 

when asked about his reasons, he makes a “fast twist” and replies, 

ʻThe Kaula of our people 

is 2,000 years old  

boy 

some time…good 

some time…bad 

[…………….] 

 

one by one 

strand by strand 

we become 

the memory of our people […]’ (31) 

                                         
36 In her translation of the Kumulipo (1981), Rubellite Kawena Johnson notes that the universe emerges out 
of the sky turning against the earth, which she asserts articulates a Hawaiian philosophy of time:  

When the cosmic night (Po) of creation forms in the Kumulipo, the universe begins in motion. 
This motion is a movement (kahuli) of the sky (lani) against the earth (honua). The relative 
movement or rotation of the sky against the earth begins at a turning point in space (au). It begins 
also in time (au) conceived as a flow or current (au) around the earth. Thus, in one term, au, the 
concept of time flowing through space as a current combines all three concepts: time, space, and 
the flow (au) of both. The direction of this flow is a revolving or turning over, under and around 
(kahuli) the earth in a cosmic swirl of space. (21) 
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Like many poems in Kalahele, “Make Rope” is centered on the page and employs short 

lines and enjambment, poetic choices which both slow the rhythm⎯as the reader must 

pause slightly before moving to the next line—and also compel the reader to keep reading 

on to the next line to find out what will happen in the poem. Visually, the short, centered 

lines also serve to create a rope of words, speaking to Kalahele’s privileging of the visual 

as an artist.  

 Alongside ancestral connection and return, “Make Rope” presents the metaphor 

of rope or kaula to emphasize our connection to the beginnings of pō and the creation of 

the universe in the Kumulipo later emphasized in the poem “Manifesto.” Using short 

centered lines, Kalahele recognizes the ʻāina as “the source/of/my origins” as it “lie[s]/ 

beneath [my] feet,” while the very “breath/ in [my] chest/ originated/ in Pō” (63), which 

underscores one of the primary lessons of the Kumulipo—that of our intimate connection 

to the universe. As descendants of the beginnings of the universe, the beginnings of the 

universe live on within us. In a recent interview, Rubellite Kawena Johnson affirms: “As 

man is born into the universe, so is the universe reborn in him; he is the intelligent 

survivor of cosmic creation in the highest form of organic life on earth … he is the 

culmination of all forms” (Wianecki). In this way, time is represented as spiral, with the 

future and the deep past as a part of the present,37 an idea echoed by Kalahele. He writes, 

                                         
37 Witi Ihimaera describes the indigenous Pacific view of time as spiral in “Where does Maori Writing Fit 
in this World of Godzilla?”:  

[We] like to put the past before us. We believe that we are accountable to our past, a long line of 
ancestors whose advice must be heeded and with whom we have an implicit contract. This 
contract is to maintain the culture as a taonga, a treasure, for the future. We like to think that we 
walk backward into the future. All of this gives us a special commitment. (6) 
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“the destiny/ of my race/ is/ plunged into/ my gut,” with his “gut” or “naʻau” as both the 

seat of his emotions and knowledge. 

 This spiritual realization of interconnectedness via the Kumulipo is later shown to 

inform Kalahele’s “manifesto,” which “infest[s]/ [his] veins//”: 

with a new 

nationalism, 

old spiritualism,  

and a need 

to make wrong 

right 

now. (63) 

 

Here, Kalahele asserts that while a sense of nationalism is “new,” as Hawaiian 

nationalism was born out of a space of colonial contention largely in the nineteenth 

century, the spiritualism that also informs his political consciousness is “old,” again 

highlighting ancestral connection.  Together, his nationalism and spiritualism urge him in 

the final lines “to make wrong/ right/ now//.” These last three lines can be read in two 

ways: 1) that there is a need for “mak[ing] wrong” or resistance immediately, or “right/ 

now”; and 2) that there is a need to “make” the “wrong” of colonial injustice “right” in 

the present. Either meaning explains what is being declared through Kalahele’s 

“Manifesto,” that the political and the spiritual are necessarily intertwined and, together, 
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urge us as contemporary Hawaiians toward a resistance against colonialism through an 

ancestral connection and return. 

 The metaphor of “twisting” as ancestral connection and return is echoed in the 

final poem of the collection, “Twisted Tight”: 

Twisted tight 

the patterns of our ancestors 

are revealed. Twisted tight the shape  

will come. Twisted tight our 

ancestry is revealed. 

Twisted tight our 

ancestors are 

waiting. 

 

Again, Kalahele employs centered, enjambed lines arranged to create a concrete poem, 

perhaps shaped to mirror the central yonic image within a drawing accompanying the 

poem “Ke Kumu” that precedes “Twisted Tight.” Thus, the form also serves to reference 

human procreation as creation, with the kohe as the creative site of mana wahine, or 

feminine power. 

 Kalahele’s “Inaspace” series concludes the collection and features a succession of 

six black/white drawings depicting many of the same dualisms present in the 

Kumulipo—light and dark, male and female.  All of the drawings depict stylized celestial 

orbs rendered with traditional kapa and kākau designs, many of which are tied to 

genealogies. In “Inaspace 1,” there is a piko, a center, from which traditional designs 



 145 

connoting genealogies radiate forth. Movement and turning are depicted here, again 

harkening to the “huli” in the first few lines of the Kumulipo.  

  Inaspace 1 

 

In “Inaspace 2” and “Inaspace 5,” the orbs also seem planetary and are placed to indicate 

movement ambiguously between both darkness and light, without giving a sense of 

direction, emphasizing the movement between the time of the gods (pō) and the time of 

humankind (ao) and perhaps signifiying Kalahele’s call for an ancestral return/connection 

in the present.   

  Inaspace 2 
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  Inaspace 5 

 

In slight contrast, “Inaspace 3” and “Inaspace 4” resemble human reproduction through 

the central image of an orb within an orb (like a fertilized egg) presented as moving from 

darkness to light.  

 

  Inaspace 3 
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  Inaspace 4 

 

The series ends with “Inaspace 6,” whose central image is almond-shaped and oblong and 

set against a backdrop that is mainly black except for several smaller orbs and parts of 

larger ones. One orb is drawn to supercede the frame, emphasizing how creation cannot 

be contained. Rather than featuring genealogical designs as in the other orbs of the series, 

the oblong almond-shape shows the image of a river valley, reminiscent of the valleys 

formed by the Koʻolau Mountains. The effect of the shape and its image against the dark 

backdrop is that it could represent either negative or positive space, with the negative 

space illustrating a crater lit from within and the positive space illustrating a solid 

tuberous mass floating through darkness amongst the orbs.   
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  Inaspace 6 

 

That the series is called “Inaspace” highlights the Kumulipo’s influence on Kalahele and 

the spiritual and political lesson of our interconnection with our land, our ancestors, and 

the universe, as the Kumulipo also emphasizes how within each of us is a universe, the 

same beginnings of creation, as well as the ability to procreate.  

 

Sage Uʻilani Takehiro 

 Belonging to the third generation of contemporary Kanaka Maoli writers, Sage 

Uʻilani Takehiro is a poet, performance artist and a political activist from Hilo, Hawaiʻi, 

the ʻāina locating most of her poems. In 2007, she published Honua, her first poetry 

collection, with Kahuaomānoa Press. Though Takehiro does not offer a formal 

moʻokūʻauhau in the collection, her emphasis on ʻohana is clear. In her author’s bio, 

Takehiro is pictured with her sisters, and she presents the names of her parents. Also, the 

collection features artwork by both of her maternal grandparents, Linus and Jane Chao, to 
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introduce each of the four sections. Throughout Honua, Takehiro’s poems use ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi, Hawaiʻi Creole English (Pidgin), and English to embody themes of colonial 

resistance, drug and alcohol abuse as “self-medication,” dispossession and other forms of 

colonial loss, (re)connection to ʻāina and kūpuna, and the connection between creation 

and procreation. These last two themes, in particular, are reflected in the poem 

“Kumulipo Remix.” 

  “Kumulipo Remix” is written in youthful Hawaiian Creole English (Pidgin) and 

shows hula culture and hip-hop culture’s influence on Takehiro’s through its rhyme and 

rhythmic patterns. As the title asserts, the poem “remixes” the Kumulipo and its themes, 

perhaps for younger Hawaiian audiences also influenced by hip-hop culture. The term 

“remix” is popular within hip-hop music and refers to an alternative version of an original 

song.  As such, the original is a recognizable part of the remix, rather than just being 

inspired by it.  

 The poem summarizes and retells parts of the Kumulipo, beginning with Pō:  

Born is everything from the dark 

and the slime, where another world 

 

swirls words to life with a tongue 

lungs suck the breath of an ocean (38) 

 

True to the original, Takehiro uses the word “Born” to begin several of her stanzas, just 

as much of the Kumulipo emphasizes the birth of all things by beginning many of its 

lines with “Hānau” or “Birth.” The poet also recalls Pō as the site of the universe’s 
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beginnings, out of which “the slime” emerges alongside “words” are brought into being 

at this time, “swirl[ed] to life with a tongue,” and the ocean is a living being with “lungs” 

and “breath.” Though these ideas are not directly part of the Kumulipo, they emphasize 

the Kumulipo’s preservation in the spoken word (and the mana of the spoken word), as 

well as the Kumulipo’s depiction of the ocean as alive. Poka Laenui asserts that the 

Kumulipo 

illustrates the deep and enduring differences between Western and traditional 

Hawaiian ways of relating to and respecting the environment, more specifically, 

the ocean. More than just an ʻenvironment’ or a ‘resource,’ to us, the ocean is a 

living being—a home for other living beings and of living gods. (10)  

 

Takehiro’s first two stanzas then diverge from the Kumulipo, bringing the reader into a 

modern, colonized space. The “words” and the “ocean” in the time of Pō are shown to be 

beyond the reaches of “paʻa concrete civilization” where “realization and rediscovery 

reveals [sic] captivity.” Takehiro stresses the word “captivity” by having it break her 

alliteration of the latter line. Her emphasis of “captivity” is a kaona reference to the 

moʻolelo of Queen Liliʻuokalani’s translation of the Kumulipo during her imprisonment 

in ʻIolani Palace in 1895. At the same time, Takehiro’s kaona may also reference Trask’s 

use of “captivity” in “Writing in Captivity” (1994)38 to describe the present colonial state 

of Hawaiians. Despite this depiction of Hawaiians in colonial captivity, Takehiro 

                                         
38 This possible reference to Trask’s essay was pointed out to me by Cristina Bacchilega, who also reads 
Trask’s essay as a reference to Queen Lili’uokalani’s writing during her imprisonment. This is yet another 
example of the continuity between generations of our Kanaka Maoli writers. 



 151 

maintains that we as contemporary Hawaiians carry the mana of our ancestors within us, 

and offers a vision of cultural renewal and continued sovereignty: 

… mana carved in the naʻau 

now, born from a petroglyph 

poem is her kino 

 

she hears the song of the ʻIʻiwi 

singing to the ʻŌʻō, who are off 

somewhere breeding (38) 

 

Thus, though captive, the “mana” is indelibly “carved” within the “naʻau,” or gut, which, 

from the Hawaiian perspective, informs us intellectually, emotionally and spiritually. 

This image is then mirrored through the “petroglyph poem,” further explained below, 

which births “her kino,” “her” body.   

 Takehiro’s use of “her” and “she” in the poem most likely references the Queen, 

with the “petroglyph/ poem,” a kaona reference to the Kumulipo, which was composed in 

a time when the pre-literate writing of our ancestors, combining orality and ki‘i pōhaku, 

or petroglyphs, was used to record births, generations and significant events in stone. As 

Liliʻuokalani’s genealogy chant, the Kumulipo depicts the long lineage of ancestors from 

whom Liliʻu was born. Takehiro portrays the “poem,” however, as active; it gives birth to 

“her kino,” a subtle poetic choice that suggests the Hawaiian belief in the mana of the 
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spoken word to actualize.  But, because kaona is often multi-layered, the “she”39 may also 

be read as a referent for all Hawaiians, with the Queen’s experience of captivity as a 

metaphor for all Hawaiians within American colonialism.  

 The next stanza depicts the “she” as “hear[ing] the song of the ʻIʻiwi” and 

“singing to the ʻŌʻō” with each bird’s name capitalized for emphasis. Both birds are used 

here to symbolize aliʻi government and sovereignty in that both birds’ feathers (red 

feathers from the ʻiʻiwi and yellow feathers from the ʻōʻō) were traditionally used to 

make ahuʻula, or feather cloaks, and mahiole, or feathered helmets, for aliʻi. Takehiro 

makes an important distinction between the two birds, as the ʻiʻiwi is the only bird still 

able to sing because it is not extinct like the ʻōʻō, a consequence of the colonial processes 

of deforestation and land development (Naturalis). However, in Takehiro’s vision, while 

the ʻōʻō does not sing, it is also not extinct; on the contrary, it is “off/ somewhere 

breeding” (38), proliferating.  

 “Kumulipo Remix” then moves back into retelling the fifth wā of the Kumulipo, 

that of Pōkanokano, translated by Liliʻuokalani as “Night of Strength” (19), and 

associated with Kamapuaʻa, the pig god: 

In a forest where the pig digs into the earth 

Birth is the uprooted tracks of Kamapuaʻa 

 

Pimpin’ nā pua and making moʻo women  
                                         

39 Takehiro’s diction in using the feminine here is a reversal of the patriarchal English tendency to use 
“he” as a universal. Elsewhere in the collection, Takehiro plays with gendering as a way of emphasizing the 
roles of both the male and female in creation. We can see this most notably in the poem “God is Pregnant,” 
which posits the Christian God as a male giving birth with female genitalia. In the first stanza, she writes: 
“His womb swells, tears/ rip open his ravished vagina/ birthplace of kalo and us” (28).  
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Wet in the night 

 

While Pōkanokano is translated by Liliʻu as “Night of Strength,” it may also be translated 

as “Night of Great Male Erection,” as “kanokano” is often used to describe the erect 

penis. Consequently, Kamapuaʻa is well known in moʻolelo for his kupua exploits of 

seducing women and being a fierce warrior. The oli and moʻolelo featuring Kamapuaʻa 

often employ sexual kaona to express his association with farming and the forested 

uplands. As such, Kamapuaʻa is also a mythical figure who links procreation and 

creation. John Charlot notes how the word ʻeku, which means to “root, as a pig,” is 

repeatedly used as a metaphor in Kamapuaʻa literature to emphasize the god’s primary 

function “to make soil fertile with his power of fecundity. … The rutting and wallowing 

of the male pig in the female earth is manifestly sexual for a Hawaiian audience …” (20). 

As such, Takehiro’s portrayal of Kamapuaʻa plays up his sexual prowess, expressing his 

role in creation and “birth,” as well as in procreation as he “mak[es] moʻo women/ wet in 

the night.” 

 From there, the poem briefly references Kamapuaʻa’s “domestics with Pele” and 

in turn, Pele’s battle with Hiʻiaka—both moʻolelo that are not featured in the Kumulipo, 

but perhaps are still retold as a part of Takehiro’s hula background, in which Pele and 

Hiʻiaka play primary roles. Here, however, Hiʻiaka and Lohiʻau are said to have “made 

out in the staircase/ spread legs … doggy style,” a more modern setting and term for 

perhaps a not so modern sexual position. Meanwhile, the “ʻŌʻō [nests] on the roof” in 
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witness as “the sways of Kanaloa’s maʻi/ [pound] against the pali of Papahānaumoku,”40 

with the ocean gendered as male (Kanaloa) and the pali gendered as female 

(Papahānaumoku) in sexual union. Though this is also not a part of the original 

Kumulipo, Takehiro clearly privileges a sexualized view of creation that incorporates the 

traditional perspective of using sexual metaphor to also express the political. Trask 

asserts in “Decolonizing Hawaiian Literature” that  

Because Hawaiian is a profoundly metaphorical language, and Hawaiians an 

openly erotic people, descriptions are always rendered with fertile imagery: the 

land is a fecundity of beauty; our traditional deities are gods of abundance, of 

plenitude … It is commonplace in the Hawaiian worldview to see relationships as 

both political and erotic. (Trask 174) 

  

 Overall, Takehiro’s remix focuses on the sexual, emphasizing a connection 

between creation and procreation, which is also a part of what is emphasized and 

celebrated within the practice of mo’oku’auhau. The sexual themes within the work of 

Kalahele and Takehiro underscore that rather than being viewed as ʻvulgar,’ the 

traditional Kanaka Maoli view of sex is grounded in healthy celebration of sex as natural, 

providing joy and progeny. Their emphasis of the sexual, then, highlights cultural 

                                         

40 Sound is of great importance in “Kumulipo Remix.” Takehiro employs rhyme, assonance, consonance 
and alliteration throughout to adhere to a form that seems to fuse hula and hip-hop cultures.  In the tenth 
stanza quoted here, her form suggests the traditional “linked assonance” used in oli and mele: 

While the ʻŌʻō nested on the roof, in the kaʻa 
And on the ʻAʻā at Makuʻu where 
Pūpū are pounded by the sways of Kanaloa’s maʻi 
Against the pali of Papahānaumoku…(emphasis mine) 
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continuity. As the “songs of sex” are “born,” they are “sucking mana through/ slime that 

breathes life,” opening the way for the time of Ao, when humankind is born from the 

gods, followed by “the dances” and the “stories”: 

Born are the kamaliʻi o kēia mau moʻolelo 

Here we are, the children of Hawaiʻi 

Eia mākou, nā mele hoʻokani 

Here we are, the leaders of tomorrow 

Oli ē, oli ē no mākou 

Born are the passions from the kūpuna 

Born are the dances to the people 

Born are the stories from the keiki (39) 

 

Takehiro’s remix, suggests the birth of the “kamaliʻi o kēia mau moʻolelo” or the 

“children of these stories” and thus, the coming of Ao. This line is followed by a few 

lines from a common children’s song in Hawaiʻi used in May Day Celebrations, “Eia 

Mākou” (Here We Are), by Kamuela Kaʻahanui, which demonstrates a sense of 

continuity of the kamaliʻi within a colonial space. In particular, the lines of “Eia Mākou” 

Takehiro weaves in to her remix, reinforce how the “children of Hawaiʻi” continue to 

make music and song despite their colonial captivity. In this way, the contemporary 

world merges with the ancient original in Takehiro’s re-visioning of the Kumulipo: 

Born is the blood of Kānaka 

and the spirit of Kumulipo through 

the wormhole womb of Pō (39) 
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Similar to depictions by Holt and Kalahele, Takehiro asserts our intimate (and proximate) 

genealogical tie to Pō and the beginnings of the universe through the Kumulipo and in 

doing so, also challenges the notion of linear time. “Kumulipo Remix” moves between 

the time of Pō and the time of Ao to affirm our continued Kanaka Maoli sovereignty and 

our genealogical connection to land and ocean, even as it recognizes our present colonial 

situation and our efforts to decolonize by continuing to “sing”: 

Born are the prisons of our world 

and the oli we conceive in them 

they cage a voice singing poems 

to the ʻŌʻō birds, who are off somewhere 

breeding (39) 

 

In this final stanza, the Queen’s imprisonment is referenced once again to underscore her 

resistance through song in translating the Kumulipo. This is also used again to parallel 

the contemporary Kanaka Maoli experience of being imprisoned by colonialism. Rather 

than casting us as tragic, passive victims, Takehiro emphasizes our cultural continuity by 

positing Hawaiians as actively singing and creating, an anticolonial project given earlier 

missionary bans of hula and other forms of colonial silencing of Kanaka Maoli voice. 

Thus, her final image, which illustrates that the songs and poems reach the “ʻŌʻō birds,” 

also stresses the mana of the singing to revitalize, reaffirm and sustain our sovereignty, as 

the “ʻŌʻō … are off somewhere/ breeding” themselves out of extinction, offering the 

hope of a revitalized native governance.  
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Jamaica Heolimeleikalani Osorio 

 The final contemporary Kanaka Maoli writer I will examine for her employment 

of kaona references to the Kumulipo is also the youngest writer featured in this 

dissertation—Jamaica Heolimeleikalani Osorio, who uses slam/performance poetry as a 

medium. She has performed for national audiences as part of Brave New Voices, a 

television show produced by hip-hop mogul Russell Simmons featuring young slam 

poets. In 2009, her performative poetic skill led to her becoming the Brave New Voices 

Slam Champion. She has performed for audiences throughout Hawaiʻi and has been 

active in fostering slam poetry within Hawaiʻi’s high schools. Much of her work explores 

issues of historical injustice for Hawaiians, colonialism, language revitalization, and 

queer identity. She is from Pālolo, Oʻahu and has written a chapbook, Tangled Roots & 

Broken Hearts, which was self-published in 2009. A Hawaiian immersion student and 

graduate of the Kamehameha Schools, she is majoring in Comparative Studies in Race 

and Ethnicity at Stanford University. 

 On May 12, 2009, Osorio performed her poetry at the White House at the 

invitation of First Lady Michelle Obama as part of a night of Poetry and Spoken Word. 

The performance was recorded and continues to be offered for viewing via the White 

House website and on You Tube. Osorio chose to perform “Kumulipo,” a free verse 

poem of seven stanzas comprised of 77 lines included in written form in her chapbook.  

However, the versions of “Kumulipo” are somewhat different, perhaps largely due to the 

two-minute time limit imposed on all of the performers for the White House event.  

 Osorio’s performance of “Kumulipo” for the White House event is powerful, 

moving and overtly political in theme as she emphasizes ancestral memory, 
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moʻokūʻauhau, naming, and illustrates the anxiety of colonized forgetting. Osorio’s 

“Kumulipo” is a personal moʻokūʻauhau, one that traces her genealogy from her paternal 

grandparents to herself; however, the poem also represents a personal epiphany for the 

poet, showing the ways in which genealogies, and within the present colonial period, the 

process of preserving and remembering them, provide knowledge and guidance, insight 

into history, similar to how they once guided our aliʻi. 

 Thus, Osorio’s performance begins with the question, “What happens to the ones 

forgotten?” and continues: 

The ones who shaped my heart from their rib cages41 

I want to taste the tears in their names 

Want to trace their souls into my vocal chords so that I can feel related again 

But I have forgotten my father’s own grandparents’ middle names 

 Forgotten what color thread God used to sew me together with 

 

Here, Osorio illustrates how in a colonized space where genealogies are not valued and 

preserved, there is always the threat of forgetting. Her anxiety is expressed through her 

words, but also in the tone of her voice and her gestures, as she sees remembering her 

great-grandparents and their middle names as a part of her kuleana as their descendant. 

Inoa or naming within Hawaiian tradition is of great importance as  

                                         
41 Most of the line breaks of Osorio’s performance of “Kumulipo” are hers and taken from the written form 
from her chapbook, Tangled Roots and Broken Hearts, with the exception of those lines which were added 
into the performance and veer from the original, for which I imposed line breaks based on Osorio’s own 
pauses during her performance. 
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A Hawaiian name might tell the place and conditions of birth, reveal family 

lineage, an ancestor’s occupation and particular mana. … Whatever the meaning 

behind the inoa … the name itself had mana; the name itself might bear a kapu. 

Both could play a part in shaping the character, personality—even the fate and 

fortunes of the bearer. (Pukui, Haetig and Lee 290) 

 

Following Kamehameha IV’s passage of a law (urged by missionaries) that all Hawaiians 

must take on the surname of their fathers and adopt Christian names in addition to 

Hawaiian names in 1860, the Hawaiian middle name became popular, and the practice of 

and belief in the mana of inoa have continued to this day, despite colonial “attitudes [that] 

often scorned Hawaiian names” (302). Thus, Osorio’s “forgetting” of her grandparents’ 

middle names is certainly cause for anxiety, as middle names carry a great deal of vital 

information and history about their owners.42 Since paternal surnames were adopted since 

1860, middle names became a way to carry the names of one’s maternal lineage. Thus, in 

forgetting the middle names of her great-grandparents, there is the possibility of 

forgetting entire lineages of ancestors. 

 Osorio underscores the forgetting of middle names as ancestral loss in her next 

lines: “But there is a culture, a people somewhere beneath my skin that I have been 

searching for.” This is followed by the realization that her focus on the colonial, on the 

modern, through her college career has led to her memory and cultural loss:  

 

                                         

42 Inoa are considered possessions from the Hawaiian perspective.  As such, they are viewed as being tied 
to the person. 
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… [I]t’s hard to feel sometimes  

because at Stanford, we are innovative. 

The city of Macintosh breeds thinkers of tomorrow,  

so I have forgotten how to remember.  

 

Osorio then urges us as Hawaiians to recognize the importance of remembering our roots, 

our ancestors, despite our colonial disconnection from the Hawaiian language. She says,  

Our roots cannot remember themselves 

Cannot remember how to dance it we don’t chant for them 

And will not sing unless we are listening. 

 

But our tongues feel too foreign in our own mouths and we don’t dare speak out 

loud 

So we can’t even pronounce our own parents’ names. 

 

Here, Osorio highlights the severe ancestral disconnection we experience as part of the 

colonial situation—that because most contemporary Kanaka Maoli do not speak 

Hawaiian, most of us can’t even pronounce or speak the Hawaiian names of our parents 

and ancestors. This realization is a devastating example of our cultural loss and colonial 

domination, as the “economic and political control can never be complete or effective 

without mental control” and “domination of a people’s language by the languages of the 

colonising [sic] nations was crucial to the domination of the mental universe of the 

colonized” (Thiong’o 16). Thus, Osorio speaks to a contemporary Kanaka Maoli 
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audience to take anti-colonial action when she later asks us to turn away from the modern 

and remember our “roots”:   

So do not forget what’s left 

Cuz this is all we have 

You won’t find our roots online 

We have no dances or chants if we have no history 

Just rants 

No roots 

Just tears 

 

She asserts that our preservation of history in remembering our ancestors is a critical part 

of our cultural survival. In essence, her argument is based on the Kanaka Maoli 

knowledge that we need to know our history to truly know who we are; to lose this 

history is to lose ourselves, which harkens back to the same arguments made in the 

nineteenth-century, as well as by John Dominis Holt. 

 Thus, much of the rest of Osorio’s “Kumulipo” articulates the desire for 

continued Hawaiian cultural and language revitalization and for the continued practice of 

moʻokūʻauhau:    

I want to teach my future children  

How to spell family with my middle name—Heolimeleikalani 

How to hold love with Kamakawiwoʻole 

How to taste culture in the Kumulipo 
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While Osorio uses her own middle name, Heolimeleikalani, and her father’s middle 

name, Kamakawiwoʻole to stress the continuity of family and personal moʻokūʻauhau, 

she upholds the Kumulipo as a carrier of Kanaka Maoli culture and history, thereby 

asserting that both the personal practice of moʻokūʻauhau and the study of the Kumulipo 

as a kind of national moʻokūʻauhau, are necessarily a part of the decolonizing process of 

cultural and ancestral reconnection.  

 Ultimately, for Osorio, the forgotten may indeed be lost. Osorio’s great-

grandparents’ middle names are not recovered, or at least, they are not included as part of 

the moʻokūʻauhau (given in Hawaiian) she shares in her White House performance 

wherein she declares, “This is all I have of my family history/ And now its yours”: 

O Elroy Thomas Leialoha Osorio he kane 

O Clara Kuʻulei Kay he wahine 

Noho pu laua a hanau ia o Jonathan Kay Kamakawiwoole Osorio he kane 

O Jonathan Kay Kamakawiwoole Osorio he kane 

O Mary Carol Dunn he wahine 

Noho pu laua a hanau ia o Jamaica Heolimeleikalani Osorio he wahine 

 

Moʻokūʻauhau begin with the eldest ancestors, distinguishing between male and female 

ancestors, and culminate with the performer. Osorio follows this model, recognizing her 

paternal grandparents, her parents and then herself. That she performs her moʻokūʻauhau 

in Hawaiian exercises her language sovereignty, but also her rhetorical sovereignty. Scott 

Lyons defines “rhetorical sovereignty” as the “inherent right and ability of peoples to 

determine their own communicative needs and desires in this pursuit, to decide for 
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themselves the goals, modes, styles, and languages of public discourse” (449-450). 

Osorio’s performance of her moʻokūʻauhau within her poem “Kumulipo” demonstrates 

the presence of a distinctly Kanaka Maoli culture and language, a political act in and of 

itself that highlights the colonized status of Hawaiians, but also articulates the urgency of 

resisting colonial co-optation through cultural and historical recovery and self-

identification in terms of ancestry. Certainly, these elements are clear for Osorio’s 

general audience, who may also be able to surmise that Osorio observes a Hawaiian 

cultural tradition of moʻokūʻauhau in her performance.  

 Though ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi may be the obvious choice for sharing one’s 

moʻokūʻauhau, her language choice excludes all non-speakers of Hawaiian, which, in this 

performance, includes the President of the United States. I contend that this exclusion 

makes a powerful statement, expressing Osorio’s nationalist loyalties to Hawaiʻi. In using 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi to share her moʻokūʻauhau, her very identity, she exercises the rhetorical 

sovereignty to choose a Hawaiian-speaking, largely Kanaka Maoli audience. Moreover, 

in sharing her moʻokūʻauhau within a poem called “Kumulipo” she aligns herself and her 

ancestors with the cultural, political and spiritual teachings of the Kumulipo and follows 

Liliʻuokalani’s model of a return to moʻokūʻauhau as colonial resistance.  

 In addition, Osorio’s performed “Kumulipo” concludes with the lines “Do not 

forget us/ Mai poina,” exhibiting bilingual repetition, as “Mai poina” translates as “Don’t 

forget.” These brief lines, which follow her moʻokūʻauhau, demonstrate how she is 

speaking to two audiences—one, an English-speaking general American audience, which 

includes the President; and the other, an English and Hawaiian-speaking Kanaka Maoli 

audience. As such, the meaning somewhat differs. Aside from language, the lines differ 
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in that the English line includes the word “us,” indicating here an exclusive Hawaiian 

collective, a “mākou” as opposed to a kākou.” Together, her demonstration of the anxiety 

of colonized forgetting, her articulation of a desire to reconnect with ancestry and 

language, as well as her powerful (and exclusive) performance of her moʻokūʻauhau in 

Hawaiian underscore “Don’t forget us” as “Don’t forget (what you have done/continue to 

do to) us.” On the other hand, “Mai poina,” or “Donʻt forget” urges her Hawaiian 

audience to not forget our ancestors, who and where we came from, our history, and our 

culture. Of course, this urging has a nationalist underpinning as well, as Osorio 

demonstrates in the poem that Americanization has meant a near cultural genocide.  

 By contrast, the written version of “Kumulipo” published in Tangled Roots and 

Broken Hearts is told from the standpoint of two generations of colonial forgetting—that 

of Osorio’s father and herself. She begins the poem with a description of her father, 

Jonathan Kay Kamakawiwoʻole Osorio, a political activist, musician and poet, as well as 

professor of History within the University of Hawaiʻi’s Hawaiʻinuiākea School of 

Hawaiian Knowledge. He is the author of Dismembering Lāhui: A History of the 

Hawaiian Nation to 1887 (2002) and several academic essays on Hawaiian history and 

sovereignty and is a well-respected leader in Hawaiʻi’s Sovereignty Movement. Jamaica 

Osorio’s opening description recognizes him as a loving father with an extensive 

background in Hawaiian History:  

My father is a 5’10” brown skinned prophet 

He speaks history bedtime stories 

Recites distant timelines like family birthdays 

Genealogies of ancient Hawaiian kings like they were his kin 
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He is cultural knowledge in collegiate skins 

A PhD in yesterdays but too many tomorrows have passed (Osorio Tangled) 

 

In the next stanza, she proclaims that her father “is too much Hawaiian to count 

quantum” using his full name, which would be widely recognizable for Hawaiian 

audiences while also referencing the blood quantum by which Kanaka Maoli identity is 

measured by the State. His extensive study of Hawaiian history and culture, however, 

does not exclude him from the process of colonized forgetting. She writes: 

But my father has forgotten his own grandparents’ middle names 

Forgotten what color thread god used to sew him together with 

And I am beginning to wonder how my whitewashed fingertips will pick up the 

pieces if my father’s own palms have named them forgotten 

 

As his daughter, one more generation removed, she questions what knowledge of their 

genealogy and history she will be able to pass on: 

And when those palms are buried 

[……………………………………] 

Will he leave only regret for me to remember with questions too tongue-tied to 

speak […] 

At my hand, the flame broken and no torch left to light… 

 

Her family’s own “forgotten” ancestors stand in contrast to the Kumulipo, which she 

asserts as “ours” as “the genealogy of our existence.” She writes: 
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It’s been only 230 years since contact 

230 years since the last time our 2000 lined creation chant was sung in full 

our Kumulipo the genealogy of our existence 

 

Here, Osorio alludes to Puou’s chanting of the Kumulipo in the presence of Captain Cook 

during what is now seen as western contact. Because the Kumulipo has such depth of 

history, she uses the word “only” to mark the “230 years since contact” so as to 

emphasize the temporal proximity of western contact in Hawaiʻi, while also stressing the 

relative recentness of anything western, American and colonial, by extension. However, 

she is careful not to diminish the impact of contact and the colonialism that has ensued; 

on the contrary, she sees that “history is breaking” as a result and posits “cultural 

sovereignty” as the only way to stop our collective colonized forgetting:  

 Because My history is breaking 

Held together only marginally by cultural sovereignty 

Only the few who care that  

Our roots cannot remember themselves 

 

She recognizes her and her father’s own struggles to remember are exemplary of a 

collective Hawaiian struggle to remember and recover our ancestry, language and culture. 

She depicts this struggle as one in which we are unsure how to be Hawaiian, as shadows 

still trying to salvage what’s left of ourselves within the colonized space.  

 She writes from her own experience as a student of Hawaiian immersion that “we, 

only speak Hawaiian in empty classrooms from textbooks/We fear our American 
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accents/So much that our tongues feel too foreign in our own mouths we don’t dare speak 

out loud.” While the final line is exactly the same as the performance version, it is 

contextualized in its written form as part of the inheritance of colonial silencing. Osorio 

highlights how Hawaiian is spoken in the limited spaces of “empty classrooms” and 

studied with “textbooks,” rather than learned as native speakers, how we “fear our 

American accents” showing how influenced we, as colonized subjects, have been by 

American culture and language. She asserts that this fear and shame lead to continued 

silencing. Within the context of the written “Kumulipo,” Osorio’s same final two lines 

following her moʻokūʻauhau in Hawaiian, “Do not forget us/ Mai poina,” place added 

emphasis on remembering, especially language and ancestry, as colonial resistance. 

 Osorio’s choice of poem for the White House performance is key. In choosing to 

perform “Kumulipo,” she makes a direct reference to the original Kumulipo at the seat of 

American colonial power, at the White House in the presence of President Obama and the 

First Lady.  In doing so, her performance is reminiscent of Queen Liliʻuokalani’s own 

travels to Washington D.C. to represent her people and to argue first against Annexation 

and then against the dispossession of Hawaiian land. That these trips were preceded by 

the Queen’s efforts to translate her oli moʻokūʻauhau, while imprisoned, illustrates her 

own return to ancestry and culture within colonial confines, and the mana therein.  

 

 All four contemporary Kanaka Maoli writers examined here, John Dominis Holt, 

Imaikalani Kalahele, Sage Uʻilani Takehiro, and Jamaica Osorio, express the necessity of 

this return to our ancestry, our culture, our roots, using their kaona references to the 

Kumulipo to highlight the depth of our ancestry, our culture, our roots. By recounting 



 168 

800 generations of aliʻi in the final nine wā, the Kumulipo also firmly underscores the 

validity and long history of sovereignty and native governance in Hawaiʻi. As 

colonialism is a system that must justify its existence by emphasizing the colonized 

country’s ineptitude to govern and support itself, a historical text showing 800 

generations of native governance completely discredits these claims and effectively 

undermines American colonial rule in Hawaiʻi, which has amounted to a mere four or 

five generations. Ultimately, the Kumulipo stands as proof of our proud heritage, the 

great intellectualism and spiritualism of our people, and our right and responsibility to 

maintain our sovereignty and care for our lands and ocean—its lessons for us as 

contemporary Hawaiians are infinite. And, as our contemporary writers remind us, the 

lessons of the Kumulipo have the mana and the ʻike to guide us, to save us in this, our 

time of greatest need.  
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Red Hibiscus in the Rain 
 

Though the red fire-flower shivers with each tickle 
of water, her stigma hangs above her like a flare to catch 

a pill of pollen in her mouth, by chance. You ask her why 
and listen closely, as she begins the story of her birth— 

from calyx to pistil, filament to corolla—opening the folds 
of her thin-veined petals to reveal the light deep in her throat. 

 
 He nuku, he wai ka ʻai a ka lāʻau. 

 ʻO ke akua ke komo, ʻaʻoe komo kanaka. 
 

A chant of night falls from the clouds overhead and she closes, 
drawing the fire inside her petals, out of reverence for the stars.  



 170 

MOKUNA 4: KAONA TO THE MOʻOLELO AND MOʻOKŪʻAUHAU  
OF PAPA AND WĀKEA 

IN CONTEMPORARY KANAKA MAOLI LITERATURE 
 

 

Papahānaumoku to Hoʻohōkūkalani 
 
E Hoʻohōkūkalani, I sing this song for you, 
crafter of stars in the heavens, 
would-be bearer of other gods. 
 
E Hoʻohōkūkalani, daughter of land 
and sky, sister and mother of Hāloanaka  
the still-born, of Hāloa the first to live. 
 
E Hoʻohōkūkalani, buryer of the baby, 
curled in the corm-shaped body, mother  
and sister of the kalo, which sprung forth. 
 
E Hoʻohōkūkalani, mother of kānaka 
crafter of stars in the heavens, 
kuʻu kamaliʻi, I sing this song for you. 
 
 
 
 In this chapter, I will analyze the use of kaona references to the moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau associated with Papa and Wākea, including references to Hāloanaka and 

Hāloa, within contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature.  The selected authors, Victoria 

Nālani Kneubuhl, Māhealani Perez-Wendt, Matthew Kaopio, Kent Kekoa Sentinella, and 

Kai Gaspar, all of whom continue to produce literary works, engage in various literary 

genres, including plays, poetry, short fiction and the novel. In addition, all use both 

English and Hawaiian, while some, namely Kneubuhl and Sentinella, also employ HCE 

to make their kaona references.  

 Kneubuhl and Perez-Wendt are now well established and recognized as 

contemporary Hawaiian writers, as they have been writing since the 1970s and 80s. Both 



 171 

Kneubuhl and Perez-Wendt have also had their work published and studied at the 

university level within the United States and the Pacific. Though he first emerged as a 

writer in the early 2000s, Kaopio, too, has enjoyed considerable recognition for his work 

within Hawaiʻi, though he remains largely untaught and unread outside of Hawaiʻi. 

Sentinella and Gaspar are still emerging as writers. Sentinella’s short story is the only one 

he has published to date, and Gaspar is currently in the process of publishing his poetry 

collection, Refuge, with Kuleana ʻŌiwi Press. However, with Kaopio, they hold 

remarkable promise as the next generation of Kanaka Maoli writers.  

 While representing a diverse cross-section of contemporary Kanaka Maoli 

literature in experience, genre, theme, and targeted audience, these writers’ kaona 

references to our Earth Mother, Papa, and our Sky Father, Wākea, as well as their 

offspring, Hāloanaka and Hāloa, articulate a shared Hawaiian cultural knowledge 

expressing our intimate and genealogical connection to our lands and to the kalo, and 

thus, defining our Hawaiian identity. 

 

Victoria Nālani Kneubuhl 

 The first writer I will examine, Victoria Nālani Kneubuhl, is among the most 

accomplished writers in Hawaiʻi, having written, produced and published plays locally, 

nationally and internationally since the 1980s. In 1994, she was awarded the Hawaiʻi 

Award for Literature, the highest honor the state awards a writer. Additionally, in 2001, 

she was named one of the Extraordinary Women of Hawaiʻi by the Foundation for 

Hawaii Women’s History and the Native Hawaiian Library of ALU LIKE, Inc. Also in 

that year she was invited to the Pacific Writers Forum, and received the Hawaiʻi Heritage 
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Center Keeper of the Past Award. In 2006, Kneubuhl was presented with the Elliot Cades 

Award for Literature. She also served as Distinguished Writer in Residence in the English 

Department at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa in Fall 2007.  

 Throughout her career, Kneubuhl has played a key role in the development of 

Hawaiʻi theatre, as both writer and teacher in the community. She has had twelve plays 

produced, several of which have toured the Pacific, North America, Asia, and the United 

Kingdom. Her Hawaiian and Samoan ancestry inform her work, which often deals with 

issues of history, tradition and colonialism. Her play January 1993, set one hundred years 

after the Overthrow, is a five-act, nineteen-scene, fifteen-hour dramatization of historical 

crimes and contemporary loss. The collection Hawai‘i Nei: Island Plays (2002) brings 

together three of Kneubuhl’s plays—“The Conversion of Kaʻahumanu,” “Emmalehua,” 

and “Ola Nā Iwi.” Her plays have been published in Seventh Generation: An Anthology 

of Native American Plays (1999), He Leo Hou (2003), and ʻōiwi: a native Hawaiian 

journal. In addition, Kneubuhl is the writer of Murder Casts a Shadow, a mystery novel 

set in the 1930’s in Hawaiʻi. Her latest play, The Holiday of Rain, a play based on 

nineteenth-century colonial writer W. Somerset Maugham’s short story “Rain,” was 

performed at Kumu Kahua Theater in Spring 2011. 

 Kneubuhl’s “Ka Wai Ola” is a children’s play that was first commissioned and 

produced by the Honolulu Theatre for Youth and performed at Leeward Community 

College Theatre on January 12, 1998 (Kneubuhl 210). This play was one of four featured 

in He Leo Hou: A New Voice, Hawaiian Playwrights, an anthology edited by John H.Y. 

Wat and Meredith Desha and published by Bamboo Ridge Press in 2003. Wat writes in 

his Introduction that “Ka Wai Ola” was initially inspired by the water rights struggle of 
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the Reppuns, a “family of activist taro farmers” of Waiāhole-Waikāne, but moved into an 

examination of more generalized “issues of water rights and power” in Hawaiʻi. 

Kneubuhl is quoted in the Introduction as saying that she “ʻdidnʻt want [the play] to be a 

history of that valley because then it gets too restrictive’” (Wat, Introduction 205). 

Though not overtly focusing on the Reppuns ʻohana and Waiāhole-Waikāne, Kneubuhl 

depicts an unnamed “valley” in Hawaiʻi as a site of Hawaiian resistance against further 

dispossession of land and water. In doing so, she emphasizes that the struggle for 

Hawaiian water and land rights has happened and continues to happen throughout 

Hawaiʻi and is not specific to one location at one time.   

 Kneubuhl shares that she was initially hesitant to focus on such a political issue, 

but after receiving a great deal of community support from the Reppuns, the Hoe ʻohana, 

and Vicky Holt Takamine (who helped choreograph part of the play), as well as from 

teachers, she knew her play helped to bring the issue to a new, younger audience not 

always included in discussions of current political issues—children (Wat, Introduction 

206-207). Her targeted audience of children, however, also affords the opportunity for 

Kneubuhl to educate an outsider adult audience about the history of dispossession of 

Hawaiian land and water, and how this struggle intersects with the cultural significance 

of kalo and kalo farming for Kanaka Maoli.   

 As mentioned earlier, the play is set in a valley which could be anywhere in the 

paeʻāina of Hawaiʻi.  The stage is set with “a house, loʻi, [and] a stream” to highlight the 

continued practice of kalo farming within individual ʻohana. The main characters are all 

Hawaiian—Keanu, a boy of about 10 years old; Healani, Keanu’s mother, a Hawaiian 

rights activist with a group called Mālama Pono; and Liko, uncle to Healani and grand-
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uncle to Keanu, a loʻi farmer.  The play opens with Liko’s return from self-estrangement 

(due to losing his family’s land and water as revealed near the end of the play) and his 

return to revitalizing the ʻohana’s old loʻi. As the play progresses, Keanu is also shown to 

be at odds with his mother and her activist work.  Healani spends a great deal of her time 

working with Mālama Pono and less time with Keanu. Moreover, Keanu gets teased by 

other children for his mother’s protests in the valley. He tells her, “I’m sick of Mālama 

Pono … I’m sick of always seeing your picture in the paper at some stupid protest. And 

I’m sick of kids making fun of me!” However, his feelings also reflect a lack of cultural 

and historical knowledge about the valley and their struggle to save their land and loʻi. 

Upset about Healani missing his “soccer awards picnic,” he asks her “What’s so great 

about some roots in the mud?” (Kneubuhl 215) and later, “Why did we have to come and 

live in the middle of mud holes and mosquitoes anyway?” (217). Keanu’s anger and 

defiance stem largely from wanting and needing his mother’s attention. Healani’s 

political efforts take her way from her son, Keanu, who as a result, knows very little 

about his Hawaiian culture. Far from idealized, the Hawaiian ʻohana Kneubuhl depicts at 

the beginning of the play is broken, with all members expressing familial love for each 

other, yet still estranged and embroiled in their own personal conflicts.  

 Similarly, Liko is not a stereotypically “wise” Hawaiian elder, as he remains 

afflicted with guilt after the loss of his land and family due to his own choice to run away 

rather than fight the Oʻahu Ditch Company when Healani was still a young girl. 

Consequently, Liko’s sister and Healani were eventually evicted from the land their 

family lived on for generations. When the play begins, Liko has returned shortly after 

Healani has successfully gotten the land back. Despite his faults, Liko’s character 
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embodies the traditional kalo farmer who has retained knowledge of the art passed down 

from generation to generation. For Liko, working with kalo is a spiritual activity, perhaps 

one that is and should be divorced from the political arena. As he works, he explains to 

Keanu and Gina, Keanu’s young Hawaiian friend, that the kalo is our ancestor, our older 

brother: 

Look, see, the huli are planted. The first leaves are coming. Now, we drain the 

loʻi, let the ground dry little bit so the young roots have a chance to grab on tight 

to the soil. The first human born was Hāloanaka. He died and was buried, and 

from his body, up grew kalo. Then another human was born. His name was Hāloa, 

the first person. We are the children, children born from Hāloa. But kalo, 

Hāloanaka, he will always be our older brother.  (233) 

 

Though Papa and Wākea are not mentioned directly, their presence is implied through 

kaona to those familiar with the genealogy of Hāloanaka and Hāloa. Here, Liko teaches 

the children, and by extension, the general audience, that Kanaka Maoli consider the kalo 

as family ancestor. Later, as the kalo grow “strong,” Liko explains to the children that 

“the leaves of the kalo open up and grow out, strong, and the whole loʻi looks so green 

and pretty. The leaves come big like green hearts, moving and swaying when the wind 

blows by. Makes you feel good, you know” (246). In continuing to work in the loʻi, Liko 

also continues to honor the land and the kalo as his ancestors. In doing so, the kalo is 

personified, but also, more importantly, upheld as the hiapo of all kanaka, the eldest 

sibling who cares for its younger siblings by feeding and nurturing us. Likewise, we as 
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younger siblings must serve and care for our hiapo, reinforcing both a strong Hawaiian 

cultural value of reciprocity in ʻohana and in mālama ʻāina.  

 Liko’s personification of the kalo as a family member is a significant theme 

throughout the play. He teaches Gina how to plant kalo using the Hawaiian terms for the 

parts of the kalo in planting: 

LIKO. This is from the makua— 

GINA. The parent stalk. 

LIKO. That’s right, these are their children. Now plant the huli inside the mud … 

push the mud around, just enough so the huli can hold on. (216) 

 

In teaching Gina the Hawaiian terms for the kalo in its different stages, Liko also 

emphasizes the distinctly familial relationship we have and see in kalo. The language 

associated with the kalo shows that it is not just a plant from the Hawaiian cultural 

perspective; the kalo has its own spirit, its own life like a kanaka, with a family.   

 Consequently, in Scene 13, as Liko, Gina and a couple of members of Mālama 

Pono teach Keanu about the importance of his mother’s activist work, they ask him to 

empathize with the kalo in a water-starved loʻi by having him imagine he is a little kalo 

plant. Acting as Hāloa 1 and Hāloa 2, Mālama Pono members Palikū and Mahina identify 

themselves both as “Hāloanaka” and together, confront Keanu’s ambivalence and 

resentment for their work. Calling Keanu their “kid brother,” they say he’s rude and a 

“brat” quoting his earlier comment, “ʻWho cares about some roots-in-the-mud.’” Keanu 

apologizes to them by saying that he “didn’t know before.” Articulating that their one 
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goal in life is to grow so that one day they can be poi, both kalo then go on to 

demonstrate for Keanu what it is like to live and eventually die without water.  

HĀLOA 1: That’s what happens when you no more water— 

HĀLOA 1 and 2: YOU DIE! (249) 

 

However, the kalo only tell a part of the ecological moʻolelo.  After being shown the 

impact of little water on the kalo, Keanu is then shown the impact on the fish who live in 

the loʻi, as well as the impact a decreased water supply has on the fish living in the 

brackish waters of the muliwai, where the freshwater stream meets the ocean. He speaks 

to an ʻoʻopu who tells him that Mafioso-like parasites are not being flushed out of the loʻi 

because of the shortage of water from the stream. As ʻOʻopu explains to Keanu, “The 

stream’s not strong enough, and the water’s all dirty. They love it. So now they’re 

moving in everywhere, killing anything that gets in their way. … I’m not kidding. Iʻm the 

last, the last one of my kind—” (250-251), emphasizing the ʻoʻopu’s severely endangered 

status. Keanu’s lesson culminates in the ocean, where he meets the fish that would 

typically have fed off of the parasites swept downstream. They are shown to be 

“starving,” as a character named Sisterfish tells him, “The stream used to wash things 

down … But now no more water, nothing washing down” (254). Ultimately, Keanu is 

shown that the loʻi is a complex system that was created to be a part of and complement 

the natural environment; this system, as well as all the plants and animals and humans 

dependent upon it, requires an unobstructed stream, free access to naturally flowing 

water. The Oʻahu Ditch Company’s plan to divert the water would mean death to the 

environment and death to a practice of spiritualism and culture in the loʻi. Keanu is a 
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dynamic character, whose perspective changes after being educated about the kalo, as 

well as about colonial history in Hawaiʻi. Liko, too, is transformed as he is able to find 

purpose in sharing how he was affected personally by Hawaiʻi’s colonial history through 

losing his family’s land; he shares his regretful story of complacency with Keanu as a 

cautionary tale. Moreover, Liko is able to find purpose as a kupuna, by sharing his 

knowledge of kalo farming with Keanu and Gina, the next generation.  

 Throughout “Ka Wai Ola,” the continuity of the kalo and the loʻi is shown to be 

symbolic of the continuity of Kanaka Maoli and Kanaka Maoli culture. As Liko teaches 

Gina and Keanu about how the kalo grows in his loʻi, various stages of the kalo’s 

development correspond with human development as portrayed in the play. He explains 

that each kalo plant has the same chance to “root” and “grow” providing they have access 

to all they need: “Then comes the time to let the water back in the loʻi. All the huli had 

one chance for root. The ones that took root grow big and strong. The other ones, just too 

bad, nothing we can do” (241). Here, Liko’s description of the kalo echoes his initial 

view of Keanu as a lost cause who doesn’t want to honor and respect his culture. Before 

agreeing to educate Keanu about their family history and their Hawaiian culture, he says, 

“Waste time talk to him” (230). Following Keanu’s lessons, Liko describes the sick loʻi 

with the decreased water supply from the stream: “All the leaves that was full, now they 

coming faded and pale. They look sick, like they going make. We work and work and 

work and looks like all the plants going die anyway, so might as well just give up, yeah?” 

(257). His defeated tone underscores the sense of helplessness he felt when he first ran 

away from his family and responsibilities; however, through the change in Keanu, and 

through the knowledge given him in his work with the kalo, he can now see the error in 
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giving up.  He tells Keanu and Gina: “You see now, just when the kalo looks like it’s 

dying, when the leaves go brown and curl up, don’t give up. Because inside, under the 

ground, the kalo is growing, really growing big and strong to feed us all, to give us life, 

so we go on” (263). In this way, Liko’s character is educated by the kalo, who teaches 

him to have hope through a powerful symbol of ‘underground’ cultural continuity. 

 At the end of the play, with this greater understanding of his mother’s activism in 

the struggle for water rights and to reclaim their dispossessed land, as well as a more 

personalized perspective of his own Hawaiian culture via the moʻolelo of Hāloanaka, a 

moʻolelo that underscores the Kanaka Maoli familial connection to the land and the kalo, 

Keanu joins Liko and Mālama Pono in a non-violent protest to block the road and the 

entrance to the water tunnel from the Oʻahu Ditch Company. This spirit of kūʻē pono, or 

warranted resistance, is predicated on Keanu’s Hawaiian culture and its spiritual 

emphasis on the role of kanaka to care for the land and kalo in mālama ʻāina as taught 

through the moʻokūʻauhau of Papa and Wākea. His words of resolve are the final words 

of the play, highlighting the continuity of Kanaka Maoli resistance and ʻāina 

consciousness: “We came here today because we can stand up for ourselves. Because we 

can stand up for something we believe in. We came here today to stand together. We link 

our arms tightly and we stand. Here, together” (266).   

 

Māhealani Perez-Wendt 

 The second writer whose work I will examine in this chapter is Māhealani Perez-

Wendt (formerly Māhealani Kamauʻu), another well-known Kanaka Maoli author who 

has been writing, publishing and performing her poetry since the 1970s. By way of 
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introducing herself, Perez-Wendt offers her moʻokūʻauhau in her collection, 

Uluhaimalama (2007), as well as in the Biographical Notes of Effigies (2009), giving her 

Hawaiian maternal grandparents’ names and great-grandparents’ names, along with her 

Spanish paternal grandparents’ names. Perez-Wendt also shares much about her 

childhood upbringing. The oldest of seven children, she grew up in rural Lawai Valley on 

Kauaʻi until her parents separated and her mother moved with her and her siblings to 

Oʻahu, where they all ended up living in tenement housing in Honolulu:  

The family occupied a single room in a block-long rooming house … She and her 

brothers sold newspapers on the streets of Honolulu to supplement the family 

income. This was Māhealani’s introduction to the living conditions of 

impoverished Hawaiian families. The gritty contrast of city life and a horrific fire 

in the adjacent tenement that took four lives, including that of her playmate, made 

an indelible impression. (About the Author, Uluhaimalama 106) 

 

A strong supporter of indigenous sovereignty and self-determination, she served as an 

administrator and Executive Director of the Native Hawaiian Legal Corporation, a non-

profit organization that provides legal help to Native Hawaiians in matters “concerning 

land, natural resources and protection of cultural practices” (107).   

 In turn, Perez-Wendt’s poetry demonstrates her commitment to Kanaka Maoli 

culture and sovereignty.  Though Perez-Wendt writes in English primarily, much of her 

work is focused on Hawaiian colonial experience. In doing so, she adheres largely to a 

formal aesthetic, and her poems are carefully sculpted and honed according to sight and 

sound, often privileging the short line and employing internal rhyme, assonance and 
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consonance. Moreover, Perez-Wendt’s poems are imagistic and carefully crafted to instill 

a precise viewpoint for the reader. Many of her poems are written as personae pieces and 

embody the voices of both men and women of various life experiences—single mothers, 

women prisoners, a male kalo farmer, a young angry activist encouraged by her 

moʻokūʻauhau to become politically aware—though, significantly, all are Kanaka Maoli. 

Her work features the silenced Kanaka Maoli voice that continues to protest and resist; in 

the process, Perez-Wendt represents a distinctly Kanaka Maoli perspective that is 

recovering from colonial dispossession of culture, land, history and spirit.  

 Her collection Uluhaimalama, published in 2007 by Kuleana ʻŌiwi Press, 

collected poems she had written over the past thirty years. The theme of ulu, or natural 

growth, especially blooming or flowering, runs throughout her collection, emphasizing 

the Hawaiian metaphor of viewing kanaka, especially young people or younger 

generations, as offshoots of older plants. Thus, Perez-Wendt’s poems feature images of 

the ʻāina and the natural world in response to both mālama ʻāina, but also depict personae 

and human speakers as counterparts to plants who develop, grow and flower, or whither 

and are lost. Like the title poem “Uluhaimalama,” several of the poems also honor Queen 

Liliʻuokalani as both an aliʻi and a symbol of Hawaiian Sovereignty.   

 The garden Uluhaimalama, referenced by Perez-Wendt’s poem, was created in 

Pauoa Valley by Queen Liliʻuokalani in October 1894, more than a year after the 

Overthrow. At the time, the Provisional Government made it illegal for Hawaiians to 

gather. The garden created a space where Hawaiians could “gather” by maintaining the 
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garden, while also enjoying the kaona of the various plants of the garden,43 which 

together, emphasized colonial resistance and hope for the Hawaiian Nation. In a letter to 

Princess Kaʻiulani, who was in Europe at the time, the dedication ceremony of 

Uluhaimalama is described by “C.K.”: 

I was so moved when the first small group of Hawaiians arrived for the morning 

ceremony. … They kept coming from all directions. My heart was bursting with 

love for our people that day! Then a very ancient ritual followed. … A single 

stone had been placed on top of a small mound of earth. It was a symbol of the 

creation of the earth. The old chanter's voice rose as he praised the land; the true 

mother of all. … Many loving hands then patted the soft earth surrounding the 

stone, and so many Hawaiian tears fell into that soil. … Oh, Kaiulani, something 

great and eternal in our people will live on, I know it. I have faith in their mana! 

(qtd. in Zambucka 88-89) 

 

The moving scene further emphasizes the severity of the loss of nationhood and 

sovereignty felt by Kanaka Maoli during this period, with Uluhaimalama as a fierce 

symbol of Hawaiian perseverance and national loyalty. Still, the scene also highlights 

how nationhood and culture continue to be expressed in terms of recognizing a 

genealogical relationship to the land, to Papa. In 1895, during the Queen’s imprisonment 

                                         
43 A few of the plants and their symbolic meanings expressing loyalty and aloha for Queen Liliʻuokalani 
were also described in the letter from “C.K.” to Princess Kaʻiulani:   

Other trees and shrubs were then planted around the lehua to symbolize the circle of the love with 
which the people surrounded their Monarch. Nalani chanted on: "The kukui... a light for your 
government. The hala polapola ... your favourite lei, O Heavenly One ... sweet to inhale. The 
pilimai: the love for your people clings to you. Cling fast to your land ... your people ... your 
throne, Oh Our queen! (qtd. in Zambucka 87-88) 
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in ʻIolani Palace, Uluhaimalama also provided a way for Hawaiians to covertly give news 

to the Queen (who was forbidden to speak to anyone except for her lady-in-waiting), as 

they wrapped flowers from Uluhaimalama for her in newspaper44 and delivered them. 

Though the garden was eventually destroyed and the land turned into a cemetery, 

Uluhaimalama was recently replanted and restored in 2008 by Hālau i ka Wekiu as part 

of a community service project. The Native Hawaiian Chamber of Commerce began a 

quest to place Uluhaimalama on the National Register of Historic Places. The application 

is at the time of this writing still pending (Pang, Honolulu Advertiser).  

 Perez-Wendt’s poem “Uluhaimalama,” in turn, both directly and indirectly 

references the history and symbolism of the site. As such, the poem serves as a way to 

preserve and free suppressed Hawaiian history for her readers. A short note beneath the 

poem reads: “Queen Liliʻuokalani, last monarch of Hawaiʻi, named her garden 

Uluhaimalama. The kaona, or underlying poetical meaning of the word, is that as plants 

grow up out of the dark into the light, so shall light come to the Hawaiian Nation” (39). 

The kaona, as described by Perez-Wendt, underscores the hope for the flourishing of a 

Hawaiian nation to “grow up out of the dark,” an expressly colonial space, into the 

“light” of a restored sovereign nation—a message that continues to speak to Kanaka 

Maoli. 

 Perez-Wendt begins “Uluhaimalama” with a strong image of Kanaka Maoli 

imprisonment within the present colonial system: 

                                         
44 The Spoken Word poem by Jamaica Osorio and Ittai Wong, “Kaona,” discussed in Chapter 1 of this 
dissertation refers to the garden Uluhaimalama and the “passing of flowers” to explain kaona as a way to 
hide the meaning of words within plain sight. 
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We have gathered 

With manacled hands; 

We have gathered 

With shackled feet 

 

Though the image is one of colonial imprisonment, both literally and figuratively, she 

also emphasizes the gathering of Kanaka Maoli to collectively resist despite the ravages 

of the colonial system built on erasures of history and culture; despite this, “We have 

gathered/ In the dust of forget” to resist and, in doing so, we remain loyal to our Queen 

and our nation, just as our ancestors once had the courage to gather at Uluhaimalama over 

100 years ago. Perez-Wendt depicts our resistance as a constant struggle through which 

we must continually experience the tremendous pain of our loss. Her extended metaphor 

stresses the colonial violence inflicted against us as prisoners, how we bear witness to 

loved ones who are victims of this violence:  

We have bolted 

The gunner’s fence, 

…………………… 

We have linked souls 

End to end  

Against the razor’s slice. 

We have kissed brothers 

In frigid cells, 
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Pressing our mouths  

Against their ice-hard pain. 

 

Here, she alludes to several issues affecting contemporary Kanaka Maoli, including drug 

abuse, suicide, and incarceration, as part of our colonial struggle. Still, Perez-Wendt 

frames this struggle as necessary, asserting that our conviction to remain loyal to our 

nation and our ʻāina will sustain us.  She uses a kaona reference to Ellen Pendergrast’s 

mele, “Kaulana Nā Pua,” also known as “Mele ʻAi Pōhaku” (The Rock-Eating Song), 

which was said to have been sung softly at the dedication ceremony of Uluhaimalama as 

each plant and sapling was put into the earth and nourished by the tears of our people: 

We have feasted well 

On the stones of this land: 

We have gathered 

In dark places 

And put down roots. 

 

The metaphor of “eating stones” in “Kaulana nā Pua” expresses our relationship with the 

ʻāina, with Papa, who continues to feed us well.  

In the poem, Perez-Wendt likens us, as Kanaka Maoli, to plants who have learned 

to live “in dark places” regulated by colonialism, honoring the survivance of Kanaka 

Maoli. She continues the poem with the lines “We have covered the Earth,/ Bold flowers 

for her crown” to further extend the metaphor of kanaka as plants fed by Papa, who is 

represented in the capitalized “Earth.” Kanaka Maoli are framed as “bold flowers,” or 
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descendants of Papa who are “for her crown,” with the “her” as either Papa or 

Liliʻuokalani or both, underscoring that for Perez-Wendt, loyalty to the Hawaiian nation 

means loyalty to the ʻāina and vice versa. She concludes “Uluhaimalama” with the 

following lines, which emphasize an escape from colonial imprisonment through 

resistance: 

We have climbed 

The high wire of treason— 

We will not fall. (39)  

 

By using the word “treason,” Perez-Wendt references Queen Liliʻuokalani and 

specifically, her imprisonment for treason against the colonial Provisional Government 

following the Wilcox Rebellion in 1895. Though the Queen denied knowledge of the 

Rebellion, she agreed to her sentence in order to save those Kanaka Maoli patriots of the 

Hawaiian nation from execution. For Perez-Wendt, the danger of being imprisoned or 

sentenced to death for treason against the colonial government pales in comparison to the 

aloha ʻāina and mālama ʻāina of Kanaka Maoli survivance, our continued efforts to 

decolonize and maintain our sovereignty. 

 Similarly, the poem “Keauhou” or “The New Time” in Uluhaimalama depicts the 

ʻāina of Keauhou, an ʻāina sacred to Kamehameha,45 as Papa, a personified and distinctly 

spiritual presence.  She writes: 

 

                                         
45 ku‘ualoha ho‘omanawanui, pers. comm. 
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This earth is sweet, 

Its spirits full of providence. 

Mountains shake torrential skies, 

Cloud and leaf scatter 

………………………… 

Circles of light encircling rain. 

This place is sacred, 

A sacrament of blood, 

earth, shell and bone. 

 

Perez-Wendt’s ʻāina is peopled with the spirits of ancestors, including the pinao, or 

dragonfly, in its ʻaumakua form.  Our kūpuna, as ʻaumākua and “Night Marchers,” have 

not abandoned their homeland; rather they continue to inhabit and watch over the ʻāina 

alongside us: 

Wraith spirits dance, 

Teeming gossamer, 

Transparent wing and gill, 

While Night Marchers keep 

Their ancient sojourn. 

 

However, together, we and our kūpuna must bear witness to the ongoing colonial 

violation of our ʻāina, which Perez-Wendt depicts as a kind of invasive and deadly 

surgery. She writes: 
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This land knows the dark incision 

Of steel, granite, glass; 

Gray boneyards of iron, 

Chilling slabs of highrise, 

Concrete vaults, embalming places 

For four million souls 

By the Coroner of Commerce. 

 

The development of the ʻāina, as shown here, is detrimental, a prelude to death and 

spaces housing death for the overpopulated island space. Despite this, Perez-Wendt 

stresses that the ʻāina remains, and “still sings” through “Grass, flower, gulls,/ Surge of 

ocean, thunder,/ The wind’s lullaby …” Ultimately, Papa, embodied by the ʻāina, is 

shown to supercede the vestiges of colonialism blanketing her body, as she is in a 

constant state of renewal, or “A mighty chorus/ Of earth’s eternal song” (38). The earlier 

images of death in the poem can thus also be viewed in terms of Papa’s renewal. Thus, 

colonialism, as the “Coroner of Commerce” arrogantly, yet unknowingly creates the 

potential for its own death toll by so carelessly developing “highrises” full of people who 

are at the whim of Papa’s powerful renewal, which can be destructive in terms of 

earthquakes and other natural disasters. 

 Perez-Wendt employs further kaona references to Papa in her chapbook entitled 

“Papahanaumoku” in the Effigies anthology. She begins with the collection’s titular 

poem, “Papahanaumoku,” whose first few lines paint a dark and devastating picture of 

Hawaiʻi’s colonial space. She writes: 
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The air is thick  

With long messages 

Of death 

The broken road, 

Rutted, 

Leads nowhere. 

 It assails our 

 Bloodied feet. 

 

Here, Perez-Wendt shows the ravages of colonialism, which destroys and consumes what 

once was beautiful and alive. She describes “The distant hills” as being “Once aglow,” 

but now they “Are a scourge/ Of fire.” Her next lines echo the ʻōlelo noʻeau, “Malihini 

nō nā keiki o ko lākou ʻāina ponoʻī iho,” or “The children of the land are strangers in 

their own land”: 

We are strangers here 

Not welcome 

The hau blossoms 

Lehua, kou, mokihana 

Even wild lantana’s 

Fiery bouquet— 

These turn away  

Their fragrance carried 

On another wind. 
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The first flowers Perez-Wendt lists are indigenous to the ʻāina, the “hau,” “lehua, kou, 

mokihana”; however, she includes the “wild lantana,” an invasive species here to 

illustrate the colonial presence. Together, both the indigenous and invasive flowers “turn 

away” with “their fragrance carried/ on another wind,” a metaphor emphasizing their 

departure from the Kanaka Maoli. She further juxtaposes the Papahānaumoku of the past 

with the colonized Hawaiʻi in the next few lines:  

Papahanaumoku— 

It was in the shelter 

Of your sweet bosom 

We told our stories 

But you seem now  

Stolid, impenetrable 

Worn down 

Not by rivers 

 

Certainly, there is a sense of rejection from Papahānaumoku herself, who has been 

changed, hardened by the ravages of colonialism to be “stolid, impenetrable/ worn 

down.” The line “not by rivers” underscores how the devastation of the ʻāina was not 

natural, but man-made and colonial. Despite the dark, hardened image of 

Papahānaumoku, Perez-Wendt addresses her directly with the final two lines of the 

poem: Dear Mother,/ We would sing again” (101). Indeed, these lines express a Kanaka 

Maoli longing to reunite with Papahānaumoku, to continue or renew a familial bond. 
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However, they also express the Kanaka Maoli conviction to maintain our sovereignty as 

well as to continue to resist our displacement and disconnection from Papahānaumoku.  

 The final poem by Perez-Wendt I will examine is “Uprooting,” which is also in 

Effigies. This persona poem is told from the perspective of a Kanaka Maoli kalo farmer 

who finds, in doing his work, that he has become part of the tour for a busload of tourists. 

He tells the story of being “At Lakini” on East Maui and “loading the kalo” when he gets 

turned into a tourist spectacle:  

A tour driver pulled over 

He and the passengers watched 

As I loaded kalo  

Onto my truck 

I had the kalo in one hand 

A sickle in the other 

 

Rather than continue his work, the farmer describes in the first person, how I “turned my 

back/ So I wouldn’t have to see them/ Watching me.” However, he finds that the tourists 

do not let go so easily of the anticipated show: 

I stood waiting like that 

For quite awhile 

When I turned around 

They were still there 

Watching me 

Like I was on display 
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Though the speaker of the poem resists performing, by “waiting” with his back to the tour 

bus, he is unable to escape their touristic gaze. In this way he becomes an unwilling 

native performer reminded of his inhabiting a colonized space. That, when the tour bus 

stops, he is “loading the kalo” highlights how traditional native practice is actively 

commercialized by tourism.  

 Perez-Wendt’s kalo farmer expresses cognizance of oppressive practices and 

ignorances that scholars also note. Teresia Teaiwa argues in her dissertation that as agents 

of colonialism in Oceania, militarism and tourism “constitute ambivalent joints between 

the Native and others, sometimes requiring the Native to become Other and at other times 

demanding that the Native become more native— not colonizer, traveler, etc (11). Paul 

Lyons uses the term “American Pacificism” to similarly describe the United States’ use 

of carefully constructed and prescribed narratives that periodically and strategically shift 

to continue justifying colonialism in Hawai‘i.  He writes that “[n]eglect on various fronts 

of US relations in Oceania as a region is supported by a variety of invested ignorances 

and touristic discourses. In the case of Hawai‘i history, this includes a massive national 

denial” (7). He argues this practice reveals more about the needs of the colonizer to adapt 

the dominant narrative as necessary to maintain colonial control “during given historical 

periods, rather than forming as essentially repetitive or consistent mirror to the nation.” 

He further writes,  “As essentializing appraisals that paradoxically evolve from 

generation to generation, it is clearly not the ʻessential nature’ of the Islander that 

changes, but the material relation and the discursive needs of the perceiver” (16). The 

speaker of the poem, a kalo farmer, represents just such an “Islander” going about his 
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daily business, engaged in an activity his ancestors, perhaps, also engaged in. He farms 

kalo, though with tools of modernity: a “truck” and a “sickle.” Still, the speaker is 

following in an ancestral tradition that expresses a distinctly Kanaka Maoli relationship to 

the ʻāina. The continuity of kalo farming as a tradition is essentially what attracts the 

attention of the tourists, who are seeking a native engaged in traditional practice. With an 

apparent disregard for his modern tools, the tourists make the speaker into an exoticized 

curiosity worthy of observation.  

 Of course, the speaker is disgusted with becoming a part of the tour and expresses 

how invasive and violating the touristic gaze is:   

I’m not a statue 

And I don’t like being on display 

How would you feel  

If strangers came to your hale 

And watched your every move? 

 

His question seeks a sense of empathy, through which Perez-Wendt emphasizes the 

inability of even one’s own “hale” to be an adequate refuge for Kanaka Maoli. While the 

speaker does not detail how the encounter ended, his story illustrates the dehumanization 

of Kanaka Maoli forced into performance through tourism. The speaker of the poem, of 

course, adeptly recognizes the colonial situation. The poem ends with his assertion that 

tourism intends to displace and disconnect Kanaka Maoli from the ʻāina, from Papa: 

This is my home, my roots— 

What they doing is uprooting. (115) 
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While Perez-Wendt does not make any overt reference to the Papa and Wākea moʻolelo 

in the poem, the speaker likens himself to our elder sibling, Hāloanaka, the kalo in the 

final two lines. As a kalo farmer, he understands that kalo must have a safe home in the 

loʻi, to grow and flourish. As a Kanaka Maoli, he must have the same kind of space. By 

exploiting him as a kalo farmer, tourism dispossesses both the kalo and the speaker of a 

safe space and disconnects him from his practice of tradition by turning him into a 

spectacle, effectively preventing any semblance of the spiritual. Tourism, as a colonial 

agent, is “uprooting” the speaker from his home, as it is “uprooting” native cultural 

tradition, as it seeks to own, control and commodify all things native through its gaze. 

 All in all, Perez-Wendt’s employment of kaona references to Papa suggests how 

within colonialism Kanaka Maoli vascillate between connection and disconnection with 

the ʻāina. She represents the Kanaka Maoli connection to ʻāina by likening them to 

plants, with roots fed by Papa. This metaphor is at once cultural and political, expressing 

a genealogical connection to both Papa and Hāloanaka, the land and the kalo. When 

Perez-Wendt offers a sense of disconnection, the earth is hardened and refusing, but 

powerful and still carrying history and spirit. Either way, Perez-Wendt expresses a deep 

hope for Kanaka Maoli to decolonize through renewing their connection with Papa 

through her kaona references. 

 

Matthew Kaleialiʻi Kaopio 

 The next writer, Matthew Kaopio, grew up on Kauaʻi, but now lives in ʻEwa 

Beach on Oʻahu. He is the author of three books, two collections of his art and family 
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stories passed down to him by his grandmother, Hawaiian Family Legends (2003) and 

Hawaiian Family Album (2008), and a novel, Written in the Sky (2005). In 1994, when 

Kaopio was just 22 years old, a diving accident left him a quadriplegic. As part of his 

rehabilitation, he learned mouth-painting, leading him to create several paintings based 

on his grandmother’s stories of Hawaiian akua; many of the paintings are included in 

Hawaiian Family Legends to accompany his grandmother’s stories. Aside from his work 

as an artist, Kaopio earned his Masters degree in Pacific Island Studies (his manuscript 

for Written in the Sky was his Masters thesis) in May 2004 from the University of 

Hawaiʻi at Mānoa.  He is currently completing his Ph.D.  

 As reflected in his work, Kaopio is very connected to his Hawaiian culture. In an 

interview with Susan Killeen, he shares that before his accident he studied hula; now he 

is an accomplished chanter. He says, “Chanting and poetry are ways of harnessing the 

spiritual and magical power of the spoken word” (Killeen). His written words, too, are 

imbued with Kanaka Maoli culture and spirituality. As mentioned earlier, Hawaiian 

Family Legends features “legends” told to him by his grandmother and paintings 

depicting her stories, which he sees as “hav[ing] hidden meaning and ambiguities you can 

play with” (Killeen). He shares in the Introduction to Hawaiian Family Legends that 

when he was first learning to paint without the use of his hands, he wasn’t sure what to 

paint:  

Then the stories my grandmother had told me came to mind. … The visual images 

I created became symbolic for me during my recovery. … Painting was a way of 

reviving myself. … It also gave me the courage and confidence to go back to  
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school, to immerse myself in Hawaiian Studies and thereby explore my heritage 

and roots. (Kaopio, Hawaiian Family Legends 8) 

 

The collection, itself, also represents an examination of Kanaka Maoli “heritage and 

roots,” as it begins with his own moʻokūʻauhau related through moʻolelo. Descended 

from aliʻi of Maui and Kauaʻi lineages, Kaopio also mentions Robert Hoapili Baker, who 

“was the governor of Maui during the Kalākaua Dynasty … [and] safely delivered the 

king’s corpse back to Hawaiʻi when he died in San Francisco in 1891.” He uses his 

middle name, Kaleialiʻi, to explain his moʻokūʻauhau as “a convergence of distinguished 

chiefly lines, like a lei of aliʻi”  (12). However, most of his “family” stories are moʻolelo 

of Hawaiian gods and goddesses, including Kāne and Kanaloa, Kū, Hina, Papa and 

Wākea, and Pele and Hiʻiaka among several others. Rather than treating their moʻolelo as 

mythologically distant, Kaopio includes these stories along with his personal history, 

highlighting their inclusion as ancestors in his ʻohana and moʻokūʻauhau. In particular, 

Kaopio retells the moʻolelo of Papa and Wākea to include the birthing of islands and of 

Hāloanaka and Hāloa by Hoʻohōkūkalani and Wākea, describing Papa as “the earth 

goddess” and Wākea as “the sky father.”  

 This earlier collection of stories foregrounds Kaopio’s employment of kaona 

references to both Papa and Wākea indirectly in Written in the Sky, as neither are 

mentioned by name. Still, they are featured prominently in the novel as the ʻāina and the 

sky, or lani, elements that in a western novel may be only a part of the setting, but in 

Kaopio’s novel also act as characters actively engaged with the protagonist, a fourteen-

year-old boy named ʻĪkauikalani. 
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 Written in the Sky relates the story of ʻĪkauikalani, who is homeless and living in 

Ala Moana Park after his grandmother dies. Under the guidance of his grandmother, who 

visits him in dreams, ʻĪkau struggles to survive as well as to search for his own identity 

and culture—all of which is made difficult by the often violent urban landscape of 

Honolulu. Homelessness is a key issue for Kānaka Maoli, as the majority of the homeless 

population in Hawai‘i is of Kanaka Maoli descent46, a fact that highlights the colonial 

dispossession of our ‘āina. Without houses, many homeless families must live on 

beaches, where they have access to a source of food, showers, and spirituality through 

our familial connection to the ocean and the land. Invariably, evictions from beaches 

become important sites demonstrating this colonial dispossession. However, they also 

exemplify Kanaka Maoli resistance to further displacement and our defiant survival by 

returning to the land, to Papa, for our sustenance.47 Thus, ‘Īkau, who used to live with his 

grandmother on a farm in Kahalu‘u, becomes homeless as: 

[b]ills for dialysis and cancer treatments had run so high that the bank foreclosed 

on their homestead. Without any income, they couldn’t afford the rent in 

Honolulu. When she was hospitalized, most of their things were taken to the 

dump by the angry landlord. … Eventually, he’d found a place to sleep under a 

bridge near the fishpond at Ala Moana Beach Park. (Kaopio 2) 

 

                                         
46 According to the Hawai‘i H.O.M.E. Project, Native Hawaiians comprise 37% of the homeless population 
of Hawai‘i (2011). 
47 In the poem, “I Not Homeless, I Jus’ No Mo’ One House”, performed at the 2005 Hawai‘i Book and 
Music Festival, ‘Īmaikalani Kalāhele highlights how for Hawaiians, there is no “homelessness,” just 
“houselessness,” because Hawai‘i is our home and the ‘āina is where we will always belong.  
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That ʻĪkau and his grandmother are evicted from their Homestead land48 (a 

congressionally mandated entitlement that is supposed to ensure Hawaiians have land on 

which they may live) highlights the irony that “space was appropriated from indigenous 

cultures and then ‘gifted back’ as reservations, reserved pockets of land for indigenous 

people who once possessed all of it” (Smith 51) and that this fails to adequately serve 

Hawaiians, who have no choice but to be homeless. 

The use of the land after their eviction is later movingly questioned when he 

returns to Kahalu‘u and sees “his grandmother’s once-thriving home in shambles. No one 

had bought it after the bank had foreclosed on it. The yard was overgrown and the house 

was boarded up. … The yard had become a dump where careless people threw their 

garbage” (Kaopio 147–148). This underscores the injustice of Hawaiian displacement 

and the colonial use of land as a “source of money. Land is now called ʻreal estate,’ 

rather than ʻour mother,’ Papa. The American relationship of people to land is that of 

exploiter to exploited” (Trask, From a Native 143). 

Despite his extreme poverty, ʻĪkau takes spiritual sustenance from the ‘āina, 

regularly practicing hi‘uwai, which “gave one the chance to spiritually, as well as 

physically, wash away the debris of the previous day to begin the new day fresh” (4). 

Also, because of his own cultural beliefs and respect for the ‘āina, ʻĪkau regularly picks 

up trash as part of his daily routine, a practice embodying aloha ‘āina or mālama ‘āina, 

the reciprocal aloha between kanaka, or person, and ‘āina. He is rewarded by finding 

                                         
48 While there is no DHHL Homestead land in Kahaluʻu, Kaopio’s portrayal of the ways in which the 
Hawaiian Home Lands process does not necessarily address the issue of historic Hawaiian displacement 
and the resulting homelessness issue is most certainly not fictionalized. 
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what he calls the “Secret Garden,” containing watercress, strawberry guava trees 

“weighted down with fruit,” cherry tomatoes, and mangoes (98–100). Exemplifying how 

the ‘āina offers both spiritual and physical healing, ʻĪkau also finds kauna‘oa to treat a 

fellow homeless man’s gangrene, employing his grandmother’s teachings of lā‘au 

lapa‘au, or Hawaiian herbal medicine: “From his grandmother he knew that it usually 

took five days to heal such a severe case of gangrene. Five was a powerful number in 

Hawaiian medicine. If the man was too far gone, the kauna‘oa might at least provide him 

some relief” (99).  

Despite ʻĪkau’s ‘houselessness,’ he finds he can be sustained by the ‘āina, by 

Papa, as well as by the human relationships he maintains with the other homeless people 

and friends—“Hawaiian,” who is killed by gang members, but imparts his wisdom 

through a journal he leaves behind; the Samoan manager at McDonald’s who gives him 

leftover food; and “Gladness,” for whom he does yard work. Interestingly enough, when 

given the chance to live with Gladness or with family members on Kaua‘i, ʻĪkau chooses 

to remain at Ala Moana Park, a decision influenced by his special gifts that allow him an 

intimate connection with the ʻāina and reinforce his special kuleana, or duty, to heal 

others.  

 While Papa is featured prominently as a source of nourishment of body and spirit 

through Kaopio’s depictions of the ʻāina, Wākea is featured through Kaopioʻs portrayals 

of the lani, or sky, as a source of wisdom and guidance. ʻĪkau, though unaware that he is 

descended from a line of seers, is nevertheless innately aware of his ability to read signs 

in the clouds: “The sky turned orange, and the sun’s final rays flashed green along the 

ocean’s horizon. ... The boy knew this was a good omen. But as the sky darkened, so did 
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his visions ... the dying sun’s final rays made the boy think of splattered blood” (23). This 

sign foretells the meeting and subsequent murder of Hawaiian by the gang members. 

Similarly, when ʻĪkau sees the hō‘ailona of a double night rainbow, he knows his grand-

aunt has passed away: “Clouds parted above him, revealing a bright, full moon that cast a 

pale-blue glow. The moonlight formed a rainbow, and he stared at it with wonder” (144).  

In this way, the lani helps to guide ʻĪkau away from danger and toward the ʻike pono, or 

“right knowledge” of his moʻokūʻauhau and familiy that he needs.  

 Aside from the omens revealed to him in the heavens, the lani is also shown 

through ʻĪkau’s ‘aumakua, “a Hawaiian owl, a pueo, the guardian spirit of his 

grandmother’s family … [and in reverence] quietly, the boy chanted several lines of 

greeting and thanks he had learned from his grandmother” (51). That he believes in the 

dreams demonstrates that this traditional cultural belief continues to be taught and 

practiced from one generation to the next. However, that there is “a fresh pile of bird 

droppings with what looked like fur and bones in it … [and] several large owl feathers” 

(54) by him when he wakes up, also demonstrates how ʻĪkau’s dream (and thus, dreaming 

for Hawaiians) is real. Kaopio privileges the Hawaiian perspective of dreams as hō‘ike na 

ka pō and the spiritual belief that our ‘aumākua give us knowledge in the night and also 

inspire us in our dreams.49 George Kanahele describes dreams, in the Hawaiian context, 

as:  

visions of another reality, parallel to those seen in the waking world. That is, the 

mind in dream produces symbols which have causal or purposive meanings, with 

                                         
49 For a detailed discussion of this belief, see Mary Kawena Pukui, “Moe‘uhane, Hihi‘o, a me Hō‘ailona: 
Dreams and Symbols”, in Nānā i ke Kumu, vol. 2 (Honolulu: Hui Hānai, 1979). 
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some definite relationship to reality … [D]reams were caused usually by the 

movements of one’s ‘uhane, or spirit, or by the ‘aumākua. Hō‘ike na ka pō 

(exhibits by the night)—wisdom given through dream. (46) 

 
 
Not an instance of ‘magical realism,’ as perhaps it would be framed within a western 

literary critical context, “the world of dreams and nature’s responsiveness to human 

beckoning, and vice versa, are often integrated without self-consciousness into the 

waking world of Hawaiian belief and action” (Hamasaki, “Mountains” 196). In this way, 

through his ʻaumakua and through what ʻĪkau sees written in the heavens, Wākea is 

depicted as a source of wisdom and guidance. 

 Together, the ʻāina and lani of the novel act as “parents” of ʻĪkau, feeding him 

and guiding him, without his knowing, to uncovering his moʻokūʻauhau in his search for 

identity, culture and family. The recovery of ʻĪkau’s moʻokūʻauhau is what leads to his 

healing and his understanding of his own mana and purpose.  ʻĪkau’s loss of identity is 

most prevalent in his early ignorance of the meaning and genealogy of his name, “which 

he was ashamed of and never used” (2), as “most people could not pronounce [it] 

properly” (27). As if to demonstrate the importance of a name to identity in the Hawaiian 

context, Kaopio frames the novel in the third-person, regularly referring to ʻĪkau as “the 

boy,” until ʻĪkau learns the significance of his name from his estranged grand-aunt, 

Mariah Wong. Through her, he learns he is named for his great-great-grandfather who 

was a kahuna and a descendant of priests who used lā‘au lapa‘au to heal others and could 

read omens in the sky. She also gives ʻĪkau the gift of knowing his moʻokūʻauhau, or 

genealogy (125–126).  
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 From then on in the novel, ‘Īkau shares his name proudly, which is also reinforced 

by Kaopio’s use of his name. Empowered by the knowledge of his mo‘okū‘auhau, “the 

meaning of his name: ‘Īkauikalani. The answer is placed in the heavens” (127), and the 

understanding that he continues his family’s gift of healing and reading the clouds for 

hō‘ailona (signs), ‘Īkau further sees himself as the continuation of his kūpuna, which 

gives him a sense of purpose and kuleana: 

He was ‘Īkauikalani, a direct descendant of ancient Hawaiian chiefs and powerful 

priests. And nothing anybody said or did would change that fact. As long as he 

lived, his ancestors lived. As a descendant of chiefs, he had a responsibility to 

care for those around him who were in need, and he accepted this calling and 

vowed to honor the legacy. (134) 

 

Ultimately, through his work, Kaopio frames cultural loss, not in terms of total loss or 

irreparable disconnection, but in terms of lack of practice or complete understanding of 

the ways in which we continue to live the culture of our kūpuna, a powerful viewpoint 

affirming cultural continuity despite colonialism. Thus, ʻĪkau is alone, yet he is never 

alone, as the ‘āina and the lani raise him alongside his kūpuna to learn what is pono, i ka 

wā pono (at the right time). His separation from his Hawaiian culture is not irreparable, 

but a matter of remembering the teachings of our kūpuna. For Kaopio, our Hawaiian 

culture is an innate part of who we are as Hawaiians; thus, we must commit ourselves to 

seeking knowledge of who we are through our ancestors, including Papa and Wākea and 

our other akua who, Kaopio affirms, are still with us. 
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Kent Kekoa Sentinella 

 The next author whose short story I will analyze for its kaona references to Papa 

and Wākea is Kent Kekoa Sentinella, who published “Home Grown” in ʻōiwi: a native 

hawaiian journal, volume 3. In his autobiographical note introducing the short story, 

Sentinella shares his diasporic Hawaiian background living “more than 25 years in the 

multi-ethnic Los Angeles suburb of Carson, California” as formative in showing him the 

“stronghold of one’s cultural identity, as well as the impact of western urbanization upon 

it.”  Specifically, Sentinella shares that he wrote the short story to “expose” how our 

Hawaiian young people “have been taught to blur the lines between fear and respect.” He 

goes on further to share that “this story intends to address the insecurities that can cage 

our young people. It is a testament that the answers to life’s unknown can be found in 

who we are, and who we’ve been,” referring to our ancestors (Sentinella 88).   

 Sentinella’s short story “Homegrown” depicts a 16-year-old Hawaiian boy, Jazric, 

who has grown up in L.A. with his non-Hawaiian mother. Because his father passed 

away when he was just 10 years old, he knows very little about his Hawaiian culture. His 

mother sends him back to Hawaiʻi to live with his dad’s sister’s family in Waiʻanae, after 

he gets into a fight on the last day of school, hoping that their influence can help him 

make better decisions. Aside from having his touristic image of Hawaiʻi dashed as Aunty 

Emme drives him and his cousin, Danny, to their house near public housing, Jazric’s 

ignorance also leads him to unintentionally offend Danny’s grandmother: “Danny’s 

grandma was crouched over in the middle of the flooded patch, securing a series of plant 

stalks in perfect straight rows … ʻJus workin da loʻi. You know what da loʻi is? … ʻYou 

ate taro befoah?’” (89). His reply shows his ignorance. He says, “ʻIsn’t dat what dey 
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make dat nasty poi out of?’” Following Tūtū’s obvious disgust, Danny tells him, “ʻNevah 

talk shit about kalo in front of Tutu [sic] … Don’t evah talk stink about it, man … not in 

dis house. Tutu’s from da old school. She tinks kalo is sacred, and she can’t stand to heah 

shit li’ dat … especially from kids like us.” Jazric replies to Danny, “ʻIt’s just a 

vegetable, man’” (89) further showing his lack of understanding due to western influence. 

 Later that evening, Jazric is offered poi at dinner, but refuses. The family ignores 

his refusal, however, and his Uncle tells him ʻYou eat what we have’” to Tūtū’s triumph 

(90). However punishing this response may seem to Jazric, the family’s insistence on 

Jazric eating poi emphasizes how poi is at the center of every meal and, thus, at the center 

of the ʻohana. By insisting Jazric eat poi with them, they are also insisting that Jazric be a 

part of their ʻohana. This is further underscored when, the next morning, he is awakened 

by Tūtū’s pounding poi by hand. As a way to make peace with her, Jazric asks her about 

her work. She tells him “ʻEverybahdee like use da machine deez days. Nobahdee like do 

tings da right way anymoah.’” (90) Jazric then tries to pound poi, but finds it physically 

difficult: “I did my best to imitate her, but that damn pounding stone had to weigh 

between eight and ten pounds. After twenty minutes, my entire right arm was on fire and 

both legs were cramping” (91). In this way, Jazric learns how to make poi, work that he 

finds physically demanding, but also special through its cultural and spiritual resonance.  

 However, Jazric learns the cultural and spiritual significance of kalo and poi soon 

afterward, when his Uncle Joe retells the moʻolelo of Papa and Wākea: 

Two of the most powerful akua were Wākea, da sky fathah, and Papa, da earth 

mothah. Now Wākea and Papa were lovahs; da skyfathah was always fertilizing 

mothah earth wit his sacred rain. Aftah one of dere many matings, da two 
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conceived a son, but when da boy come, he no look like us. He jus’ one … 

deformed mass. Saddened, the lovahs buried da boy in da belly of Papa, and from 

dat deformed seedlin’ grew da kalo. Soon aftah, Wākea and Papa gave birth to a 

second son, Hāloa, who had taken human form. Dey taught Hāloa to love da kalo 

plant, telling him it was his eldest brothah. (91) 

 

Directly following Uncle Joe’s retelling of the moʻolelo of Papa and Wākea, wherein 

Papa and Wākea are the parents of Hāloanaka and Hāloa, he cuts a stalk from one of the 

kalo plants, grabs Jazric’s wrist, turns “[his] palm to the sky and [lets] the sap from the 

stalk’s base drip into my hand.  The sap was red … blood red.” Uncle Joe uses the 

moʻolelo and the sap to express our kanaka responsibility to the kalo: “Care fo’ it, protect 

it, and da kalo will fo’evah give you sustenance … [but] neglect it and let it die, and you, 

too, will die wit it” (91).  

 Though moved by the moʻolelo, Jazric initially dismisses the moʻolelo as just “a 

good story” and the sap as “some kinda photosynthetic reverse reaction,” suggesting the 

influence of his colonial education. Still, upon further thinking about the moʻolelo and 

the kalo, he finds himself changed: “the whole experience shook me up. Every time I 

thought about it, I almost felt like crying … [and] that night, when we had poi again for 

dinner, I ate two bowls. Somehow it started to taste a whole lot better to me” (91). Jazric 

enjoys eating the poi after hearing the moʻolelo of Papa and Wākea, which is shown to 

speak to him culturally and, even, genealogically, expressing who he is through his 

connection, as a Kanaka Maoli, to Papa and Wākea, to Hawaiʻi, to the kalo and to his 

culture.  
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 Over the course of “Home Grown,” Jazric is transformed from a selfish, immature 

kid into a respectful, hard-working and responsible man with knowledge of his Hawaiian 

culture playing a formative role in his development. Rather than going off with his cousin 

after working his hotel job, Jazric comes home and helps Tūtū in the loʻi: “It gave me 

time to think—and time to feel. It was there that I would regularly cut a piece of one of 

the taro plants and let it ʻbleed’ into my hand …” (93). This demonstrates Jazric’s new 

spiritual understanding of working in the loʻi with the kalo as well. Near the end of the 

short story, Jazric returns home to his mother carrying a box of “jus’ da essentials,” 

including four bags of Tūtū’s poi. On his own, he visits his father’s grave and relates his 

new understanding of his culture. When his L.A. friends come by his place and offer the 

chance to return to his old life, he turns them down, and in the final paragraph of the story 

reveals the reason: “I took my right hand out from under my folded arm, looked into the 

center of my palm, and smiled” (93).  

 All in all, “Home Grown” references the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau of Papa and 

Wākea to articulate Kanaka Maoli identity as dependent upon our familial relationship 

with the ʻāina. That the protagonist, Jazric, has a diasporic Kanaka Maoli upbringing is 

critical to Sentinella’s short story and underscores the importance of Papa and Wākea in 

explaining, even to a Hawaiian who has lived most of his life away from his homeland, 

what being Hawaiian means. Thus, not only does the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau root 

Jazric to culture and his ancestors, but the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau also show Jazric’s 

familial ties to his Kanaka Maoli ancestors and the ʻāina, expressing his ongoing 

belonging.  
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Kai Gaspar   

 The final contemporary writer whose work I will analyze for its kaona references 

to Papa and Wākea moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau is Kai Gaspar. Kai Gaspar is from 

Hōnaunau, South Kona of Hawaiʻi island. He is pursuing his Ph.D. at the University of 

Hawaiʻi-Mānoa in English.  His work has been published in various journals and 

anthologies throughout Hawaiʻi, the continental U.S. and the Pacific, including Mauri 

Ola: Contemporary Polynesian Poems in English, ʻōiwi: a native Hawaiian journal, 

Yellow Medicine Review and Tinfish. His first book of poetry, Refuge, is forthcoming at 

the time of this writing. 

 While several of Gaspar’s poems exhibit kaona references especially to Papa 

through depictions of a nurturing and dark ʻāina, haunted by history, his narrative poem, 

“The Broken Pounder” will be analyzed here as exemplary. “The Broken Pounder,” 

published in Tinfish 18 ½ (2008) is divided into four stanzas of varying line length, each 

using the same first line, “Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai,” which is an address to the “Broken Pounder” 

in the title, using its Hawaiian name, which translates as “Pounding food (poi) stone.” 

Gaspar capitalizes “Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai” throughout the poem to emphasize how, rather than 

a noun for an inanimate object, it is—in accordance with Kanaka Maoli belief in the 

spirits of stones, and thus the spirit or mana within the ʻāina—a proper name for a living 

being. The speaker begins the poem with how he/she came across the Pounder: 

Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai 

a pig found you 

hidden in the old wall 
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cradled from the heat of the sun 

Born again like the ʻiliʻili hānau o Kōloa 

 

The “pig” who finds Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai is most certainly a kaona reference to Kamapuaʻa, 

who “was connected to the religious practices of sweet potato and taro farmers” (Charlot 

8) and as such, in various moʻolelo, is known for his amazing farming ability, as well as 

his kinolau as animal, plant (including the kalo) and human. Together the “Pōhaku kuʻi 

ʻai” and the “pig” suggest a strong connection to the kalo, or Hāloanaka.  

 The speaker’s tone is affectionate, speaking directly to the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai and 

describing it as being “cradled” and “born again” as one would describe a child. That the 

Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai is “born again like the ʻiliʻili hānau o Kōloa,” further emphasizes the 

speaker’s recognition of the spirit of the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai as being a part of Papa, by 

comparing it to the ʻiliʻili hānau o Kōloa. The ʻiliʻili hānau o Kōloa, or the breeding 

stones of Kōloa, a beach between Punaluʻu and Nīnole on the island of Hawaiʻi, are 

known for having the ability to reproduce themselves. Some are distinctly female and 

some male, allowing them to give birth to smaller pebbles. The comparison of the Pōhaku 

kuʻi ʻai to the ʻiliʻili hānau o Kōloa demonstrates how the speaker recognizes the mana of 

both as parts of Papahānaumoku, as part of the ʻāina. Pukui, Haertig and Lee affirm that 

within Hawaiian culture “Stones [are] sometimes personified. Many Hawaiians have told 

of stones that were male and female; that mated and had little stones. They took on 

personalities and displayed quirks and preferences” (179). Thus, even though the pōhaku 

kuʻi ʻai is “halved,” or “broken,” the speaker affirms “the spirit remains.”  
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 Part of this “spirit” comes from its personal history, its use to pound the Hawaiian 

staple food, poi, and the knowledge the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai has gained through helping to 

feed and nourish Kanaka Maoli: 

It knows the hands of men  

their industry 

their smells of survival and celebration: 

the blistered hair of puaʻa50 

the warm flesh of the kalo, the ʻuala 

 

Gaspar’s poem is reminiscent of a pule that was traditionally used by kalo farmers right 

before the harvest.  In the version of the pule recorded by Samuel Kamakau, there is a 

similar description of how the pig, the puaʻa, will be prepared along with the poi, 

anticipating a feast “for all those who had labored in the heat of the sun” (37). As such, 

the speaker respects the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai, traditionally a tool in making poi, for its 

experience, as it has witnessed generations of our people’s “survival and celebration.” 

For this, the speaker is reverent: “You were thanked in the intricate/ mesh of things.” 

 In the third stanza, the poem further emphasizes the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai’s lived 

experience and spirit, recognizing its care of “families, villages.” The speaker surmises 

what its life was like when it was being used for its created purpose, personifying the 

pōhaku as a partner to “muscle” in pounding poi: 

                                         
50 In Na Hana a ka Poʻe Kahiko, The Works of the People of Old, Kamakau details a pule traditionally used 
by kalo farmers right before the harvest, which includes a description of how the pig, the pua‘a, will be 
prepared along with the poi, anticipating a feast “for all those who had labored in the heat of the sun” (37).  
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with your hard belly pressed 

against the papakuʻi 

the excited release as muscle and stone 

fell together, rose together 

 

Gaspar describes the motion of kuʻi ʻai, or pounding poi, by alluding to the sexual. The 

Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai’s “hard belly” is “pressed/ against the papakuʻi,” the pounding board, and 

together, “muscle and stone” climax through “[falling]” and “[rising].” Here, the Pōhaku 

kuʻi ʻai is phallic and male, and pounds against the papakuʻi, which lies in a female 

position, flat and open. Their sexual union results in the poi that feeds and nourishes the 

people through Hāloanaka, and thus, also represents a spiritual act of creation through the 

sexual, suggesting the Papa and Wākea moʻokūʻauhau, but also how moʻokūʻauhau 

represent generations sprung through male and female procreation. Consequently, the 

speaker notes that the sexual motion of the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai with the papakuʻi is “infused 

with prayers of the loʻi,” to express gratitude for the harvest.51 In turn, the speaker offers 

his own prayers: 

may this land be blessed with a deep bounty 

grant me life 

grant my family life 

grant all who seek our hospitality life 
                                         
51 In Nā Hana a Ka Poʻe Kahiko, Samuel Kamakau notes how important pule and rituals were in the loʻi 
for ka poʻe kahiko. As a result of this religious observation, the “taro in the loʻi throve and grew like weeds, 
with stalks as big as banana trunks and leaves as big as those of ʻape…The planter gave thought to his god, 
and in the evening he prepared a ritual fire (hoʻaunaki). He got an ʻoha and some luʻau and offered them a 
prayer…” (Kamakau, Pukui trans. 36).  



 211 

 

Significantly, the speaker first prays for the land to have “a deep bounty” from which the 

people may continue to be fed.  His prayers then become more personal, focusing on 

himself and his family.  However, the final line of the stanza then turns to asking for life 

for “all who seek our hospitality,” which includes anyone who may come to ʻthem’ 

seeking food and other sustenance. Because the speaker is not specific about what he 

means by “our,” he could mean “our” as exclusive to him and his family, or exclusive to 

him and other Kanaka Maoli.  Thus, the people “who seek our hospitality” could be 

either people visiting his family, or people visiting Hawaiʻi; and the “prayers of the loʻi” 

are shown to be inclusive of outsiders as well. 

 In a reprint of the poem “The Broken Pounder, published in ʻōiwi: a native 

hawaiian journal 4 (2009), the first, second and fourth stanzas remain the same. But 

Gaspar chooses to publish a different version of the third stanza, where the “prayers of 

the loʻi” are related in Hawaiian and quoted from Jane Gutmanis’ Nā Pule Kahiko: 

I olowalu ke kalo i ola au ka mahiʻai 

I ola ka noho hale 

I ola ka ʻohana 

I ola na malihini kipa mai (Gaspar 174; Gutmanis 63) 

 

While Gaspar chooses to use only select lines or partial lines from the prayer “said when 

planting the taro starts” that Gutmanis records (Gutmanis 63), these lines translate with 

slight differences when compared to the earlier published version: 
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 May the kalo be bountiful, so that I, the farmer, may live 

 May the residents (of the house) live 

 May the family live 

 May the strangers who visit here live (my translation) 

 

By using the prayer in Hawaiian, Gaspar channels the memory of the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai, 

who has witnessed and heard the traditional prayers for the loʻi at a time when the 

spirituality of working within the loʻi was actively practiced by all kalo farmers. Through 

the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai, the speaker is able to bring forth perhaps a pre-Christian and/or a 

pre-colonial era, in which prayers were still observed in honor of the loʻi and the kalo.  

There is a sense of longing and reverence for the prayer as it is given in Hawaiian and 

shown to be a part of nā pule kahiko, the ancient prayers. The change to using the 

original language of the prayer also serves to further emphasize the continuity of the 

“spirit” of the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai, despite the brokenness of its form.  Gaspar writes in the 

final stanza of the poem: 

Now you are paralyzed 

virility spent into shadow 

but your spirit remains 

 

Here, the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai is portrayed as “paralyzed,” with its masculine power of 

procreation “spent into shadow.”  Still, the speaker affirms the “spirit” that “remains” 

who has survived despite being broken and lacking its original life and purpose. 
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Recognizing this “spirit,” he shows great care and compassion, as well as kuleana for the 

Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai the last two lines of the poem: 

You are delivered to me  

and I will take care of you  (Gaspar 27) 

 

While the fourth stanza further affirms the Hawaiian belief in the mana of pōhaku, it also 

asserts that the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai was “delivered” to the speaker, rather than being chanced 

upon. All in all, because of this sense of ancestral intention—the living “spirit” that the 

speaker recognizes is still within the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai as well as its history of care and 

feeding Kanaka Maoli while in its whole form--the speaker accepts his kuleana to “care” 

for the Pōhaku now that it has been brought to him in its broken state. 

 In this way, the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai may also be seen as a metaphor for the ʻāina and 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli culture, which, after five generations of colonialism, is in a 

process of recovery and healing. While Gaspar’s “pounder” is “broken,” as indicated by 

the title, his poem highlights the survival of the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai, honoring its history and 

experience, and recognizing the continuity of its “spirit.” The Pounder’s brokenness does 

not erase its memory, nor its mana or agency. That the Kanaka Maoli speaker of the 

poem recognizes this also demonstrates the continuity of a distinctly Kanaka Maoli 

epistemological and cultural perspective of knowledge and kuleana as coming from or 

being determined by the ʻāina. For Gaspar, the Pōhaku kuʻi ʻai is not just a stone, but a 

living being who cared for Kanaka Maoli in its early lifetime and is now in need of care 

itself. In this way, the poem serves as an affirmation of both Kanaka Maoli culture and 

the ʻāina, of the continuity of our collective spirit and connection to the ʻāina.  
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 In examining contemporary kaona references to Papa and Wākea in the work of 

Victoria Nālani Kneubuhl, Māhealani Perez-Wendt, Matthew Kaopio, Kent Kekoa 

Sentinella and Kai Gaspar, it is clear that the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau of Papa and 

Wākea continue to have spiritual, cultural and political relevance for Kanaka Maoli 

today. Kaona references to their moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau emphasize our intimate and 

genealogical connection to our ʻāina, its ocean, and its skies, as well as our collective 

kuleana. In reclaiming the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau of Papa and Wākea, our writers 

challenge colonial perspectives of land as “real estate,” as an owned and lifeless 

commodity; they work to unsettle colonial narratives and ideologies that claim Hawaiʻi as 

a “state” that “belongs to” or is “incorporated”52 as part of the United States, with its U.S. 

citizens then entitled to make similar claims to Hawaiʻi; and they affirm our belonging to 

and belonging in Hawaiʻi. 

                                         
52 Paul Lyons asserts that “within the national [United States] narrative, Hawai‘i has not been colonized but 
incorporated and Hawaiians are not colonial subjects but part of a multicultural citizenry that shares full 
political rights” (6).  
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Papatuanuku 
 

E hoʻolohe ʻoukou e nā mamo a Hāloa— 
 

Remember who you came from,  
the first hā I gave you, binding you  

to me. It is my blood coursing  
through you, the lush fruit of my body  
feeding you, my ʻili stretched beneath  

you, its redness from which you  
were formed, and my voice you hear 

as your children call for you in the night, 
hungry and tired with nowhere to go. 

 
Go to them now. Hear them and hear me: 

 
Flags hoisted may be lowered, 
spears thrown, cannons, guns, 

and nuclear bombs fired, treaties 
and constitutions, palapala bound  
and broken. Nations rise and fall 

with the tides, and your boundaries 
of pepa might as well be written  

in dust, for empires burn to ashes 
in a fire of their own making 

and will only be forgotten in the end, 
when only I will remain. And through me, 

so will you. He ʻoia mau no kākou. 
 



 216 

MOKUNA 5: KAONA REFERENCES TO THE MOʻOLELO AND 
MOʻOKŪʻAUHAU ASSOCIATED WITH PELE AND HIʻIAKA  

IN THE POETRY OF HAUNANI-KAY TRASK 
 

 

Pele 
 
I was born in red, a fire call beneath 
the water, lava shooting from the earth, 
blood spilled over like a river calling 
forth kuʻu puʻu in the waiting sea. 
 
I was born beneath, before sound, restless 
for the kupukupu in its quiet  
breath, falling to the black basalt in sleep, 
for the tide and its lei of salted steam. 
 
I was born in red, the incendiary bloom  
of the waiting sun turning in my womb, 
its ʻiewe spun in fire, blackened 
in the heat of my throat’s vibarion— 
 
The first word was mine. 
The last word is mine. 
 

 

Haunani Kay Trask is an activist, scholar, professor and poet, and arguably one of 

the most well-known voices of the modern Hawaiian Sovereignty Movement. A chief 

aspect of Trask’s political activism includes her impressive body of literary and academic 

works. She has written numerous critical essays for various academic journals; two books 

of scholarship, Eros and Power: The Promise of Feminist Theory (1986) and From a 

Native Daughter: Colonialism and Sovereignty in Hawai‘i (1993); as well as two books 

of poetry, Light in the Crevice Never Seen (1994) and Night is a Sharkskin Drum (2002). 

In addition, Trask is the co-producer and scriptwriter of the 1993 documentary, Act of 



 217 

War: The Overthrow of the Hawaiian Nation. A professor for nearly forty years, she 

recently retired as Professor of Hawaiian Studies, a Center for which she served as the 

first Director. During her tenure as professor, she played a pivotal role in securing and 

building the Kamakakūokalani Center for Hawaiian Studies, a five-acre complex, as well 

as the creation of Hawaiian Studies itself. In this chapter, I will focus on Haunani-Kay 

Trask’s employment of kaona references to the moʻolelo of Pele and Hiʻiaka.  

Behind the dedication page of From a Native Daughter: Colonialism and 

Sovereignty in Hawaiʻi (1993), a page usually left blank, Haunani-Kay Trask offers her 

moʻokūʻauhau, her genealogy with the following explanation: 

Despite American political and territorial control of Hawaiʻi since 1898, 

Hawaiians are not Americans. …We are the children of Papa—earth mother—and 

Wākea—sky father—who created the sacred lands of Hawaiʻi nei. From these 

lands came the taro, and from the taro, the Hawaiian people. … Who we are is 

determined by our connection to our lands and to our families. … When I meet 

another Hawaiian, I say I am descended of two genealogical lines: The Piʻilani 

line through my mother, who is from Hāna, Maui, and the Kahakumakaliua line 

through my father's family from Kauaʻi. (n.p.) 

 

Together Trask’s ancestors convey significant information about who she is and who and 

where she is from. Both kūpuna she names are renowned mōʻī, or aliʻi ruling entire 
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islands. Kahakumakaliua, or Kahakumakalina, was a mōʻī of Kauaʻi.53 Moreover, Piʻilani 

is among the most celebrated mōʻī of Maui54 for the significant achievements under his 

rule, including the unification of east and west Maui; the building of Piʻilanihale, the 

largest heiau in Hawaiʻi; and the building of Ke Ala Loa, or “The King’s Highway,” 

which traversed the coastal ʻāina of Maui, the first government roads project throughout 

the islands. Fornander writes: “[T]hrough [Piʻilani's] good and wise government … [he] 

brought Maui up to a political consideration in the group which it never had enjoyed 

before, and which it retained until the conquest by Kamehameha I consolidated the whole 

group under one rule” (87). 

To those familiar with the genealogies of the aliʻi of various islands, 

Kahakumakaliua and Piʻilani would signify her descent from among the greatest of aliʻi, 

under whose rule the lands and the people in their care prospered. Through these 

lineages, Trask's ethos as a leader among Kanaka Maoli is established in part through the 

mana afforded her from her ancestors, as “genealogies are a means of glorifying one's 

ancestors and one's past. If the ancestors are glorious, so too are the descendants” (ibid). 

                                         

53 Fornander writes that though much of his research into the genealogies of Kaua‘i from the time of 
Kahakumakapaweo, Kahakumakalina‘s grandfather until the close of the eighteenth century is “most 
unsatisfactory” due to being “singly obscured and thrust in the background by that of Oahu during the 
ascendancy of Kualii and Peleioholani, and by that of Maui during the time of Kaeokulani.” However, he is 
quick to note the high status of the “Kaua‘i ruling families”:   

That the ruling families of Kaua‘i were the highest tabu chiefs in the group is evident from the 
avidity with which chiefs and chiefesses of the other islands sought alliance with them. They were 
always considered as the purest of the “blue blood” of the Hawaiian aristocracy; and even at this 
day, when feudalism has vanished and the ancient chants in honour of deceased ancestors are 
either silent or chanted in secret, it is no small honour and object of pride to a family to be able to 
trace its decent from Kahakumakapaweo through one or the other of his grandsons, 
Kahakumakalina or Ilihiwalani. (291-292) 

54 A poeticism for Maui still used today is “Nā hono a Pi‘ilani,” or “The Harbors of Pi‘ilani,” to emphasize 
the period of peace and prosperity brought to Maui under Pi‘ilani‘s rule. 
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Those of Trask’s readers who may not be aware of the mana and accomplishments of the 

ancestors to whom she traces her genealogy, however, would still understand how the 

genealogy confirms Trask’s deep roots within Hawaiʻi, as well as her adherence to 

indigenous protocol. In the following sections, I will examine how Trask’s employment 

of kaona further demonstrates her deep roots and privileging of indigenous protocols, but 

also her strong commitment to the ʻāina, to Hawaiʻi as a lāhui, and to Kānaka Maoli. 

 

Light in the Crevice Never Seen (1994) 

Aside from her political activism, scholarship and teaching, Haunani-Kay Trask is 

among Hawaiʻi’s most prolific poets. Light in the Crevice Never Seen marks the first 

collection of poetry by Trask, as well as the first collection of poetry by a Native 

Hawaiian to be published by a North American publisher,55 CALYX Books,56 according 

to Eleanor Wilner, author of the “Introduction” to the collection.  As a poet, Trask 

explores many of the same issues and themes she tackles in From a Native Daughter—

colonialism, resistance, patriarchy, cultural pride and loss, displacement and 

dispossession, and racism in Hawaiʻi, also from a very intimate autobiographical 

perspective.   

                                         

55 Prior to publishing with Calyx Books, an Oregon-based publisher, Haunani-Kay Trask submitted her 
manuscript to Bamboo Ridge Press, which at the time, was the only press in Hawai‘i publishing collections 
of poetry with a focus on “local” literature.  Though Trask had published individual poems in the Bamboo 
Ridge Journal, the editors of Bamboo Ridge Press rejected Trask’s manuscript saying that the work was 
‘not up to their standards.’ Trask believes the politics behind her poetry and its counter-hegemonic nature 
undoubtedly played a role in their rejection of her manuscript (pers. comm.).   
56 According to their website, CALYX is “an independent, nonprofit publisher of contemporary writing 
and art by women committed to discovering emerging writers and artists from a diversity of backgrounds. 
CALYX, Inc. includes CALYX, A Journal of Art and Literature by Women (published semi-annually) and 
CALYX Books. 
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Trask’s poetry in this first collection employs subtle kaona references to the Pele-

Hiʻiaka moʻolelo made to emphasize themes of resistance despite victimization and 

regeneration. She asserts in “Writing in Captivity” (1994) that “[m]odern Hawaiian 

writing is part of the resisting and reconstructing process” (18), a process itself 

reminiscent of the creation of land through the interaction between the destructive forces 

of Pele and the healing forces of Hiʻiaka. Thus, the cover of the book features several 

images which make kaona references to Pele and the volcano, her mana, through a 

stunning image of lava flowing through crevices, what Trask’s reader may posit as “the 

light in the crevice never seen,” indicated by the title of her book.  The image is 

reminiscent of Pele “lighting her fires” at night, as the darkness surrounding the lava 

further highlights the bold brightness of the lava and the tufts of smoke emanating, also 

made visible against the dark backdrop. The back cover features the lava flow’s 

aftermath: cooled pāhoehoe, or smooth, lava braided and wrinkled in places after 

hardening. While it is uncertain how much Trask participated in choosing the cover 

images for her first collection, the references to Pele are clear immediately to a reader 

picking up this collection; the images provide a sense of foreshadowing for the kind of 

poetry the reader will experience—passionate and angry, but also cool and hardened. The 

cover image coupled with Trask’s poetry speaks to the power of poetic imagery and 

kaona in that multiple connections to ʻāina can be made (hoʻomanawanui, pers. comm.). 

In her Preface, Trask assures her reader that her outrage is warranted. She writes: 

For over one hundred generations, we tended the earth. Then in 1778, white 

people arrived on our shores. They brought syphilis and tuberculosis, iron and 
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capitalism. And they brought violence, the violence of first contact, the violence 

of plague and death, the violence of dispossession. (xv) 

 

“White people” are openly posited as the bearers of violence, here, though she 

emphasizes that the violence then continued in Hawaiʻi through the waves of new haole 

to arrive and serve colonial interests, including the missionaries, who brought 

Christianity amidst massive depopulation and “the chaos of physical and spiritual 

dismemberment.” She further writes: “In 1893, the American military invaded Hawaiʻi, 

overthrew our chiefly government, and put an all-white puppet government in its place. 

We were forcibly annexed to the United States in 1898. Hawaiʻi has been an occupied 

country ever since” (ibid). 

Trask’s synopsis of didactic history is accurate and counters the American 

colonial narrative that obscures its own participation in colonial invasion and violence. 

Through the process Paul Lyons describes as “American Pacificism” (highlighted in the 

Literature Review of this dissertation), the dominant American narrative that “Hawai‘i 

has not been colonized but incorporated and Hawaiians are not colonial subjects but part 

of a multicultural citizenry that shares full political rights” is maintained (6).  Thus, it is 

certain that a typical American poetry reader would not be aware of the history to which 

Trask is referring and would more than likely respond defensively.  

Perhaps this is why haole poet Eleanor Wilner57 cautions fellow haole readers in 

her Introduction to the collection: 

                                         
57 CALYX Books' choice of Eleanor Wilner to write the “Introduction” for Trask's work is an interesting 
one. Laura Lyons notes that Haunani-Kay Trask asked Wilner to write her Introduction and Wilner played 
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There are moments in these poems … when the temptation is to turn away from 

what tears at us as haole readers, where … we feel uneasy and even aggrieved at 

being in the target zone for our blue eyes or ancestral sins, or for the privileges to 

which our skin so wrongly entitles us. … But what is ultimately reconciling is to 

accept these torn feelings as the price of understanding and undoing that history, 

to put ourselves aside for a time, in order to listen to our Hawaiian sister. (xxiii)  

            

Notably, Wilner addresses fellow haole readers, highlighting the target audience to whom 

she intends to introduce Trask’s poetic work. She empathetically recognizes the defensive 

impulse, one bent on denying white privilege built on historical and continued injustices, 

which would prevent a haole reader from reading Trask’s work. However, she contends 

that haole defensiveness is the “price” haoles must pay if they are truly committed to 

“understanding and undoing that history.”  The “price” is relatively small in comparison 

to how she describes the “situation of the native Hawaiian”: 

[They are] real people trying to live dispossessed in their ancestral islands; their 

language and traditions denigrated … an impoverished minority where their 

chiefs once ruled; a people replaced in the public mind by cheap images made and 

sold in America … their ancient lands, taro fields, sacred sites, and burial grounds 

covered with U.S. military bases, huge hotel complexes, golf courses. … (xvii) 

                                                                                                                         

a large role in securing Trask’s manuscript for CALYX (pers. comm.). According to the Academy of 
American Poets website, Wilner was born in Ohio and holds an Interdepartmental Ph.D. from John 
Hopkins University. She has published six collections of poems, a verse translation of Euripedes' Medea, a 
book on “visionary imagination,” and has had her work appear in over 30 American anthologies including 
The Best American Poetry 1990 and the Norton Anthology of Poetry (Fourth Edition). She is the former 
editor of The American Poetry Review and is currently an Advisory Editor of Calyx: A Journal of Art and 
Literature by Women, published by CALYX Books (poets.org). 



 223 

 

Wilner lends ethos to Trask’s work by introducing it to “haole” readers (to use Wilner’s 

identification of her target audience) as well as feminist readers. She is an esteemed and 

accomplished poet, as well as a haole herself, which would signal to her fellow haole 

readers that she is not involved in polarizing identity politics. In this way, Wilner acts as 

a bridge between the haole reader, who is perhaps singled out as the demographic who 

would have the most difficulty (i.e. defensiveness) with Trask’s work; she also provides a 

powerful and effective endorsement of Trask, her poetry, her politics, and the history she 

presents. 

The notes accompanying several of the poems are another didactic feature that is 

uncharacteristic of most collections of poetry. These notes follow the poem for which 

they are written and often include historical and cultural information for the reader 

unfamiliar with Hawaiian history and culture. While it is difficult to determine the role 

that CALYX played in Trask’s inclusion of the notes in her collection, it is clear that 

Trask wrote them herself, as she mentions specific lines and their referents to Hawaiian 

history and culture. This effort toward transparency and pedagogy in Trask’s poetics, 

however, should not be conflated with a dispelling of any kaona that may have been 

present within her work without the accompanying notes. Rather, her notes are somewhat 

vague, offering only surface information about a particular political or cultural issue, if 

any, for passages that may signal kaona employment to a more knowledgeable reader 

steeped in Hawaiian history and cultural tradition. For example, in the notes 

accompanying her lengthy poem “Hawaiʻi,” when Trask makes a kaona reference to Pele 

within the poem (36), she explains in her notes: 
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Geothermal energy development on Hawaiʻi Island threatens the sanctity of Pele, 

Hawaiian deity of the volcano, and her sister, Hiʻiaka, deity of the forest. Pele and 

her family were originally from Kahiki in the South Pacific and migrated to 

Hawaiʻi after a long and dangerous journey across the Hawaiian archipelago. 

Today, Pele and her family continue to be worshipped by practitioners of the 

Hawaiian religion and members of hula hālau, or dance academies. (39)  

 

As shown, her note gives some brief background information on Pele and her family 

according to the large body of mo‘olelo about Pele and Hiʻiaka, the continuance of 

Hawaiian tradition through Pele worship and hula as an expression of Pele worship, and 

the issue of geothermal development and its negative environmental impact. It is evident 

that Trask writes the note for an audience unfamiliar with Hawaiian moʻolelo, cultural 

traditions, and language, as well as Hawaiʻi’s environmental issues. In this way, her notes 

function pedagogically.  However, they also function rhetorically, as the notes aim to 

persuade the reader to sympathize with the Kanaka Maoli perspective. Thus, “geothermal 

development” is described as “threaten[ing] the sanctity of Pele, Hawaiian deity of the 

volcano, and her sister, Hiʻiaka, deity of the forest,” presenting the issue as threats to both 

the Hawaiian culture and religion as well as the ecology of the volcano/forest area of 

Hawaiʻi. Overall, the notes serve to contextualize Trask’s poetics so as to be inclusive of 

an outsider, perhaps mainland, audience, offering them a way to read her poems and the 

issues to which she refers, while also still retaining the kaona for her knowledgeable 

audiences.    
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 In reading this first collection of Trask’s poetry I will focus on how her kaona 

references to Pele and Hiʻiaka demonstrate an emotional and political journey for the 

poet, as well as show how Pele, in particular, is invoked in multiple ways as a model for 

political thought and action.  Light in the Crevice Never Seen is broken into three 

sections.  The first section, “Chant of Lamentation,” is comprised of several intimate 

portraits of the poet and her family and close friends, including “Makua Kāne,” “In Our 

Time,” “Missionary Graveyard” and “Chant of Lamentation.” Together, as the section 

title suggests, these elegies offer notes of profound grief and mourning that prepare the 

reader for “Hawaiʻi,” the concluding poem of the first section. Like its preceding poems, 

“Hawai‘i” is grievious in tone and articulates loss of culture, land, and people through 

various kaona references; however, “Hawai‘i” also presents smaller snapshot images of 

Hawai‘i as a colonized space. Part I illustrates a beach scene spoiled by the “ruddy face” 

of a tourist who, like other tourists, “take our pleasures/ thoughtlessly//” (33). In Part II, 

Trask gives the following description of the kōlea:  

The kōlea58 stilts its way 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

thickened by the fat  

of our land. It will eat 

 

                                         
58 Trask chooses to italicize Hawaiian words to emphasize their distinctiveness. However, all Hawaiian 
words used in this chapter that are not direct quotations of Trask will continue purposely to be left 
unitalicized in order to make a political statement against their “foreignness” in accordance with Modern 
Language Association (MLA) standards that direct one to italicize foreign (non-English) words used in an 
English text. ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, the Hawaiian language, is not a foreign language in Hawaiʻi.  
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ravenous, depart rich,  

return magnificent 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   

 

Haole plover  

plundering the archipelagoes 

of our world. (33-34) 

 

The kōlea is a familiar metaphor for haole (especially missionaries and their enterprising 

descendants) often employed by Hawaiians during the nineteenth-century. She juxtaposes 

this colonial consumption of the land with the plight of Hawaiians:  

 … gorging ourselves 

on lost shells 

blowing a tourist conch 

 

into the wounds 

of catastrophe. (34).  

 

Similarly, the third section depicts a hula dancer exploited through the touristic gaze in 

the “prison of Waikīkī.” However, the dancer is made to be “smiling stiffly/ into the haze 

of white faces” (34). The section depicts other Hawaiians who are “now hawking 

adverts” and “unaccustomed to muddy/ lo‘i” (34), which once provided sustenance from 
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the land. These images render both native complicity and exploitation, which have come 

with colonialism.  

Part IV marks a shift through the ancestral gaze. A “green-toothed mo‘o of 

Kaua‘i” (35) angrily witnesses the pollution and blatant degradation of the water, which 

according to traditional moʻolelo, he guards:  

heiau stones lie crushed  

beneath purple resort 

 

toilets: Civilization’s 

fecal vision 

 

in the native 

heart of darkness. (35) 

   

Sacred land, where heiau once stood, now lies beneath tourist toilets, creating an ironic 

image of the “civilization” which has been brought to the “native heart of darkness,” a 

reference to the colonial equation of “primitivism” with “native” described in British 

Joseph Conrad’s novella Heart of Darkness (1902), widely taught and upheld as a part of 

the western canon, which exemplifies imperialist ideology, even as it castigates Belgian 

colonialism.  Here, the “vision” of civilization is reduced to its excremental waste, its 

feces flushed down ridiculous “purple resort toilets.”  

In Part V, Trask cautions that even in death, Kanaka Maoli are not outside of the 

power of colonialism: 
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two thousand bodies 

[are] exhumed for Japanese  

 

money, developers’ dreams  

and the archaeology 

of haole knowledge59 (35).  

 

These lines describe how Hawaiian burial grounds are frequently disturbed, desecrated 

and/or destroyed in the name of real estate development and the western field of 

archaeology, which Trask posits as exemplifying the same colonial violence (and serving 

the same colonial ends) that both displaces and dehumanizes the colonized.  While 

capitalist interests focus on real estate development and turning a profit from the land, 

archaeologists focus on “studying” and “testing” the bones of our ancestors, exposing 

their graves and violating their bodies in death.  The section closes with “Māui, our own 

fierce akua,” a reference to both the island of Maui and the Polynesian god Māui, who is 

“disemboweled/ by the golden shovel/ of Empire” (35).  Here, Trask alludes to the 

Hawaiian burial site at Honokahua on Maui, where, according to the poem’s 

accompanying notes,  

a large, Hawaiian cemetery containing perhaps two thousand or more ancient 

Hawaiian skeletons was threatened … to make way for a Ritz Carlton mega-

resort. … A huge outcry among Hawaiians stopped the disinterment … [but] 

                                         

59 Here, Trask also deftly references Michel Foucault and his Archaeology of Knowledge (1971), 
criticizing its Eurocentrism by renaming it “the archaeology of haole knowledge.” 
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while this episode ended well, the disinterment of Hawaiian burials for all manner 

of resort and residential development continues” (38-39)  

 

Though by far not the first burial site to be threatened by developers, Honokahua 

represents the first time that Hawaiians were able to effectively challenge the desecration 

posed by developers. Poet and activist Dana Naone Hall shares that “Honokahua allowed 

… [us, as Hawaiians,] to begin to make the decisions about what happened to these 

important sacred places” (qtd in “Honokahua” 24), as in 1989, following the three-year 

protest to protect the iwi kūpuna of Honokahua, the State of Hawaiʻi bought the land as a 

historic preservation site and founded Burial Councils on each island, which would 

review all findings of human remains. Moreover, in 1990, the Federal Native American 

Graves Protection and Repatriation Act went into effect (“Honokahua” 24-26). Thus, 

Trask’s reference, while seemingly focused on the violent destruction wrought by Empire 

and Hawaiian victimhood also alludes to an example of successful Hawaiian resistance 

on Maui, to which Trask has genealogical ties through her maternal lineage. 

 Like preceding sections, Part VI references the mythic realm, addressing Pele, 

Papa, and Hiʻiaka, akua who represent mana wahine, but also together represent strong 

regenerative power.  However, Trask illustrates that their power has been weakened by 

geothermal energy development (39):   

   E Pele e, fire-eater 

   from Kahiki.  
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Breath of Papaʻs life  

miraculously becomes 

Energy, stink with 

 

sulfurous sores. Hiʻiaka 

wilting in her wild home (36) 

   

The first line addressing Pele, “E Pele e, fire-eater/ from Kahiki” is completely italicized 

and slightly indented from the rest of the poem, perhaps indicating Trask’s desire to make 

it distinctive from the rest.  While “E Pele ē” is a common address to Pele in many oli 

dedicated to her, the description of Pele as a “fire-eater” references the name 

Peleʻaihonua (Pele the land eater). A few oli make reference to Pele’s “lehe ʻama” or 

gaping mouth” and her “ʻai,” or consumption, largely to describe her destructive nature. 

Examples can be seen in the oli “He Mele no Hiʻiaka” in which Pele is called “Ke akua 

ʻai lehua o Puna” (The goddess who devours the lehua of Puna) and in the oli “Ia Loaʻa 

ka Hala, ka Lili, Kaua, Paio” in which Hiʻiaka chants “Makaʻu wale au i ke akua lehe 

ʻama” (I fear the goddess with the gaping mouth) (Kanahele, trans. 58-61).  

“[F]rom Kahiki” references the oli telling of Pele’s migration to Hawaiʻi from 

Kahiki with the following first line: “Mai Kahiki ka wahine ʻo Pele,” or “The woman 

Pele came from Kahiki” (Kanāhele xvii). kuʻualoha hoʻomanawanui writes that 

“[a]lthough Pele’s origins differ from moʻolelo to moʻolelo, by all accounts, she is a 

malihini (foreign) god who travels from Kahiki to Hawaiʻi” (“Pele’s Appeal” 84). Rather 
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than emphasizing Pele’s foreignness to Hawaiʻi, the oli honors60 the land from which she 

came, the very same land noted as our Hawaiian ancestral homeland, Kahiki. Thus, 

Trask’s emphasis in these opening lines, “E Pele e, the fire-eater/ from Kahiki,” through 

italics, indicates she is both praising Pele for her power, but also invoking Pele’s 

destructive nature (often spurred by her intense anger, according to moʻolelo). This 

invocation of Pele as powerful and angered is critical, as the preceding sections of the 

poem certainly describe the ongoing victimization of kānaka maoli and the destruction of 

our ʻāina.  

This section, however, also disturbingly describes the victimization of the akua, as 

manifest in the ʻāinaʻs denigration. The next akua mentioned in this section is Papa, our 

Earth mother, whose very “breath” is being harvested for geothermal energy. This 

process harms Papa,61 who shown to be is ridden with “sulfurous sores,” perhaps also a 

kaona reference to the introduction of foreign diseases that historically plagued the 

Hawaiian population.  Hiʻiaka’s regenerative mana is also weakened as Trask shows 

through the images of “black lehua, shriveled/ pūkiawe, [and] unborn ʻaʻaliʻi” as well as 

through the “[c]racked lava stones” that “sprout/ thorny vines, thick/ and foreign” (36). 

These invasive vines and their destruction of the stones serve as a potent metaphor for 
                                         

60 It is a familiar trope within classical Hawaiian literature to praise the ʻāina of an akua/aliʻi, which from 
the Hawaiian perspective, is inevitably part of any person, as a way of praising the akua/aliʻi. Thus, the oli 
“Mai Kahiki ka Wahine ʻo Pele” describes Pele as coming from Polapola, a place of beauty and mana: 
  

Mai ka ʻāina i Polapola From the land of Borabora 
Mai ka pūnohu ʻula a Kāne From the red rainbow of Kāne 
Mai kea o lalapa I ka lani… From the blazing clouds in the sky… (P. Kanahele, 

trans. xvii) 
 
61 It is interesting to note that in some of her incarnations of Pelehonuamea (Pele the land creator), Pele is 
seen as a form of Papahānaumoku (Papa who birthed of islands), “or as being very closely linked to her 
because she is (as lava) the creator of new land” (hoʻomanawanui, “Pele’s Appeal” 30).  
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colonial dominance over that which is indigenous, preventing all growth and thwarting 

recovery.  

While disturbing and disheartening to see our Hawaiian akua also as victims of 

colonization, Trask is unflinching in her overall apocalyptic portrait of “Hawaiʻi” in the 

closing two sections. Part VII describes a “dense vapor/ colored like the skin// of burnt 

milk” that invades “the recesses/ of our poisoned/ naʻau” (37). This dense vapor, a 

metaphor for the disease of colonization, is seemingly inescapable. Part VIII names the 

“dense vapor” as that which has come from “these foreigners/these Americans” (37). She 

questions what is known of them, concluding,  

Nothing. We know 

nothing. 

 

Except a foul stench 

among our children 

 

and a long hollow 

of mourning 

in our maʻi. (37) 
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The “foul stench among our children” and the “mourning in our maʻi”62 give a 

concluding vision of death and devastation ⎯future generations of Hawaiians, too, will 

come to die and decay under the disease of colonialism, indicating there is no hope.  

The second section of Light in the Crevice Never Seen, entitled “Raw, Swift, and 

Deadly,” is probably the most controversial. In her introduction, Eleanor Wilner 

describes the poems in this section as “draw[ing] blood from the smug, self-satisfied, and 

pious occupiers, and from those Hawaiians whom [Trask] sees as complicit in tourism’s 

prostitution of native culture” (xxiii). Often overlooked, however, are two poems that 

make references to Pele and mana wahine, “Nā Wāhine Noa” and “Long Term 

Strategies.” 

Trask translates the title for “Nā Wāhine Noa” as “ʻfree women’ in the sense of 

those released from the restrictive Hawaiian system of kapu where, among other 

divisions and proscriptions, the genders were separated and women were considered 

defiling” (53). Without going into great detail, Trask is referring to the ʻAikapu. As 

mentioned earlier, Kameʻeleihiwa describes the ʻAikapu as “a religion in which males 

and females are separated in the act of eating, males being laʻa or ʻsacred,’ and females 

haumia or ʻdefiling,’ by virtue of menstruation.” However, she also notes that “Female 

mana … was only haumia to male Akua, and not to the female Akua whom women 

worshipped freely” (Native Lands 23).  Thus, Trask’s poem begins with an address to the 

“women gods”:  

 

                                         
62 “Maʻi” is the Hawaiian word for “genitals,” which are traditionally celebrated for bringing future 
generations of aliʻi children into being.  



 234 

Rise up, women gods. 

Have Hina as your goddess 

virgin, volcanic 

unto herself (52) 

 

Hina is the female counterpart and counter-balance to Kū, the male god of war.  On his 

website, Herb Kawainui Kāne describes Hina as the goddess of the moon and “the major 

ancestral female force of reproductive and creative power, the mother of lesser gods, and 

the patron of women's arts, crafts and activities” (Herb Kāne). Kāne also describes 

Haumea, mother of Pele and Hiʻiaka, as one of Hina’s incarnations. Trask’s description 

of Hina as both “virgin” and “volcanic” is therefore fitting, as Haumea did not need a 

male god to create life, as demonstrated through her daughter, Pele of the volcano 

Kīlauea, who was born as a “flame in her mouth” (Kame‘eleihiwa, Nā Wāhine 39).  

Trask sees the women gods “Without masters, marriages/ lying parasite men” 

(52), perhaps a kaona reference to Wākea’s deceit from the moʻolelo of Papa and Wākea 

from which the ʻAikapu religious tradition was founded.63  The poem goes on to 

emphasize a “wise eroticism” without men, one “moondrawn by the tides/ culling love/ 

from great gestating Pō/ massive night,” harkening back to Hina’s moon, which emerges 

at night and pulls the tides of the ocean.  Trask describes Pō, the “darkness” or “night” 

seen as the source of creation throughout Polynesia, as a “gestating” womb, positing Pō, 

the single most creative source from the Polynesian perspective, and therefore, the most 

                                         
63 See Chapter 2 of this dissertation.    
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powerful, as female. Trask closes her poem with the “birthing [of] women’s dreams” 

which are shown to be “magma bodies/ flowing volcanoes/ toward moonred skies” (52). 

The “freedom” that Trask envisions, then is like that of Hina/Haumea and Pele—rooted 

in the fluidity of raw land that is still being formed and reflected in the “moonred skies.” 

These powerful images of redness from the land and the moon demonstrate all women’s 

connectedness to a monthly cycle through menstruation. Thus, what is seen as haumia or 

defiling within the ʻAikapu tradition, Trask asserts is the locus of mana wahine, what 

should be celebrated, rather than shamed.         

  The second poem in which kaona references are made to Pele is “Long-Term 

Strategies,” a poem that also asserts a mana wahine.  The poem begins with the inability 

of women to rape men:   

We can’t rape men 

put anything in them 

against their will 

 

pull down their secrets 

chilled by fear, or force 

 

tight apertures 

fresh and wide. (57) 

 

The image of rape, here, is striking and violent.  She asserts again in the sixth stanza, 

“No, we cannot do/ just what men do//” (57), characterizing rape as a male act of 
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violence against women. Her image seems to also imply female inability through “we 

can’t” and “we cannot do” and victimization through the images of rape, though this is 

quickly undone with her concluding two stanzas:    

But in Pele’s hills 

beneath a bloody moon 

young women dancers 

 

learn castration  

as an art. (57) 

 

Somewhat of a departure from her earlier poems, Trask is quick here to assert that despite 

the “rape” and other violent crimes that men are able to commit against women, women, 

particularly Pele women, are by no means victims. Rather, women following a strong 

mana wahine goddess like Pele are portrayed as being part of a female warriorhood of 

“young women dancers.” In the poem, these young women “learn castration/ as an art,” 

making them extremely dangerous to the men who rape women by targeting male 

genitalia, which is also generally seen through a western lens as the source of masculinity 

and arguably, male power. The reference to rape is perhaps a kaona reference to the 

moʻolelo of Pele and Kamapuaʻa. Though Pele initially consents to sex with Kamapuaʻa, 

his sexual appetite is shown to be so vociferous with Pele that his “love-making” 

threatens her life. Pele is saved, however, by her sister Kapo, whose flying kohe leads 

Kamapuaʻa away from Pele so she may escape. In this moʻolelo, while threatened, mana  
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wahine is shown to overcome Kamapuaʻa’s mana kāne. Kapo is in full control of her 

maʻi; but Kamapuaʻa is a slave to his.  

While the concluding stanzas may serve as a warning to those men who commit 

rape, the stanzas also portray a kind of gendered counterbalance of the violence of rape 

with the violence of castration. From a Hawaiian perspective, mana kāne must be 

balanced with mana wahine.  Both genders are necessary in various forms of creation, 

according to Hawaiian moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau, though it is recognized that women 

are the only ones who can bring new life into the world. In this way, rape can be seen as a 

violent betrayal of the procreative mana men and women share within a sexual union. It 

is a violation of mana wahine and a violation of human participation in creation and 

unnatural.  

Moreover, rape is a violent crime intended to assert dominance and power. The 

men Trask portrays have the ability to rape women, an act that would demonstrate their 

desire to assert their dominance or power over women. In this way, rape is a violent 

enforcement of patriarchy, which Trask sees as being brought to Hawaiʻi in colonial 

ideology: “Because American culture, like Western civilization generally, is patriarchal, 

that is, structured and justified by values that emphasize male dominance over women 

and nature, American institutions reward men and male-dominant behavior with positions 

of power” (From a Native 92). Trask asserts that it is precisely because of the colonially 

inducted patriarchy that Hawaiian women are generally not co-opted into the colonial 

system, whereas “men, including Native men, [are rewarded] for collaboration” and 

therefore are more susceptible to co-optation (94). Thus, Trask ultimately looks toward 

Pele, who she associates with vengance, justice, and colonial resistance throughout her 
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work, and the Pele tradition of hula, which is traditionally female-led, to balance this 

display of male assertion of dominance with an equalizing female assertion of 

dominance.  She asserts that any male violence against women could be answered with 

female violence against men in service of justice and righting the balance between 

wahine and kāne.  Additionally, the display of mana wahine through the Pele tradition of 

hula also counters the touristic version of hula as a soft, gentle artform; here, the hula 

women of Pele are complex and powerful. 

 The poem “Long-Term Strategies” also marks a departure from themes 

surrounding the victimization of Pele and Hiʻiaka as shown in “Hawaiʻi” in the first 

section. Rather, Pele is invoked in this poem as a source of mana wahine from which 

women may learn, with the Pele tradition of hula as the vehicle for building one’s mana 

wahine. According to a moʻolelo of Pele and Hi‘iaka, Hōpoe teaches the hula to Hiʻiaka, 

who, in turn, performs the first recorded hula performance for Pele. Thus, the Pele 

tradition of hula is known to be the oldest. 64 Hālau o Kekuhi, led by Pele descendants and 

kumu hula Pualani Kanakaʻole Kanahele and Nālani Kanakaʻole, practices a style of hula 

known as ʻaihaʻa, which is “a highly energetic, bent-knee, flat-footed, low-postured, 

vigorous dance style, resembling Kīlauea itself” (Kanahele v). In addition to the mana 

afforded through the practice of the oldest hula tradition, the “dancers” build their mana 

wahine through worshipping Pele through hula. In worshipping the only female deity of 

the volcano in the Pacific, the women recognize Pele’s “authority and ability to 

                                         
64 hoʻomanawanui notes that “this is true in most traditions except Manu’s (1899) where Laka, another 
name for Pele’s sister Kapo is the one who teaches hula” (pers. comm.) 
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overpower males, both godly and human” (hoʻomanawanui, “He Lei Hoʻoheno” 31).  

Furthermore, hoʻomanwanui notes that “while the worship of male gods centered on the 

practice of ʻaikapu … Pele worshippers were considered ʻaikū” and may have been 

allowed to eat freely, indicating Pele’s mana when compared to the male gods (32).  

 The final section is entitled “Light in the Crevice Never Seen,” which is also the 

title of the collection itself. The poems in this section have strong themes of renewal and 

healing through ʻāina and the sacred and are lushly imagistic. Exemplary of this section is 

the poem “Koʻolau,” which is structured mostly in succinct lines and quatrains. The first 

two lines of “Koʻolau” provide the titular image and metaphor for both the section and 

the entire collection.  The first two stanzas read,   

 light in the crevice 

never seen mosses 

palai kālaʻau 

bamboo   

 

crescent moon 

stones 

fragrant clack clack 

from the shadows (75) 

 

Following the “light in the crevice/ never seen” is a unpunctuated caesura which offers 

some visual space for the reader, or a quiet moment, while also acting as a kind of colon 

for the rest of the poem’s image strands.  These images begin with a catalogue in which 
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“palai,” “kālaʻau,” and “bamboo” are depicted.  While imagistic of the lush rainforest 

area of the Koʻolau, the catalogue also alludes to hula. The palai is a native fern to 

Hawaiʻi and is one of the important plants placed on the kuahu, or hula altar, to Laka, 

goddess of hula and the “same as Kapo, Pele’s elder sister” (Handy and Pukui 118).  

Kālaʻau are stick hula instruments that are hit together rhythmically in hula kālaʻau.  

Trask’s listing of the “bamboo” refers to both the plant, which grows abundantly in the 

Koʻolau range, as well as the pūʻili, the hula instrument made of split bamboo, which is 

also hit together rhythmically in certain hula. Together, the kālaʻau and bamboo also 

suggest a kind of syncopation behind the visual images rendered.  

The short lines maintained throughout the poem give the reader more space to 

focus on individual images; in this case, the “crescent moon” and the “stones” that emit a 

“fragrant clack clack/ form the shadows.” The “stones” also allude to hula through the 

ʻiliʻili, which are small stones or pebbles used as hula instruments in hula ʻiliʻili. With 

two ʻiliʻili held in each hand between the fingers, they are clapped together to produce a 

“clack clack” sound that follows the beat of the mele. The onomatopoeic “clack clack” of 

the stones, is produced by an unknown source. The sound “clack clack” is described as 

“fragrant” and “from the shadows” and suggests the continuing presence of the kūpuna 

and the gods in the ʻāina making themselves known to the poet. The ʻiliʻili also allude to 

ʻiliʻili hānau, the birth pebbles, which according to moʻolelo have the power to reproduce 

themselves, with the “smooth nonporous ones being male and the porous ones being 

female” (“Iliʻili,” def. 5).  This kaona reference emphasizes the continuance of the ʻāina 

and its regenerative forces to heal and reproduce.  
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The next stanza continues this theme:  

hunehune rain 

aloft on the wind 

steamy rocks 

falls of crustaceans (75) 

 

The “hunehune rain” presents an image of misty rain “aloft on the wind” and “steam[ing 

the] rocks.”  In addition, Trask describes the waterfalls as being “of crustaceans.” The 

consonance of “crustaceans” lends itself to the sound of the rushing water of the falls, 

while also highlighting the native ʻopae or freshwater shrimp, which are endangered but 

presented here as still teeming in the “falls.” The minutiae of the ʻopae as well as the 

visual of the wind carrying the rain offer a sense of delicate beauty witnessed by the 

poet’s eye for detail.  Lushness and continuance in the ʻāina are further reflected in the 

following images in the fourth stanza: 

blue caves far 

away   choked 

with grasses wet 

fully winged (75) 

 

The “blue caves” here allude to burial caves in which Kānaka Maoli placed the iwi, or 

bones, of aliʻi so that they would remain safe and untouched and “far away.” Trask 

chooses to emphasize this sense of “far way” visually with another unpunctuated caesura, 

signaling a long pause. Trask’s use of the word “choked” to describe the caves, however, 
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while seemingly threatening, is undone when she shows the caves are “choked/ with 

grasses wet.” The grasses, then, seem to help in hiding the caves and act as sentinels; at 

the same time, they are also sexualized to emphasize the mana wahine of the ʻāina.  The 

line “fully winged” closing the stanza, simultaneously describes the full lushness and 

high elevation of the grasses, as well as the ʻiwa who makes its appearance in the last two 

stanzas, giving a beautiful and unexpected turn of phrase: 

high ʻiwa floating 

many-chambered 

heavens        still 

 

and singing (75) 

 

The image of the “high ʻiwa floating” and the “many-chambered/ heavens” depict a sense 

of untouched elevation, perhaps again referring to the burial caves and the iwi they house.  

The ʻiwa is a common Hawaiian way to compliment an attractive person, though in 

general, nā manu, or birds in traditional mele also serve to emphasize high rank and 

mana. Certainly, the word “heavens” connote this in English, but the word for “heavens” 

in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi is “nā lani,” which also translates as “the aliʻi.” The ʻiwa may also be 

the poet’s witness of a hōʻailona, or a sign, given by the kūpuna, of their presence in the 

ʻāina, which is often shown through the animals of the land, sky and ocean. The “many-

chambered heavens” are followed by another caesura, which highlights the word “still.” 

Because “still” is the final word of the penultimate stanza it implies a strong sense of 

continuance when read with the images preceding it; however the caesura separates 
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“still” and also enjambs it in such a way that it can also be read in terms of final stanza, 

“and singing,” implying “still” as in “unmoving.”    

 A great deal of emphasis is placed on the final stanza, as it is comprised of just 

one line and separates from the previous stanza of three lines, whereas previous stanzas 

in the poem are organized into quatrains.  With this added emphasis, then, Trask crowns 

the ending of her poem with a powerful image of continuance through “singing,” at once 

the singing of the ʻiwa and the hula instruments, which demonstrate the mana within the 

ʻāina and the presence of the kūpuna. However, this last line also transcends the poem’s 

lush images to highlight Trask’s own “singing” as a descendant following in the path that 

has already been treaded by the kūpuna she recognizes in the ʻāina.  

Overall, the poem displays a very intimate portrait of enduring beauty and 

sacredness, which it also chooses to echo in form. The poem is structured into a column 

of short lines, each mostly comprised of just one or two words.  In three separate stanzas, 

Trask also intermittently infuses caesurae between certain images. Visually, the poem’s 

structure and caesurae give a visual sense of the sharp pali that buttress the Koʻolaus, but 

also of quiet, peaceful moments of reflection within the lush imagery. It is clear that 

Trask sees Koʻolau as a place of refuge.  

Though no overt kaona reference to mo‘olelo of Pele and Hiʻiaka is made, the 

poem’s subject, the Koʻolau range, and the references to hula may point to Hiʻiaka’s oli 

“A Koʻolau Au ʻIke i ka Ua” or “In Koʻolau I Saw the Rain,” in which Hiʻiaka describes 

the Koʻolau rain and its movement: 
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A Koʻolau au ʻike i ka ua In Koʻolau I saw the rain 

E kokolo mai lepo mai ana e ka ua The earth moved by the rain 

Kaʻi kū ana mai ana e ka ua��� The rain came in procession 

E nu mai e ka ua i ke kuahiwi And pounded against the mountain 

Po'i ana e ka ua me he nalu ala The rain is cresting like a wave 

���E puka a puka mai ana e ka ua The rain came and arose 

He Inoa No Hiʻiaka  (Hawaiian Drum) In the name of Hiʻiaka  (my translation) 

 

There are three main points of commonality between this particular oli and Trask’s poem 

“Koʻolau”—1) location; 2) mentioning of the rain; 3) movement of an element of earth; 

and 4) hula.  Both texts focus on Koʻolau and situate the chanter and the poet in the 

presence of Koʻolau.  Hiʻiaka bears witness to Koʻolau and its mana, which is manifest in 

the rain that moves the earth and patters over the high mountains.  In Trask’s “Koʻolau” 

the poet bears witness to Koʻolau and its mana, which is manifest, in part, in the 

“hunehune rain” and the “falls” caused by heavy rain. The descriptions of the rain 

diverge as Hiʻiaka describes the rain as much heavier and perhaps more forceful than 

Trask’s rendering.  In both texts there are also descriptions of the earth moving in some 

way, whether caused by the force of the rain in Hiʻiaka’s oli or caused by an unseen 

force, as shown through the “clack clack” of the “stones” in Trask’s poem. Finally, both 

the oli and the poem can be associated with hula, as Trask’s poem references hula 

instruments and implies an unseen hula made animate in the sacredness of Koʻolau, and 

Hiʻiaka’s “A Koʻolau Au ʻIke i ka Ua” continues to be taught and performed by hālau 

hula.  
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Though not included as part of Nathaniel Emerson’s version of the Pele-Hiʻiaka 

moʻolelo in Pele and Hiʻiaka, the oli is used in his Unwritten Literature of Hawaiʻi as an 

example of a mele of hula ʻālaʻapapa, which he notes is “deemed to be of the noblest rank 

and honor” (57) and is a hula “of comparatively moderate action” (58). The oli, however, 

is performed as a hula pahu65 (hula accompanied by the pahu or sharkskin drum) in the 

Kanahele tradition,66 and it demonstrates Hiʻiaka’s tremendous respect for Koʻolau and 

its mana.  This particular oli is not included in the Hoʻoulumāhiehie version of the 

Hiʻiaka moʻolelo, though certainly other oli recognizing the powerful rains of Koʻolau 

are, such as “ʻIno Koʻolau ē” (“Stormy is Koʻolau”) and “ʻO au, e hele i nā lae ʻino o 

Koʻolau” (It is I who Will Go to the Stormy Uplands of Koʻolau”), both of which also 

reflect Hiʻiaka’s conflicting emotions within the moʻolelo.67 Trask’s depiction of hula in 

this poem as tremendously sacred, therefore, stands in sharp contrast to her earlier images 

of hula exploited for the touristic gaze.  

Trask’s “Koʻolau” is prominent because the poem is placed in the final section of 

her collection and begins with the titular lines “light in the crevice/ never seen.” The 

poems in this final section further highlight Hawaiian revitalization and healing through 

                                         

65 The liner notes to Hawaiian Drum Dance Chants: Sounds of Power in Time (CD) compiled by Elizabeth 
Tatar note that mele hula pahu “are formal, sacred and address gods and high chiefs … [and are] often 
introduced with a mele pule.” 
66 Also included in the liner notes to Hawaiian Drum Dance Chants: Sounds of Power in Time (CD) is the 
lineage of hula for the “A Koʻolau Au ʻIke i ka Ua,” which was  

taught by Keakaokalā Kanahele and her granddaughter, Eleanor Hiram (1918-1983), to Tom 
Hiona, who taught it to Kaʻupena Wong (b. 1929). Hoakalaei Kamauʻu learned the dance in the 
Kanahele tradition from her aunt, ‘Iolani Luahine and Lokalia Montgomery (1903-1978), both of 
whom learned it from Keakaokalā Kanahele and Eleanor Hiram. Both Kaʻupena Wong and 
Hoakalei Kamauʻu play only the pahu to accompany the dance chant. 

67 hoʻomanawanui notes that this is “also commonly believed to be a point in the mo‘olelo in which Hi‘iaka 
is grieving for her lost love, Kaʻanahau, the mahiʻai kalo of Kailua who she just left.  Here, the rain is a 
symbol of her grief and intense emotion at leaving him; ʻIno Koʻolau is similar” (pers. comm.). 
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tradition and the ʻāina. In the context of the entire collection, then, Trask navigates the 

reader through a kind of psychological cycle of the emotions and experiences of a 

Hawaiian living in a colonized state. This cycle begins with images of devastation and 

death followed by profound grief in the first section, then outrage and resistance arising 

out of colonial victimization in the second section, and finally, the transition toward 

healing and the continuance of tradition in the third section. The images and moʻolelo 

Trask tells within these poems are often intimate portraits of her own family and friends, 

as well as of the ʻāina to which she belongs, emphasizing Trask’s brave willingness to 

use her own lived reality as exemplary of the colonized experience.  

 

Night is a Sharkskin Drum (2002) 

 Unlike her first collection, Trask’s second collection, Night is a Sharkskin Drum, 

bears no Introduction for a western audience. It also contains no notes to explain various 

issues or references made within the poems for an outside, unknowledgeable audience, 

except for a glossary, which translates some of the Hawaiian words Trask uses.  The 

absence of an Introduction and author notes marks a significant departure from Trask’s 

first collection, especially insofar as Night is a Sharkskin Drum makes even more kaona 

references to Pele moʻolelo and other Kanaka Maoli mythologies and genealogies that an 

outsider may not understand. This decision may be due, in part, to the second collection’s 

publisher, the University of Hawaiʻi Press (UHP), who published the collection as part of 

its Talanoa: Contemporary Pacific Literature series. UHP distributes its books most 

widely within Hawaiʻi and the Pacific and has Auckland University Press as a sister 

press. However, the decision to omit notes and an Introduction may very well have been 
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made by Trask herself, who may be choosing to focus on audiences who do not need the 

notes or explanatory introduction, audiences that may be more familiar with her subject 

matter and political views.  Though this decision may exclude certain audiences, it also 

privileges the role of kaona within Kanaka Maoli literature.  While knowledgeable 

audiences may be able to more fully understand the allusions and metaphors Trask 

employs, unfamiliar audiences may still be able to understand the literal layer of meaning 

within her kaona as well as some of her other poetic devices and images. Robert Sullivan, 

a Māori poet reviewing Night is a Sharkskin Drum, writes of his experience reading the 

collection:  

As a newcomer to Hawai‘i, I cannot claim an extensive knowledge of the 

mythological cycles of the Hawaiian people. I can appreciate, however, the 

Polynesian resonances within Trask’s work: political, socioeconomic, 

genealogical. I also appreciate that her referencing of the stories of Pele, Hina, 

Kāne, and Kanaloa (to name a few deities) focuses attention on the Hawaiian 

section of her readership and reminds us all of the significance of their 

knowledge, while giving those Hawaiians privileged with such an understanding 

an immediate intimacy with aspects of the poems. (437)  

 

As Sullivan acknowledges, he is an audience member who, as a fellow Polynesian, has 

some knowledge of Trask’s references because of certain shared akua, such as Kāne and 

Kanaloa. However, as a fellow indigenous writer, Sullivan can also understand and 

respect Trask’s decision to privilege the kinship she shares with a Hawaiian audience 

without his feeling targeted as an outsider for exclusion. Sullivan holds that there is a 
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space for an outsider audience to enjoy and understand Trask’s poetics, though perhaps 

not to the same extent of a more knowledgeable audience of Hawaiian readers and/or 

readers who do, or have done, the work necessary to understand the kaona Trask 

employs.  

Part of the reader’s experience of this second collection is relayed through its 

thoughtfully designed cover. The cover design of Night is a Sharkskin Drum well 

illustrates its title, a feature shared with her first book; however, the design also employs 

certain kaona references.  Largely monochromatic, the cover employs shades of metallic 

blue and silver to display an image of a sharkskin drum68 against a rocky beach backdrop 

under a clouded full moon. This image is framed by a close-up image of porous basalt. 

The monochromatic scheme highlights the textures as well as the contrast between light 

and dark, or ao and pō from a Hawaiian perspective, in her cover art design. The effect of 

the contrasting elements, combined with the metallic ink, lend a luminescent quality to 

the cover, like a moonlit night. The contrast accentuates certain images, most notably the 

moon and the pahu. Pō, or night, is predominant in the contrast, however, emphasizing 

the Polynesian concept of Pō, or the creative darkness described as the origin of the 

universe, as well as the goddess of the moon, Hina, who Trask highlights in her first 

collection as exemplary of “women gods” and their creative mana.  The porous basalt 

image that frames the oceanic scene further gives prominence to mana wahine, as the 

porous ʻiliʻili hānau, or birth pebble, is gendered as female from a Hawaiian perspective. 

In addition, the image of the pahu signifies the sacredness of the scene, as well as the 

                                         

68 The drum is credited as belonging to Robert Cazimero on the back cover. In addition, the cover was 
designed by Mark Hamasaki and Kapulani Landgraf. 
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poems within the collection, as the pahu, or wooden sharkskin drum, is voiced only in 

those hula that are sacred. 

Night is a Sharkskin Drum is comprised of three parts. The first section, “Born in 

Fire,” consists of five poems, all of which feature and/or make strong kaona references to 

Pele moʻolelo. The second section, “A Fragrance of Devouring,” is comprised of several 

poems depicting Kanaka Maoli resistance to colonial exploitation and devastation. The 

collection concludes with the final section, “Chants of Dawn,” whose poems largely 

emphasize cultural renewal and reawakening, especially through the erotic or sexual, a 

traditional Hawaiian metaphor. Noenoe Silva notes that in mele and moʻolelo, 

lovemaking is commonly used as a metaphor, and “such descriptive language is normal 

and not considered obscene … [as] sex itself was not [considered] shameful” (67). 

Rather, as mentioned earlier in this dissertation, sexual or erotic kaona emphasize the life 

force and proliferous vitality behind any valuable endeavor. The entire collection can be 

classified as having strong themes of resistance through a return to tradition and culture, 

as is exemplified through Trask’s kaona references to the decolonizing meaning within 

the mo‘olelo of Pele and Hi‘iaka.   

             The poem for which the collection is named, “Night is a Sharkskin Drum,” marks 

a prime example. The first stanza of the poem portrays a return to the “Night” or Pō, 

traditionally seen as the ancient time of the Hawaiian gods (as depicted in the Kumulipo). 

The poem reads: 

Night is a sharkskin drum 

Sounding our bodies black 

and gold. (5) 
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 The “sharkskin drum” that “sound[s]” is identified as “Night.” As mentioned earlier, the 

pahu, or wooden sharkskin drum, is voiced only in those hula that are sacred. The pahu, 

itself a sacred instrument, is  

both a sound producer and symbol. Its music represent the fundamental principles 

of Hawaiian perceptions of time and timing … Its physical form represents the 

ancient links of present day Hawaiians to their Polynesian ancestors and to the 

rich culture created by generations of their descendants in Hawaiʻi. (Hawaiian 

Drum) 

 

Moreover, some Hawaiian moʻolelo represent the pahu in particular as animate, 

describing the sound of the pahu as its voice. Tatar notes that in certain heiau ceremonies, 

the pahu acted as “a receptacle for a god who spoke through the ʻvoice’ of the drum.”  

Trask’s metaphor describing “Night” as a “sharkskin drum,” therefore, emphasizes Night 

itself being voiced through the pahu. 

This stanza also serves as a reference to the drum beat which calls Pele in her 

dream state to Kaua‘i, where she finds Lohi‘au who is to be her lover.  Following Pele’s 

example, and at Trask’s urging, then, Hawaiians are called toward the sound of the drum, 

which transfixes and transforms. For Pele, the need to follow the drum’s sound is 

overwhelming, and she does not know where the drum is taking her.  Still, she follows 

out of curiosity and trusts that the journey to find the source of the drum is a necessary 

one.  As “Night” or Pō, a pan-Polynesian concept, is the ultimate source of creation and 

the very origin of the gods and ‘āina, Pō, is where Hawaiians must return to allow 
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“Night” to “[sound their] bodies black and gold.” Trask essentially asks her Hawaiian 

reader to uphold Pele as an ancestral model, to have the same faith and to trust that a 

return to Pō is a necessary journey, as well. 

The next two stanzas frame the entrance of Pele, as  

All is aflame 

the uplands a shush 

         of wind. 

 

From Halema‘uma‘u 

our fiery Akua comes  (5)   

 

These images evoke the experience of being in the presence of the lava flow, as they 

describe the wind that blows harshly near the uplands of Kīlauea, wind that in Trask’s 

depiction, “shush[es]” all other sound. It is this silence that anticipates the arrival of Pele, 

who emerges from Halema‘uma‘u,69 the primary vent of Kīlauea and also Pele’s house. 

Out of reverence for Pele, Trask capitalizes the word “Akua” in referring to Pele, as 

“akua,” which translates as “god” or a “chief of high rank.” Since Ka Palapala Hemolele, 

the Bible, was translated into Hawaiian and printed by missionaries from 1822-1839, 

generally the capitalized “Akua” has only been used in written form in reference to the 

                                         

69 Halemaʻumaʻu translates as “House of the ‘amaʻu fern” and refers to another Pele-Hiʻiaka moʻolelo in 
which Pele develops a contentious love-hate relationship with Kamapuaʻa, the Hawaiian pig god. A battle 
ensues between Pele, supported by her family, and Kamapuaʻa, who uses water to extinguish their fires. 
Ultimately, Pele prevails and Kamapuaʻa flees. In one of his efforts to escape Pele, he transforms himself 
into the ʻamaʻu fern, whose coloring is green with burnt red fringes, said to be where Kamapuaʻa, in his 
fern form, was burned. The ‘amaʻu fern can be found in certain vegetated areas on the slopes of Kīlauea. 
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Christian God. Trask’s reappropriation of this word, then, is significant, as it usurps this 

title from the Christian God and bestows it upon Pele, underscoring where Trask’s 

reverence lies.       

The poem closes with the following oli, written in three single-line stanzas, 

announcing Pele’s arrival:  

E, Pele e, 

 

                            E, Pele e, 

              

                                                        E, Pele e. (5) 

 

The repetition of these lines in the oli, which are used in traditional mele performed in 

honor of Pele, in effect, serve to build the mana of the words, while also welcoming her 

presence.  The use of the “ē” (shown italicized in the original without the diacriticals) 

following Pele’s name, also denotes tremendous respect and affection for her, as it serves 

to emphasize her name.  

 In one of the versions of the moʻolelo, the refrain also references the oli Hi‘iaka 

uses to awaken Pele from her dream journey of “nine days and eight nights” in which “E 

Pele ē” is repeated eight times:  

…E Pele ē! Huli ka lā 

E Pele ē! Huli ka pō 

E Pele ē! Moku ka pawa o ke alaula 

Pele! The day turns 

Pele! The night turns 

Pele! The darkness has broken 
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E Pele ē! Hemo ka ‘alihi o ke alaula 

E Pele ē! Hi‘i ke aka i ka mālamalama 

E Pele ē! Ka‘uka‘ulī ana ‘oe 

E Pele ē!  Ūhī, ūhā mai ana ‘oe 

E Pele ē! E ala mai ‘oe! 

Pele! The edges of dawn have opened 

Pele! Carrying the shadows of light 

Pele!  Creeping along 

Pele! The volcano is erupting 

Pele! Wake up! (P. Kanahele, trans. xxiv) 

 

As the oli ho‘āla, or chant intended to awaken a sleeper, indicates, “E Pele ē” is repeated 

to call Pele’s wandering spirit back to her body, to awaken her from her dream. Part of 

Hi‘iaka’s oli announces that night has left and the “day,” or “ao” is dawning. Pele 

understands that she is not able to stay in her dream-state, however pleasant it is with 

Lohi‘au. She must return to her body, awaken and remain in her ‘āina to continue her 

work, as “Ūhī, ūhā mai ana ‘oe” (The volcano is erupting). Hi‘iaka’s oli ho‘āla closes 

with the line, “E Pele ē! E ala mai ‘oe!” (Pele!  Wake up!). Trask’s kaona reference to the 

oli in her poem emphasizes the need for an awakening, also. She simultaneously calls for 

Pele to awaken, just as she calls for Kānaka Maoli to follow Pele’s example, to awaken. 

The Hawaiian word for awakening is “ala;” however, the word “ala” also means to “To 

rise up, arise, get up, come forward,” as in “ala kū‘ē,” which means “to rise in revolt.” In 

this way, Trask also calls for acts of resistance from both Kānaka Maoli and Pele, an 

embodiment of the land and their God, against colonialism. In naming her collection for 

this poem, then, Trask also emphasizes myth, and in particular mo‘olelo of Pele and 

Hi‘iaka, as a powerful site of decolonization. 

              Kaona references to moʻolelo of Pele can also be seen in the poem 

“Nāmakaokaha‘i,” which is written for Pele’s older sister and enemy and closes the first 
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section of the collection. As a “mo‘o woman of kuapā,” or “a moʻo woman of the dashing 

waves,” Nāmakaokaha‘i is represented in traditional mo‘olelo as being in continual 

conflict with Pele, the goddess of the volcano. This conflict, too, results in the creation of 

land. Here, Trask emphasizes their mana wahine, or feminine power, as sister akua who 

share the same powerful mo‘okū‘auhau instead:   

Born from the chest 

              of Haumea, moʻo 

               . . . . . . . . . . . 

  lizard-tongued goddess 

         . . . . . . . . . . .  

                                                        sister of thunder 

                            and shark— 

                                          Kānehekili, 

                                                        Kūhaimoana— 

                            elder of Pele, 

                                          Pelehonuamea. (7) 

 

On the surface, there is no indication of the contention between Pele and Nāmakaokahaʻi, 

though this conflict is central to the moʻolelo of Pele’s voyage to Hawaiʻi from Kahiki (in 

some versions), as well as her battles with Nāmakaokahaʻi on the various islands before 

Pele settles in Kīlauea, Hawaiʻi.  Rather, Trask recounts the moʻolelo of 

Nāmakaokahaʻi’s birth “from the chest/ of Haumea,” emphasizing her mana as a goddess, 

as well as her kinship with Pele, as Nāmakaokahaʻi is also described as “sister of thunder 
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and shark,” references to Kānehekili and Kūhaimoana, her brothers.  The only detail that 

would signal the sisters’ enmity is actually through the descriptions of Nāmakaokahaʻi as 

a “moʻo woman” and a “lizard-tongued goddess,” as moʻo are generally shown to be 

enemies of Hiʻiaka as she travels to retrieve Lohiʻau for Pele.  

 However, Trask gives very little recognition to this conflict in the poem; rather, 

their differences are minimized, and their familial ties are emphasized. Like Pele, 

Nāmakaokaha‘i has “eyes flecked with fire” as she “summon[s] her family/ from across 

the seas,” creating “sharks in the shallows,/ upheaval in the heavens” (7). As a result of 

her “summoning,” the “Woman of the Pit” (8) arrives: 

From the red rising mist 

Of Kahiki, the Woman of the Pit: 

 

Pele, Pele‘aihonua,  

                          traveling the uplands, 

  

devouring the foreigner. (8) 

 

Trask’s depiction of Nāmakaokahaʻi’s summoning of Pele is significant in that not only 

does this emphasize the absence of conflict between the sisters, it also shows how 

Nāmakaokahaʻi as Pele’s elder sister is afforded a sense of authority, even though Pele is 

the head of her family. This absence of conflict implies, through the final stanza of just 

one line, that Pele and Nāmakaokahaʻi have united against the common enemy of 

colonialism, epitomized through “the foreigner” Pele is “summoned” to “devour.” 
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In addition, Trask employs two names for Pele in the poem.  The first, 

Pelehonuamea, or Pele-of-the-red-earth, emphasizes Pele’s power to create land. Trask 

uses this name in a brief recitation of the genealogy of Nāmakaokahaʻi and her station in 

the Pele ʻohana. By contrast, the name Pele‘aihonua, or Pele-the-land-eater, is used in the 

penultimate stanza to emphasize Pele’s power, often in anger, to destroy by “devouring.”  

That “the foreigner is being “devour[ed]” is of course, of primary significance here—the 

foreigner is both the object of anger and thus, rejected by the land, which Pele embodies. 

Trask’s depiction of Pele‘aihonua’s angry consuming of the foreigner represents her own 

outrage at the foreigner’s presence, which, after earlier poems depicting the traditional 

grounding mo‘olelo of Pele and Hi‘iaka, seems particularly invasive.  

Continuing this thematic vein in the second section, “A Fragrance of Devouring,” 

Trask frames the “foreigner” (the colonizer and the tourist) as the devourer of Hawaiian 

culture and land.  The first poem in this section, “The Broken Gourd,” is an extended 

lyric written in three sections. It opens with an image of new dawn: “After the last echo/  

… fingers of light” (11). Rather than the natural beauty described in the collection’s 

previous section, however, the light reveals a vision of devastation: 

a cracked ipu 

whispers, bloody water  

on its broken lip. (11) 
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Trask describes our Kanaka Maoli people as “cracked gourds,” as gourds, or ipu, were 

commonly used symbols for people,70 specifically with regard to judgments about their 

knowledge base and/or their appearance.  In successive lines, Trask expresses why the 

ipu is cracked:  

Long ago, wise kānaka 

hauled hand-twined  

nets, whole villages shouting 

the black flash of fish. 

 

Wāhine uʻi 

trained to the chant 

of roiling surf; 

nā keiki sprouted by the sun 

of a blazing sky. (11) 

 

Through these lines, Trask asserts that Kanaka Maoli are broken because of our 

disconnection with ancestral knowledge of the land and our culture.  In this strand of 

images, Trask highlights the sharing of fish within communities, the composing of oli to 

the rhythm of the ocean by women chanters and orators, who were valued and employed 

by aliʻi for their literary skill, as well as the children of our people, cared for by the land, 

                                         
70 Several ʻōlelo noʻeau support this common metaphor/kaona reference, including: 

He ipu palaʻole. An empty gourd, describing an ignorant person (Pukui, ʻŌlelo No‘eau 73). 
He ipu kāʻeo. A full gourd, describing a knowledgeable person (73). 
Haumanumanu ka ipu ʻinoʻino. A misshapen gourd makes an ugly container, describing an ugly 
person (59). 
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which provides abundantly. This image of the pre-western contact past illustrates a sense 

of wholeness and connection to a community and the land.  

              This image of the past, however, is dashed in the next section of the poem as the 

narrator hears this “island’s moan/welling grief” (12): 

Each of us slain  

by the white claw 

of history: lost 

genealogies, propertied 

missionaries, diseased 

haole. 

  

                            Now, a poisoned pae ʻāina 

                            swarming with foreigners 

  

                                 and dying Hawaiians. (12) 

 

Trask describes history as having a “white claw” that has slain us, resulting in the loss of 

our own familial histories, our genealogies. The “white claw” is an image of violence 

attributed to haole, its white colonial wielders. Furthermore, this loss to/of history has 

resulted in the satisfied greed of missionaries who have become “propertied” and 

“diseased haole,” who introduced and spread their diseases to Kanaka Maoli with 
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devastating effects.71  Moreover, the “foreigners” are depicted as “swarming” over the 

“poisoned” lands of Hawaiʻi, reminiscent of a plague. These images of devastation 

culminate in the final stanza and line depicting “dying Hawaiians,” both bodily and 

culturally, as the effect of colonialism and the loss it has enacted.  

While the second section describes colonialism’s impact upon the people, the 

third section focuses on the devastation wrought by colonialism upon the land: 

A common horizon:  

smelly shores 

under spidery moons, 

pockmarked maile vines, 

rotting ʻulu groves, 

the brittle clack  

of broken lava stones. (12-13) 

 

Trask represents various akua through their kinolau, or earthly forms, in the above 

catalogue of images, including the moon (Hina), maile (Mailelauliʻi, one of four Maile 

sisters associated with hula), the ʻulu (Kū), and the lava stones (Pele). However, the gods’ 

presence is little consolation as they are shown to be diseased or weakened. Together, 

they give a dying image of the ʻāīna, affirming the intricate reciprocal relationship, or 

                                         

71 See David Stannard’s Before the Horror for depopulation statistics in Hawai‘i following the 
introduction of foreign diseases since first western contact. He estimates that there was an 80% decrease in 
the Hawaiian population following exposure to foreign diseases within the first 50 years alone (from 1778-
1828). By 1900, the Hawaiian population had reached nadir, its lowest point, at a 96% decrease in 
population. Overall, the Hawaiian population went from an estimated 800,000-1,000,000 people down to 
just 40,000 in a little over a century of western contact.  
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mutual mālama, that is supposed to exist between kānaka and ʻāina, as well as the 

weakened states of both. So long as the land is ravaged, so are the people and vice-versa.  

 Trask’s images of the ʻāina—diseased maile, brittle lava, ʻulu rotting due to 

neglect or waste, polluted shores—in particular, demonstrate a lack of pono, or harmonic 

balance,72 under American colonialism.  The ʻāina’s suffering emphasizes the severe 

wrong of the current colonial system in traditional terms, as “should an Aliʻi Nui neglect 

proper ritual and pious behavior, surely a famine or calamity would ensue. Should a 

famine arise, the Aliʻi Nui was held at fault and deposed” (26).  While colonialism is a 

system which has been imposed upon Kānaka Maoli, and thus, is outside of the system of 

reciprocal mālama ʻāina that is so critical to our culture, Trask affirms that the 

devastating effects upon the ʻāina should be taken as hōʻailona, or signs, that Hawaiʻi's 

touristic exploitation and American colonial rule must be deposed, as they are to blame 

for violence against the people and the ʻāina: 

Out of the east 

a damp stench of money 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Out of the west 

the din of divine 

violence, triumphal 

destruction. 

  

                                         
72 In Native Land and Foreign Desires, Pehea Lā E Pono Ai?,  Lilikalā Kameʻeleihiwa writes that “pono” 
is “often translated as ʻrighteous,’ but actually denotes a universe in perfect harmony” (25). 
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              At home, the bladed 

  reverberations of empire. (13) 

 

“The din of divine/ violence” fingers the missionaries who originally came to Hawaiʻi to 

bring their Christianity, yet also brought foreign diseases and colonial ideology which led 

to the privatization of land in Hawaiʻi and thus, their rise in wealth and status in Hawaiʻi 

alongside Kanaka Maoli displacement. Eventually, the descendants of missionaries 

forged the “bladed reverberations of empire” with the Bayonet Constitution, the 

Overthrow of the Hawaiian Nation, the banning of the Hawaiian language in schools, and 

the end of internationally recognized Hawaiian sovereignty with Annexation to the 

United States. Trask’s choice of “bladed reverberations” to describe the effect of 

colonialism is appropriate, as those earlier colonial acts, committed over the past two 

hundred years, “reverber[ate]” to negatively affect Kānaka Maoli today through 

continued land dispossession, homelessness, poverty, poor health and education.  

              As mentioned earlier, the third section of Night is a Sharkskin Drum, “Chants of 

Dawn,” represents a return to the lushness and mana of the ‘āina by employing sexual 

kaona, an aesthetic nod to the orature of our ancestors. Indeed, the erotic is a strong part 

of the poem “Upon the Dark of Passion,” exemplary of the collection’s final section. The 

poem begins with an invocation to “[l]et our shadows/ swell into longing// between 

breadfruit/ and palm, throbbing” (48). Both the breadfruit and palm are common 

Hawaiian symbols for male genitalia.  The word “hua”, or “fruit,” is also commonly used 

as a metaphor for male genitalia, which can be seen in the final poem of the collection, 
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“Into Our Light I Will Go Forever,” wherein the land reflects erotic, regenerative mana, 

or power that Trask describes as “our light.” The poem reads,  

Into our light 

  I will go forever. 

 

  Into our seaweed  

clouds and saltwarm 

  seabirds. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

  Into the passion  

                            of our parted Ko‘olau, 

                                          luminous vulva. 

  

                            Into Kāne’s pendulous 

                                          breadfruit, resinous 

                                                        with semen. (60) 

 

Koʻolau is rendered here as the ʻāina’s female genitalia, a “luminous vulva” that is 

“parted,” awaiting love-making, while Kāne, a powerful god of procreation, is described 

as having “pendulous/ breadfruit, resinous/ with semen.” This sexualized image refers to 

both the Hawaiian metaphor of hua, but also to the ʻulu, or breadfruit, in particular, which 

emits a white, sticky sap that resembles semen. Together, these images sexualize the land 

and reveal its regenerative mana to be the continuance of the gods, like Kāne, and their 
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creative works. Moreover, Trask employs repetition of the word “Into” at the beginning 

of each stanza to emphasize our movement and complete containment within the ʻāina 

and aspects of the ʻāina she describes. 

Trask features several coastal ʻāina on Oʻahu in stanzas seven and nine through 

sixteen in the following order—Heʻeia, Waiāhole, Kualoa, Kaʻaʻawa, Kahana, Punaluʻu, 

Lāʻie, Mālaekahana, and Haleʻiwa. Each ʻāina is then praised in terms of the gifts they 

offer, as well as the signs of the presence of akua.  For example, Trask takes the reader 

“[i]nto our wetlands/ of Heʻeia” that holds “bubbling black mud” (61); “[i]nto the hum 

of/ reef-ringed Kaʻaʻawa,/ pungent with limu” (61); and later, [i]nto our corals of/ far 

Kahana, sea-cave/ of Hina” (61). Trask, thus, emphasizes the continued mana of the ʻāina 

and the Hawaiians gods, which have prevailed despite colonialism.  

Moreover, in naming all these ʻāina in the ascribed order, Trask also uses the 

traditional Hawaiian literary trope of kaʻapuni mokupuni, thereby employing a kaona 

reference to the Pele-Hiʻiaka moʻolelo, along with other moʻolelo about aliʻi. Kaʻapuni 

Mokupuni, or circuitous journeys along the coastal areas of islands, is a common theme 

within traditional moʻolelo, echoing the routes aliʻi nui would take to tour their own 

island or to visit other islands as guests. In Hoʻoulumāhiehie’s version of the Pele-Hiʻiaka 

moʻolelo, Hiiaka does not travel directly from Hawaii to Kauaʻi to fetch Lohiʻau for Pele. 

Rather, she visits every island along the way to Kauaʻi and approaches and lands on 

every island in the south, then travels east along the coast to various ʻāina in a counter-

clockwise direction until she reaches the north of the island, where she leaves. On her 

return voyage (from Kauaʻi to Hawaiʻi), she approaches and lands her waʻa from the 

north (near where she initially left) and then again, travels in a counter-clockwise 
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direction to ʻāina along the western coasts before departing for the next island near where 

she initially landed in the south. As a result, Hiʻiaka travels through every ʻāina, 

including the very same ʻāina that Trask highlights in the poem, in the same fashion as an 

aliʻi nui, and importantly, Trask traces the very same path taken by Hiʻiaka. 

Trask’s images in the poem also serve to emphasize the life within the land, its 

actions and its smells. She ends the poem with the lines: “Into our sovereign suns,/ drunk 

on the mana/ of Hawai‘i” (62), highlighting at once how the mana of Hawai‘i could never 

be anything but sovereign, but also that the land reflects how Kanaka Maoli, who are of 

the land ourselves, must also look toward “our sovereign suns,” taking our strength from 

the tremendous life still within in the ‘āina, a theme reminiscent of the final section of her 

earlier collection, Light in the Crevice Never Seen. Politically, Trask’s depiction of the 

sexual adds a layer of kaona by referencing the use of Pele and Hiʻiaka moʻolelo to resist 

missionary censorship of the Hawaiian voice, reinforce Kanaka Maoli unity amidst 

colonial encroachment in the nineteenth century. Like Kapihenui, Hoʻoulumāhiehie and 

many other Kanaka Maoli intellectuals before her, in emphasizing the sexual and 

employing sexual kaona, Trask effectively repatriates what has been suppressed in our 

past by the processes of imperialism. 

Haunani-Kay Trask’s steadfast efforts to resist U.S. imperialism through her 

poetics, scholarship, and other forms of activism, illustrate her dedication to her people 

and culture, as well as to her ancestors. While Trask’s own illustrious, innovative kūpuna 

can be seen as her models of leadership, certainly Pele and Hiʻiaka, two akua of mana 

wahine also provide ancestral models for warranted resistance in the face of tyranny.  

Like Pele, Trask is unafraid to display her outrage, to fight against those who wrong her 
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or her people.  Like Hiʻiaka, she uses the power of her words and her intelligence to 

challenge the oppression of Kānaka Maoli and to proclaim our sovereignty as a people 

and a lāhui. Also, like both Pele and Hiʻiaka, she is still here, still creating.  

  

 

 

 
Haumea 

 
Out of her head, 

Out of her breast, 
Out of her mouth, 

Out of her eyes, 
Out of her skin, 

Out of her breath, 
 

Came the gods who lived 
off the length of her body, 

offering their piko in return, 
 

Came the soft green curve 
of the sun falling into the ocean, 

 
Came the encrusted salt pans, 

the cooled fields of pāhoehoe and ʻaʻā, 
 

Came the first young fern shoots 
over the insects who work 

unseen and unheard, 
 

Came the stars strewn as seeds 
in the heavens, spread by her hands 

and sown across the dark soil of space, 
 

Come the offshoots of those long germinated seeds. 
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CONCLUSION  

  

 The contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature that I have examined throughout this 

dissertation represents just a small part of our growing body of literature. Those works 

that I selected to examine also represent just a few of the Kanaka Maoli writers who 

employ kaona references to our stores of moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau in general, and our 

cosmogonic moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau in particular. To name just a few examples, 

poets David Kealiʻi MacKenzie and Katana have both written and performed beautiful 

and moving poems that make kaona references to the Kumulipo; poet Jeanne Kinney, 

poet and short fiction writer kuʻualoha hoʻomanawanui, and short fiction writer Charles 

Kong have pieces that reference Pele’s continuity in the everyday modern context, while 

Tamara Wong-Morrison outlines proper offerings for Pele; and kaona references to Papa 

and Wākea and to Hāloanaka, often through personalized and reverent depictions of ʻāina 

and kalo, can be found in Alani Apio’s plays Kāmau and Kāmau Aʻe, the poetry of Joe 

Balaz, Dana Naone Hall, ʻAlohi ʻAeʻa, Wayne Kaumualii Westlake and Christy Passion, 

as well as in the fiction of Lisa Kanae and Kamanaʻolana Mills. There are also 

contemporary works that feature other cosmogonic moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau that 

extend beyond the scope of this dissertation, including those moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau 

associated with Kamapuaʻa and with Māui, as can be seen in the plays of Tammy 

Hailiʻōpua Baker, which are written and performed entirely in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi. And 

further still, there are contemporary works by Kanani Aton, Imaikalani Kalahele, and Joe 

Balaz that highlight, through their kaona references, our ongoing connection to the older 

akua from Kahiki, Kāne, Kū, Kanaloa, and Lono. I regret not being able to include 
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examinations of these other creation moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau as well as these many 

contemporary writers’ works here; however, I look forward to developing close readings 

of their work in future projects. 

Like many of my contemporaries, I am drawn to and inspired by our creation 

moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau. In the chapters of literary analysis of contemporary Kanaka 

Maoli literature (Chapters 3, 4, and 5) in this dissertation, I begin and end with one of my 

own poems referencing the Kumulipo, Papa and Wākea, and Pele and Hiʻiaka, 

respectively. I offer these poems as a way of blurring the lines between the genres of 

critical and creative writing, as creative writing can be very critical, presenting astute and 

complex analyses in the same way that critical writing can be very poetic, employing 

metaphor and kaona so as to add to the complexity of an argument or claim. I chose each 

of those poems in particular for their relevance to the arguments or claims within each 

chapter. I leave them without any analysis here largely because I’d rather not limit any of 

the interpretations readers of this dissertation may have. Consequently, though I offer 

literary analyses of some of our contemporary works, I also recognize that there are many 

other ways of reading each of my selections.  

 Daniel Heath Justice writes that we as indigenous peoples, must adjust our 

perception of theory, which should not be “limited only to critical essays and textual 

analyses; it’s also deep within the flow of meaning within poetry, fiction and creative 

nonfiction” (Justice 114).  The sheer magnitude of contemporary work by Kanaka Maoli 

authors who are drawn to write about or reference our creation moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau confirms this. There is something compelling within these texts, 

something that both speaks to and guides us in this time of severe colonization. The 
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political and pedagogical value of our moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau is profound and 

extends into cultural reinforcement and pride amidst the onslaught of colonialism, a 

system built upon as Haunani-Kay Trask writes, “the constant erosion of a people’s self-

respect through a colonization of the mind and the elegant spirit that once sustained it” 

(“Writing” 19). In this way, I believe that these moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau help us to 

heal, to remember “the elegant spirit” of our ancestors, our culture, and our ʻāina; and as 

such, I assert that these creation moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau may also be employed to 

guide us, as strong theories for decolonization, articulating distinctly Kanaka Maoli 

perspectives of native governance, indigeneity and resistance. 

 

The Kumulipo as a Theoretical Framework for Native Governance 

 Because of the Kumulipo’s importance in Hawaiian history and culture, and 

because of the tremendous cultural significance placed on moʻokūʻauhau, contemporary 

Hawaiians hold the Kumulipo within cultural memory. The Kumulipo also represents a 

classical work of Kanaka Maoli literature and further helps, along with other classical 

works, to define the overall body of Kanaka Maoli literature. Thus, as they occur within 

contemporary Hawaiian texts, kaona references to the Kumulipo also work to situate the 

modern as part of a continuum of Hawaiian literature, an assertion of both literary 

nationalism and intertextuality. Contemporary kaona references to classical texts function 

to privilege Hawaiian cultural perspectives and epistemologies, and they also celebrate 

the literary moʻokūʻauhau within which the contemporary text must be read.  

 However, more than defining a literary tradition and asserting literary 

nationalism, kaona may also reference the cultural memory of the subject matter of the 
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text, as well as the history associated with the text’s creation. Thus, when kaona 

references are made to the Kumulipo within the contemporary Kanaka Maoli text, the 

kaona is also referencing the deep sense of history related—the Hawaiian cosmogonic 

perspective and the epistemology it represents, as well as the history related to how the 

Kumulipo was used by both Kalākaua and Lili‘uokalani to demonstrate their mana and 

legitimacy to rule Hawaiʻi.  Indeed, because of the Kumulipo’s association with 

Hawaiʻi’s last two monarchs during its finals years as an independent nation, the 

Kumulipo has also come to symbolize the legitimacy of Hawaiian sovereignty, standing 

as a theoretical framework for Hawaiian sovereignty by defining “indigeneity” according 

to inherent anticolonial standards and establishing a long history of native governance 

within Hawaiʻi. 

 Perhaps because indigenous identity may only need definition within a colonial 

context, most definitions used for “indigenous” are colonially constructed.  Within the 

United States, blood quantum laws, originally “Indian Blood laws,” were created in 1705 

by European Americans to regulate who could be classified as Native American and thus 

be eligible to receive federal benefits. Though blood quantum is nearly impossible to 

measure (as blood quantum is inherently not empirical, yet empirical proof in the form of 

birth and death certificates is demanded),73 it was constructed as a way to limit native 

entitlements such as reservation lands. Several Native American and Kanaka Maoli 

scholars, including Eva Marie Garroutte and Kēhaulani Kauanui, have noted the various 

ways in which blood quantum laws are racist, erase the histories of colonial conquest 

                                         
73 Noenoe Silva, pers. comm. 
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wherein they were originally created and also create divisions of identity amongst native 

peoples. Within Hawaiʻi, blood quantum limits those Hawaiians who may “qualify” for 

Hawaiian Homestead land74 as well as for certain programs. In this way, blood quantum 

is upheld by colonialism as a means of measuring cultural authenticity. Consequently, 

divisions related to cultural authenticity are created between those who qualify and those 

who don’t, while the colonial power behind the division is hidden and affirmed 

simultaneously. Though blood quantum only applies for certain programs, the divisions 

of cultural authenticity they reinforce exceed the contexts of those programs and help to 

form and deform notions of indigenous Hawaiian identity.  

By contrast, the Kumulipo, as an oli kūʻauhau, provides a Hawaiian cultural 

model through which native identity is defined by genealogy, by ancestry. Therefore, one 

can identify as Hawaiian, instead of “quantify” as Hawaiian, by virtue of having at least 

one Hawaiian ancestor and knowing how to trace one’s lineage to that ancestor. The 

practice of moʻokūʻauhau, then, functions to overturn imposed notions of Hawaiian 

authenticity promoted through blood quantum and the divisive colonial ideology they 

embody. Moreover, because the Kumulipo is an evolutionary genealogy that details all 

life evolving since the beginning of the universe, it also emphasizes an intimate 

genealogical connection to the natural world. In the “Foreward” (a play on the terms 

“foreword” and “forward”) to Pueo Press’ republication of Lili‘uokalani’s translation, 

Pua Kanaka‘ole Kanahele notes that the “lesson” of the Kumulipo is “interconnection”:  

                                         
74 Hawaiians must be of at least 50% blood quantum to qualify to apply for an allotment of homestead land 
and of at least 30% to inherit homestead land. It should be noted that being given the right to apply for 
Hawaiian Homestead land does not necessarily mean that one actually receives a land lot. 
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[The Kumulipo] is a remembrance from the lipo of our deep past to the lipo of our 

unknown future.  It heralds existence from dawn to dawn or the numerous 

beginnings and endings … The Kumulipo recognized that the interrelationship of 

all things is an everlasting continuum, it is Ponahakeola, the chaotic whirlwind of 

life. (n.p.)   

 

The lessons of interconnection and continuity in the Kumulipo further emphasize 

Hawaiian identity through kuleana, or responsibility.  By tracing our beginnings to the 

beginning of the universe, the Kumulipo shows how we are inseparably a part of the 

universe and intimately a part of the land and ocean surrounding us. This familial 

relationship accords the kuleana we have as descendants and family members, to 

Hawaiʻi, as we must care for Hawaiʻi as we would our family. Of course, the fulfillment 

of this kuleana is dependent upon our self-determination and sovereignty as a people; we 

are not able to fully honor and care for our ʻāina, nor our culture and our people, so long 

as our lāhui is occupied by the United States, who controls and abuses our lands, ocean, 

and our resources.  

 While the Kumulipo serves to demonstrate the deep sense of history preceding 

humankind valued by our kūpuna, the oli also effectively establishes a long history of 

native governance, title and sovereignty. By recounting 800 generations of aliʻi in the 

final nine wā, the Kumulipo also firmly validates our people’s long history of sovereignty 

and native governance. As colonialism is a system that must justify its means by 

emphasizing the colonized country’s ineptitude to govern and support itself, a text 

showing 800 generations of native governance exposes the lie behind these claims.  
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Furthermore, the Kumulipo also undermines American colonial rule in Hawai‘i, as the 

United States’ history is relatively young, with only about nine generations within its 

national history, and just a mere four or five generations in Hawai‘i. The Kumulipo 

exposes the both the foreigness of the United States in Hawai‘i as well as the youth of the 

United States in comparision to Hawai‘i, which is a lāhui with a much deeper history.  

 

The Moʻolelo and Moʻokūʻauhau of Papa and Wākea as Indigeneity Theory 

 The moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau associated with Papa and Wākea, our Earth 

Mother and Sky Father, have especially lasting resonance for Kanaka Maoli today 

because they point to our belonging to and in Hawaiʻi, which is now a space of colonial 

contention. This sense of belonging comes from a genealogical connection, an intimate, 

familial connection to the ʻāina, the lani, the moana, and the kalo, a connection that 

articulates a distinctly Kanaka Maoli theory of indigeneity. Because of this connection, 

we never have to doubt our place in this world. 

 Settlers in Hawaiʻi, on the other hand, must constantly be reminded of how they 

do not share this connection through moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau. Everywhere they go in 

Hawaiʻi, they are confronted with the shallowness of their roots. For settlers without an 

understanding of how Hawaiʻi was once an internationally recognized sovereign nation 

now occupied by the United States, or for settlers without the political consciousness to 

recognize that this occupation cannot be justified, there arises a need to obfuscate his/her 

un-belonging. Terry Goldie’s concept of “indigenization” characterizes the colonialists’ 

attempt to justify their continued presence by obscuring their history of colonial 

occupation. Thus, for many settlers in Hawai’i, there is “a need to become ‘native,’ [in 
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order] to belong” (13), this need arising “when a person moved to a new place and 

recognized an Other as having greater roots in that place” (14). In this way, the colonial 

“fear [leads the colonial to] incorporate an indigenization, which excludes the indigene 

… an indigenization by inclusion for the white who, one might say, “acquires Indian” 

(215). Though focused on the colonial contexts of Australia, Canada and Aotearoa, 

Goldie’s work may also be applied to Hawaiʻi, as indicated by ongoing and recent 

discussions related to the use of terms like “hapa” and “kamaʻāina” and “local” identity 

formations in which settlers justify their presence by attempting to “indigenize” 

themselves to the land by way of constructing identities designed to either usurp 

indigenous status for themselves or neutralize the supercession of indigeneity. Of course, 

we know, as indigenous people, that any attempt at settler indigenization will fail because 

their stories will never be able to match the depth of history, nor the intimate connection 

we have with the ʻāina that are articulated within the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau of Papa 

and Wākea, who are cited as the common ancestors of all Kānaka Maoli.  Those settlers 

who recognize and honor Kānaka Maoli as the indigenous people of Hawaiʻi and who 

support Kānaka Maoli in our efforts to sustain our sovereignty and recover our ʻāina 

perhaps understand what other settlers must still learn: that so long as settlers continue to 

deny the history of dispossession upon which their presence was founded, upon which 

they have received benefits and privilege, they will feel “unwelcomed” in Hawaiʻi; and 

so long as the colonial injustices against native peoples remain suppressed, 

underacknowledged, and unreconciled, settlers will always feel as if they don’t belong 

because their colonial guilt will not let them forget, neither will our indigeneity.  
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 Specifically, the moʻolelo and moʻokū‘auhau of Papa and Wākea define our 

indigeneity by teaching us that the ʻāina and the kalo are our ancestors. As such, the ʻāina 

and the kalo care for us by feeding and nourishing us; and thus, it is our duty to care for 

and honor the ʻāina and the kalo. Mālama ʻāina, reciprocal caring for the land, and aloha 

ʻāina, reciprocal aloha for the land, have taken on political significance since the late 

nineteenth century. Our belonging is also predicated on the kuleana inherent in mālama 

ʻāina and aloha ʻāina. Kekuni Blaisdell uses both the Kumulipo and the moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau of Papa and Wākea (explaining the first wā of the Kumulipo as a 

metaphor for the “mating” of Papa and Wākea to create the universe) to underscore how 

our indigenous identity is irrevocably tied to this kuleana: 

And out of that mating [of Papa and Wākea] came and continues to come 

everything in our cosmos. And we as Kanaka Maoli are just one of the many 

components of this cosmos. So we Kanaka Maoli consider everything in our 

cosmos to be living, communicating, conscious. … and that is why we listen to 

the wind and the ocean and we observe the clouds and the rainbows, as well as the 

fish and birds, and we can communicate with these forces and they guide us in our 

thinking and in our acts. … [W]e are lōkahi with everything in our cosmos, 

inherently, because we have the same parents and therefore we are all siblings, 

and therefore, we must respect, revere, everything in our environment, and that is 

why we cannot destroy and pollute, contaminate, because to do this is to hurt 

ourselves. That is the essence of being Kanaka Maoli. In our thinking and action, 

the greatest virtue is to maintain proper pono, that is proper relationships,  
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harmony within ourselves, between ourselves and others and with everything in 

the cosmos. (Blaisdell) 

 

Blaisdell’s words emphasize how we, as Kānaka Maoli are not complete unless we are 

able to honor our relationship with the ʻāina by fulfilling our kuleana.  

 Earlier in this dissertation, I cite both Haunani-Kay Trask and Lilikalā 

Kameʻeleihiwa for articulating how our genealogical connection to the ʻāina affords 

Kānaka Maoli the kuleana of mālama ʻāina, to care and honor the ʻāina as one does an 

ancestor as a family member. In particular, Trask affirms the strong political and cultural 

claims to our lands and sovereignty through Papa and Wākea by recognizing them as the 

parents of all Hawaiians, which diminishes American colonial claims to Hawai‘i and 

Hawaiians: “Despite American political and territorial control of Hawai‘i since 1898, 

Hawaiians are not Americans. … We are the children of Papa—earth mother—and 

Wākea—sky father—who created the sacred lands of Hawai‘i Nei” (From a Native, 

Prescript). In doing so, she also articulates that Kanaka Maoli indigenous identity is 

nationalist, emphasizing our indigenous claims as a lāhui to our ʻāina. These claims are 

founded in part on our kuleana to aloha ʻāina, which warrants that we have full access to 

the ʻāina and its resources, as well as on the power we must exercise to stop and undo 

ongoing colonial devastation. Given our colonial status as a nation occupied by the 

United States, who controls access to the ʻāina and its resources and who refuses to curb 

its consumptive destruction through land development, military testing and dumping, and 

tourism—we cannot fulfill our kuleana to aloha our ʻāina without sovereignty.  

 



 276 

The Moʻolelo and Moʻokūʻauhau of Pele and Hiʻiaka as Indigenous Resistance 

Theory 

As creators of ʻāina whose mana we are still able to witness, both Pele and 

Hiʻiaka represent powerful kūpuna and guides. Their moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau are 

pedagogical sites offering not only protocols for how the ʻāina and we as Kānaka Maoli 

should be treated and governed, but also models for various means of warranted 

resistance in the face of unjust rule. Certainly, their moʻolelo express for us, as colonized 

people, our own longing to have our historical injustices redressed, but also the intense 

rage we feel as these injustices continue to further displace us and dispossess us. As such, 

many of our contemporary writers employ kaona references to the moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau of Pele and Hiʻiaka to emphasize ancestral models that reinforce 

resistance and decolonization.   

 As kuʻualoha hoʻomanawanui writes, Pele and Hiʻiaka moʻolelo represent, in 

form and content, “Kanaka Maoli resistance to western colonialism [and] an assertion of 

Hawaiian cultural identity, pride, and expression of Hawaiian creativity … which also 

continued cultural thought, belief and practice” (“Pele’s Appeal” 9).  Similarly, I contend 

that the moʻolelo also articulate a Kanaka Maoli theory of warranted resistance by 

emphasizing justice, mana wahine, and humor; and that this is precisely why these 

moʻolelo continue to be so popular, retold again and again within the nineteenth-century 

and now, in contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature by so many writers.  

 Though Pele and Hiʻiaka have special divine powers—immense strength, the 

ability to shape shift and control elements of the ʻāina, their mana is also displayed 

though their intelligence, their ability to craft prayers and oli, their ability to solve 
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problems and riddles, as well as their ability to see and understand what is hidden, 

whether it is a kupua in disguise, like Kamapuaʻa, or distant events, as when Hiʻiaka has 

a vision that Pele will destroy Hōpoe before she is able to return with Lohiʻau. They 

further show us that humor, as an intellectual display, is also inherent to this exercise of 

mana, as the moʻolelo feature several accounts of Pele and Hi‘iaka outsmarting, 

humiliating, and mocking their opponents using their highly advanced wits without 

necessarily having to use their supernatural powers. As such, they are strong cultural and 

epistemological models that also reinforce resistance through humor, as 

The person with a sense of humor can never be fully dominated, even by a 

government which imprisons him, for his ability to laugh at what is incongruous 

in the political situation will put him above it to some extent, and will preserve a 

measure of his freedom—if not of movement, at least of thought. (Morreal 101) 

 

In this way, humor represents a powerful means through which we may undermine and 

diminish colonial power using our wit and intelligence in various ways, including satiric 

writing and performances and other humorous displays within our political activism. 

Also, because it is culturally bound, humor becomes a form of resistance when we are 

able to laugh at the same things our ancestors once did, affirming our cultural connection 

to them through shared laughter. Undoubtedly, we experience this shared laughter when 

we read moʻolelo like that of Hi‘iaka’s encounter with the fisherman 

Pahululawai‘anuiokai, in which she enchants him into having sex with a rock so that she 

can have some of his fresh catch of uhu for her companion, Wahine‘ōma‘o, just to name 
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one example. Thus, humor has the potential as a weapon of empowerment as our laughter 

represents an adamant refusal to be conquered in body and spirit. 

As strong akua of mana wahine, Pele and Hiʻiaka also reconnect us to the ways 

that our kūpuna honored and recognized women as beautiful, powerful and creative, 

equal and complementary to men. As Trask writes, colonialism reinforces a patriarchal 

view that women are subordinate to men and female leadership often faulty. Our 

collective resistance against this colonial ideology enables us to support the efforts and 

ideas of our women leaders of the past and present, and also to reconnect with our 

sexuality in ways that have been suppressed through colonialism and Christian mores, to 

view the sexual as celebratory and joyful. This includes more than just enjoying sex, but 

also overturning the colonial and Christian view that being māhū or having aikāne (same-

sex sexual partners), as Hi‘iaka has love affairs with both men and women, is abhorrent 

or deviant, so that our people may once again have the freedom and right to explore and 

engage in their sexuality while also enjoying cultural acceptance. Moreover, by resisting 

colonial ideology in this way, we also may hoʻoulu lāhui, or increase the nation, through 

healthy repopulation that may counter the population collapse we faced during the 

nineteenth century.  

 Finally, both Pele and Hiʻiaka show that their mana comes from the ʻāina, with 

Pele as the akua of Kīlauea and Hiʻiaka as the akua of the nahele, the forest. Their 

intelligence and mana are partly shown through their vast and intimate knowledge of 

various ʻāina, their familiarity with the customs and beliefs of the people of those ʻāina, 

as well as their knowledge of powerful oli connected to ʻāina. They underscore how this 

knowledge of the ʻāina is vital to realizing our own mana as Kānaka Maoli. For example, 
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the regeneration of life after destruction in the Pele and Hi‘iaka mo‘olelo articulates how 

huliau, a period of upheaval or transition, is temporary, how new life and creation may 

come out of devastation. This offers a powerful sense of hope for us as colonized people, 

as the metaphor of life after destruction teaches us, not only of the transience of our 

colonial situation, but also that colonial struggle and resistance are a way toward new life. 

Furthermore, the moʻolelo reinforce that our own mana comes from the knowledge that 

has been passed down to us by our ancestors—ultimately, the mana of our words to both 

remember (the knowledge within our oli, pule, moʻolelo and hula) and to fight (through 

living moʻolelo and refusing to be silenced), and the mana afforded us by our connection 

to the ʻāina.   

 The continued popularity of mo‘olelo about Pele and Hi‘iaka is testament not only 

to its ongoing cultural relevance, but also to Hawaiians’ reverent aloha for Pele and 

Hi‘iaka. Their mo‘olelo are pedagogical, offering protocols for how the ‘āina and Kānaka 

Maoli should be treated and governed; potent models for various means of warranted 

resistance in the face of unjust rule; and vibrant symbols of cultural pride and 

revitalization amidst colonialism. As such, Trask’s poetry, along with that of many other 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli writers who employ kaona references to Pele and Hiʻiaka, 

exemplifies not only how kaona continues as a vital part of the Native Hawaiian aesthetic 

and intellectual tradition, but also how the moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau of Pele and 

Hiʻiaka may be used rhetorically and epistemologically to reaffirm culture, create a sense 

of unity among Hawaiians, and function as a political call to action—important in any 

decolonization movement.  
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 As creators of ‘āina, both Pele and Hi‘iaka represent ancestors whose powers 

continue to be felt. One can journey to Kīlauea and feel the heat emanating from Pele’s 

lake of fire while standing on Halema‘uma‘u’s crater edge; walk over old street signs and 

roads engulfed in cooled lava; and see the new growth of ferns pushing their way through 

the hardened basalt. Pele and Hi‘iaka are tangible gods who make their presence known 

in the ‘āina’s many manifestations. They guide us as we resist colonialism and therein 

strengthen our mana as we continue on the decolonizing journey to heal ourselves and 

our ʻāina. 

 

As contemporary Native Hawaiians surviving over a century of American 

colonization, many of us have been led to believe that our separation from our kūpuna 

and our traditional culture has been so severe as to be irreparable. This is simply not true. 

As I assert, the kaona references to our creation moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau within our 

contemporary Kanaka Maoli literature confirm our cultural continuity and are 

representative of the many ways that we are reconnecting with our ancestors. The voices 

of our kūpuna continue to live through us each time we “live moʻolelo,” hearing or 

reading their words, each time we think about their teachings and integrate them into our 

lives. We must follow in the footsteps of our kūpuna, and our moʻolelo and 

moʻokūʻauhau offer us the direction we need. Our kūpuna understood and implemented 

the rhetorical call to action within moʻolelo, upheld this practice as powerful and 

meaningful and above all, an effective means of rallying political messages through the 

mana and wisdom of our kūpuna. We must ensure these moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau 

continue to live and proliferate, like our people, like our lāhui.  
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