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Abstract 

 

This qualitative study was conducted to better understand the use of an Instagram 

platform called AoKānaka to explore aspects of Kānaka identity: moʻokūʻauhau, ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, 

ʻāina, moʻolelo. This research on AoKānaka engaged six participants to discuss and share 

experiences to prompts posed by the creators of the platform who were, at the time of this study, 

keiki (children). Data collected indicated three themes: hoʻoikaika, pilina and hoʻokānaka. A 

second level analysis that directly addressed the research question indicated that the platform 

provided participants with three “hoʻōla” (heal): hoʻōla Kānaka, hoʻōla ʻohana, and hoʻōla 

lāhui. This study indicated that platforms like AoKānaka can serve to strengthen cultural 

understandings and become repositories that preserve and sustain elements of Hawaiian identity. 
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Hawaiian Glossary 

Retrieved from wehewehe.org 

The following terms are ‘Ōlelo Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian Language) words that are found 

throughout this dissertation. Since the premise of this study is to encourage the growth and use of 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, an English translation will only appear in parenthesis upon the first introduction 

of the term. Although ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi words often have multiple meanings, the definition for the 

intended use of the term is provided below. This approach intends to honor and elevate the 

language that has carried my ancestors, my children, and myself. This research recognizes and 

respects that ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi words often have multiple meanings; the following Hawaiian words 

and the accompanying definitions are intended for use in this research and should not be 

regarded as definitive nor comprehensive. The terms marked with an asterisk are translated from 

the research or participants in this study. 

*ao honua: world 

*AoKānaka: a keiki friendly Instagram profile that is translated as Enlightened Hawaiians 

ahupuaʻa: land division usually extending from the uplands to the sea 

ala: path 

alakaʻi: leader 

alamaʻi: a Hawaiian cultural tattoo 

alaniho: long tattoo stripe (a Hawaiian cultural tattoo) 

aloha: love, affection, compassion, mercy, sympathy kindness, grace 

Aloha ʻāina: love of the land or of one’s country, patriotism 

*alu pū: come together 

ea: sovereignty, independence 
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*eia au: here I am 

ikaika: strong, powerful, sturdy, potent; strength, force, energy, might, vigor, determination  

iʻa: fish  

inoa: name  

*inoa Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian name  

ola: life, health, well-being living, livelihood, means of support 

oli: chant 

one hānau: birthplace, homeland 

*ua lehulehu a manomano ka ʻikena o ka Hawaiʻi: the knowledge of our ancestors are 

abundant or is abundant 

haʻaheo: proud 

haole: white person, foreigner, American, Englishman, Caucasian 

haku: to compose, invent 

hānai: to raise 

hanauna: generation 

hana ʻino: to mistreat, abuse 

hāpai: to carry 

Hawaiʻi: Hawaiʻi (both the island and the group of islands); Hawaiian person; Hawaiian 

hewa: wrong 

hilahila: embarrassed 

ho: to give, transfer, go 

honua: land, earth, world 

*hoʻokahi wale nō lā he malihini: for only a day we're a visitor 
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hoʻōla: to save, heal, cure, spae, salvation, healer; savior. 

*hoʻōla kānaka: to heal as a Native Hawaiian 

*hoʻōla ʻohana: the healing process and well-being of family 

*hoʻōla lāhui: the healing, life, health, and well-being of the nation 

hoʻolauna: to introduce one person to another; to be friendly 

*hoʻoikaika (or hōʻikaika): make a great effort, work hard, encourage, strengthen 

*hoʻokānaka: manly, human, courageous; to become a servant or helper 

hoʻolohe: to hear, obey 

huaʻōlelo: word 

kai: sea 

kaiapuni: immersion, medium 

kaikamahine: daughter 

kahakai: beach 

kāhea: to call, cry out 

*kākou: the ability to work together 

kākoʻo: to uphold, support 

Kanaka: Hawaiian, human being, man, person, often a term of affection or pride 

Kānaka: plural of Kanaka 

*Kanaka ʻōiwi: Native Hawaiian 

*Kānaka ʻōiwi: plural of Kanaka ʻōiwi 

*Kānaka Hawaiʻi: Hawaiians 

*Kanaka maoli: Native Hawaiian 

*Kānaka maoli: plural of Kanaka maoli 
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kāne: man, men 

kanu: plant 

kapu: taboo 

keiki: child, offspring  

*keiki Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian children 

kī hōʻalu: slack key 

koko: blood 

*kōkua aku, kōkua mai: give help, receive help 

kūkākūkā: to discuss 

kūkūahine: grandmother 

*kula kaiapuni: Hawaiian immersion school 

kulanui: college, university 

kulāiwi: Native land, homeland 

kuleana: responsibility 

kumu: teacher 

Kumulipo: origin, genesis, Hawaiian creation chant 

kupua: Demigod or culture hero, especially a supernatural being possessing several forms  

kupuna: grandparent, ancestor, relative 

kūpuna: plural of kupuna 

kupunahine: grandmother 

lāhui: nation, race, people 

*lāhui Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian nation 

lawaiʻa: fishing 
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lei: garland, necklace of flowers 

limu: seaweed 

loʻi: irrigated terrace, especially for Taro 

*ma ka hana ka ʻike: in the work one knows/learns 

*mai hilahila: don't be ashamed 

maikaʻi: good 

mauli: life, heart 

mauna: mountain 

mahalo: thanks, gratitude; to thank 

*mahalo i nā mea loaʻa: be thankful for what I have 

Māhele: land division  

*māhū: “the in-between” (Ravida, 2018)  

makawalu: numerous, many, much, in great quantities  

makua: parent 

mākua: plural of makua 

makuahine: mother 

makuakāne: father 

māla: garden 

mālama: To take care of, tend, attend, care for, preserve, protect 

malihini: stranger, foreigner, newcomer, tourist 

*malihini haumāna: foreign students 

māmā: mother 

mana: power 
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*mana wahine: powerful women 

mānaleo: Native speaker 

manaʻo: thought, idea, belief, opinion 

*mea Hawaiʻi: thing(s) Hawaiian 

mele: song, anthem, music 

moʻo: succession 

*moʻokahua: a succession of my foundation 

moʻokūʻauhau: genealogy 

moʻolelo: story, tale, myth, history, tradition, literature, legend 

*moʻolelo Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian stories 

moʻomeheu: traditions 

*moʻomeheu Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian traditions 

muʻumuʻu: a loose gown 

naʻauao: learned, enlightened, intelligent, wise 

naʻau: heart, guts 

noho: to live, reside 

*nohono Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian lifestyle 

*papa: grandpa 

*Papahānaumoku: Earth Mother 

pāpale: hat 

pelekānia: English 

piko: umbilical cord 

pili: be close, associate with 
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*pili ma ka ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi: close with Hawaiian language 

pilikia: trouble of any kind, great or small; problem,  

pilina: connection, relationship, association, meeting, joining, adhering, fitting 

pono: righteous 

poʻe: people, persons 

*poʻe haole: foreign people 

*poʻe Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian people 

*puka kula: to graduate  

*Pūnana Leo: language nest preschools 

wā: period of time, time 

*wā kahiko: ancient time 

*Wākea: Sky Father 

waiwai: valuable 

wahine: woman, women 

wahi: place, location, position, site, setting 

wahi pana: legendary place 

*ʻākoakoa mai: to gather around 

ʻauamo: carry 

*ʻauamo kuleana: carry the responsibility 

ʻāina: land 

ʻāina hānau: native land, land of one’s birth, homeland, birthplace 

ʻike: knowledge 

*ʻike Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian knowledge 
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ʻike kuʻuna: traditional knowledge 

ʻiwi kūpuna: ancestral bones/burial sites 

ʻohana: family, relative 

*ʻohana Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian family 

ʻonipaʻa: steadfast 

ʻōiwi: native 

ʻōlelo: language 

*ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian language 

*ʻōlelo makuahine: Mother tongue 

ʻōlelo noʻeau: proverb, wise saying, traditional saying 

tūtū: granny, grandma, grandpa 

tūtūhine: grandmother 
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Prologue: Moʻokahua 

Before I look at what others have to say about Native Hawaiian identity it is important for 

me that I share my own. I discuss parts of my story to create an understanding of what I have 

gone through to find my place in this western-influenced society. My story goes as far back as 

four generations and these narratives reveal parts of my foundation that stems from my mākua 

(parents), their mākua, and their kūpuna (grandparents) that heavily contribute to my 

(Indigenous) identity. These moʻolelo (story) are also foundational to this dissertation as a way 

my kūpuna continue to stay connected with me. In fact, before presenting the tales of how others 

define their Kanakaness, it is my kuleana (kuleana) that I honor my moʻolelo. 

Introduction 

For generations, my ʻohana (family) and I have journeyed on a path to define what it 

means to be a Hawaiian. The impact of colonization and illegal occupation of these islands, as 

Kameʻeleihiwa (1992) and others (Kahumoku, 2021; Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 2021; Osorio, 2001) 

contend, have challenged Kānaka Hawaiʻi (Hawaiians) in multiple and varied ways. These 

difficulties, faced by so many Native Hawaiians like my kūpuna and mākua, have always been 

the driving force behind my personal and scholarly curiosity. While I do not understand the 

barriers my ʻohana faced during their time, I wanted to uphold my families hard fought definition 

of what it means to be Kanaka (Hawaiian).  

Within an appropriate environment and community, I was able to built my identity as a 

Hawaiian and I wish for the same as a makua (parent). I was one of the first in my family to 

attend a kula kaiapuni (Hawaiian immersion school) and made the conscious decision to raise my 

keiki in a world where Hawaiian culture thrives and language is valued. Allowing my children to 

be part of a revitalization of Hawaiʻi’s culture and language was one I could not rob them of. I 
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walked a fearful path of isolation and disconnection surrounded by an English speaking society 

that I do not want for my keiki (children). Currently, they live in a technologically-rich society 

where social media platforms such as Instagram can isolate those who do not communicate in 

English. To prevent such an impact, exploring social media and the relationship it has on the 

Indigenous identity is important to me as a person, a Native Hawaiian, and a makuahine 

(mother).  

The following section shares a set of tales about my parents—the journey of how two 

beloved Hawaiians found different pathways as Kanaka. This work enabled me to reconnect with 

the deepest parts of understanding who I am as one of the keiki of my parents. Just as they are 

Hawaiian, I am a Kanaka maoli (Native Hawaiian). I am also, someone who was once silent but 

can no longer be kept quiet. I believe I am the voice that my kūpuna prayed for—and this is our 

story.  

Makuakāne 

This first story takes us back to Hawaiʻi in 1961—the year of my father's birth. My father 

did not know when his Indigenous identity began to form but he fondly remembers his 

kupunahine (grandmother) and makuahine being integral to his development. For my dad, my 

great-grandmother and grandma were nothing less than mana wahine—powerful women—who 

would ʻauamo kuleana—carry the responsibility—to care for my ‘ohana. My father recalls 

memories of both catching and preparing food without a kāne (men). For example, my dad 

shared how my great-grandma would lure in fish while cleaning limu (seaweed) in her 

muʻumuʻu (loose gown) dress. My father mentioned that her dress became a trap for the iʻa 

(fish), knowing that they would feed on the seaweed she cleaned. In addition, my grandmother 

would teach her sons how to catch Hawaiian delicacies with their bare hands and without any 
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special equipment. These wahine (women) were the ones who taught my father the importance 

of kuleana and perpetuating a lifestyle that is Kanaka. Regardless of who taught him, he 

understood that carrying out responsibility was essential. My father saw that his ʻohana's 

Hawaiian traditions—harvesting, catching, and preparing food from both ʻāina (land) and 

kahakai (beach)—helped him to provide for his own family. He defined for me what it meant to 

be Hawaiian—the ability to survive off the land and sea, care for his kuleana, and perpetuate 

Hawaiian ways of living.  

While his grandmother and his mother were both of pure blood and fluent speakers of 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian language), he did not learn how to speak Hawaiian. Given that his 

tūtūhine (grandmother) was born during the Hawaiian Kingdom and his mother was born during 

the illegal annexation of Hawaiʻi to the United States, both were raised to speak their mother 

tongue during a time when there was a ban on speaking our native vernacular. My father, 

unfortuantely, did not have the option of learning his language. However, my makuakāne (father) 

grew up surrounded by native speakers and he understood the importance of communicating in 

Hawaiian. In fact, one evening, my young father was told: "because you cannot speak Hawaiian, 

then you are not Hawaiian." Hearing these words really hit him and when he became a father, he 

knew that if there was an opportunity for his children to be able to ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi he wanted us 

to continue his grandmother and mother’s legacy.  

Makuahine 

The story of my mother begins in 1963.  She was not raised around those who spoke 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and those who practiced moʻomeheu Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian traditions). My mother's 

only connection to her Indigenous identity was that she knew that she had Hawaiian blood.  

Although with such recognition came opportunities like access to Hawaiian Homes Lands and 
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Kamehameha Schools, she was not raised to understand the importance of kanu (planting), 

lawaiʻa (fishing), and other cultural practices.  She knew that through her genealogy, she was a 

Kanaka. But beyond this, my young mother did not grow up connected to mea Hawaiʻi—things 

Hawaiian.  

Mākua 

My parents came from different understandings of what it meant to be Hawaiian, and 

when they got married in 1981, things started to change for them. Both possessed an identity of 

their own and once a couple, they realized that they could create a new identity for themselvs and 

their ʻohana. As one of their keiki, I realized the significance of knowing my Hawaiian-ness: our 

history, the beauty of our language, our connection to ʻāina, and the wealth found in our 

moʻolelo. Having my makuakāne instill in my siblings and I the importance of kuleana as a 

Native Hawaiian taught us that taking care of our responsibilities is our way of life. Our mākua 

always reminded us how fortunate we were and are to be Kānaka Hawaiʻi.  

Since my parents (and older siblings) were unable to learn how to speak in ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi, when the State of Hawaiʻi opened the kaiapuni (immersion) schools in 1987, I was 

enrolled without hesitation. For my mākua, the possibility of sending one of their keiki to learn 

in a Hawaiian language environment and bring home the language to teach the family was a 

choice they could not pass up. I discovered I had an opportunity to revitalize our mother tongue 

for our ʻohana.  

My Moʻolelo 

As a kaiapuni student, I was introduced to the world through our native vernacular. This 

Hawaiian world gave me a different understanding of what it meant to be Kānaka.  I now saw 

that I was much more than my blood quantum. For thirteen years of my life, I built connections 
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to my moʻokūʻauhau (genealogy), moʻolelo, ʻāina, and other knowledge through ʻōlelo 

makuahine (mother tongue). These learnings made me critically analyze my Hawaiian identity. I 

found new ways of expressing my disagreements about what happened to Native Hawaiians like 

my ancestors. I also found connections in history, moʻolelo, and moʻomeheu (traditions) that 

made me aware of my kuleana—not only to my own family but to the greater lāhui Hawaiʻi 

(Hawaiian nation). These years in kaiapuni empowered my Indigenous identity.  

When I transitioned to an English-dominated high school, I wandered through this new 

educational environment that required me to learn different histories, knowledges, and different 

ways of thinking. Writing in English, for example, was a total cultural shock for me. My ability 

to ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi faded because I had no one to converse with at school or home. The values I 

was asked to learn aligned with American rather than Hawaiian philosophies and they became 

how I operated in the world. I made decisions now based on these new values.  

Once I left public high school and moved to the university, my identity and ability to 

describe who I was as a Kanaka shifted once more. In my university classes, I was allowed to 

explore my truths, especially in what it means to be a Hawaiian living in America. I came into 

contact with professors, community members, and others who were grounded in their Hawaiian 

identity. They were proud to tell their stories and experiences; in turn, these discussions 

produced new knowledge that helped me process my own identity. I was fortunate to learn about 

my Hawaiian literature, history, and science. I realized that I could call myself Kanaka ʻōiwi 

(Native Hawaiian) and be proud of it.   
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

Kaulana nā pua aʻo Hawaiʻi 

Famous are the children of Hawaiʻi 

Kūpaʻa ma hope o ka ʻāina 

Ever loyal to the land 

Hiki mai ka ʻelele o ka loko ʻino 

When the evil-hearted messenger comes 

Palapala ʻānunu me ka pākaha 

With his greedy document of extortion 

(Prendergast, 1895) 

 The lines of this song, speak to the Indigenous people of Hawaiʻi. In the stanza it says, 

“Kūpaʻa ma hope o ka ʻāina (ever loyal to the land)”, speaking of the importance of ʻāina to 

Kānaka (Hawaiians). However, when foreigners came to the islands they brought with them a 

different ideology that considered land as a commedity. This chapter is dedicated to uncovering 

the problem-of-practices associated with the differences between Kānaka Hawaiʻi and poʻe haole 

(foreign people).  

Significance of Study 

For generations, my family and I have attempted to define what being a Kānaka maoli 

(Native Hawaiians) means to us. The experiences we have gone through continues to ground and 

shape me as a Native Hawaiian scholar and researcher. Now that I have keiki of my own, I see 

them attempting to navigate this new world and I am full of concerns. Moreover, for my keiki 

and their peers as well as the generations of Kānaka yet to be born, this study allowed us to 

explore a how social media platform and the discussions that occur have (or have not) influenced 



 

 

7 

 

what it means to be Indigenously Hawaiian in today’s context. This project explores the 

development and participation on an Indigenous digital platform called AoKānaka. I wonder if 

such social media and online platforms allow for critical discussions that possibly shape who we 

are as Indigenous people and how it may define how we should be. The AoKānaka platform may 

have the potential to address cultural trauma and allow other Native Hawaiians to engage in 

critical discussions related to colonization and cultural genocide, and it may help reinforce 

positive discussions related to cultural identity and Indigenous knowledge and practices. 

While I understand that this generational path that was created by my kūpuna has led me 

and my keiki to communicate in Hawaiian, practice traditional and foundational ways of living 

and believing, and has asked of us to care for our kuleana, I also realize that the use of 

AoKānaka may lead to other ideas and issues related our collective identity as Kānaka maoli. I 

have come to understand that it is now my kuleana to continue to extend this journey of 

exploration so that the well-being of future keiki, both in our ʻohana and others, can be alive and 

vibrant. By enabling us to share our truths, especially those who participated on AoKānaka, may 

expand our understanding of what it means to call ourselves Native Hawaiians in today’s world. 

Statement of the Problem 

What I have come to understand is that Indigenous histories have often been displayed in 

raw, traumatic stories of assimilation, subjugation, and even termination. Taira (2018) reported 

how white settlers who arrived in Hawaiʻi relied on their power to “dismember” native 

consciousness by removing and replacing the culture, language, and identity with western 

civilization. Osorio (2001) in his foundational review of the dismemberment of Kānaka maoli 

during the 1800s noted the systemic removal of our culture and language. He recognized that 
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those associated with being American caused a ripple effect of disconnect, discontinuity, and 

disruption of Hawaiian ways of life.  

Kanaʻiaupuni, Kekahio, Duarte, and Ledward (2021) argued that the historical trauma is 

associated with the removal of Kānaka from their ʻāina, the termination of traditional practices, 

and the banning of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi. Like what occurred in my family, so many Native Hawaiians 

are on a journey to heal such trauma and reclaim our indigeneity (Wilson-Hokowhitu, Brown, 

Meyer, Hoʻomanawanui, Aikau, Chang, Hall, Kahakalau, Nuʻuhiwa and Perkins, 2019). In light 

of these histories, Kanaʻiaupuni and her colleagues (2021) assert that Kānaka continue to fight 

for our independence. These authors argue that there are clear signs of resurgence in Hawaiian 

identity and a wave of intergenerational change taking place to reverse the traumas of our past 

(Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 2021).  

What drives this research is how social media and specifically this AoKānaka platform 

helps Native Hawaiians discuss, ponder, and possibly fortify their identity as Kānaka Hawaiʻi. 

Jon Osorio (2001) and Jamaica Osorio (2021) suggest that for Kānaka today, it is important to 

continue discussions about their ethnic identity so that there are continued efforts to learn and 

teach ourselves about what it means to have genealogical connections to understand and find 

relevance in our moʻolelo, to hear and use ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi in our interactions, and to build 

stronger connections to our (and possibly other) ʻāina.  

Other researchers (Carlson & Frazer, 2020; Galla, 2018) wonder how social media allows 

for Indigenous cultures like Kānaka maoli opportunities to uphold their cultural identities 

through modern, technological avenues like Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok. Social media 

provides a chance for Indigenous people to "preserve endangered Indigenous knowledge for 

future generations" (Botangen, Vodanovich & Yu, 2017, p. 2304) by contributing to revitalizing 
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Indigenous languages (Chew, 2021; Meighan, 2021). More importantly, because this type of 

forum is freely accessible, the information and discussion boards within are readily available to 

all generations and across all geographic locations (Galla, 2018). Even as reachable as these 

forums are, Leavitt, Covarrubias, Perez, & Fryberg (2015) warns that challenges associated with 

appropriate (or misappropriate) representation and appropriation of information about 

Indigenous peoples. 

The study examined major aspects of Hawaiian identity as determined by Kanaʻiaupuni 

and colleges (2021). These four specific aspects of Native Hawaiian identity include: 

moʻokūʻauhau,ʻāina,ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, and moʻolelo. This research acknowledged that while there 

is room for interpretation of what elements constitute a “real” or “true” Hawaiian, the following 

discussion is meant to illustrate how these four components were selected for this investigation. 

At no time does this researcher suggest that these four are the only identifiers of being a Kanaka 

maoli; rather, they provide a framework as a means of examining the discussions that took place 

on AoKānaka. Furthermore, the four aspects provide a lens on how participants share their truths 

about such conversations and possible impacts on how they see themselves as Kānaka living 

today. 

Importance of Moʻokūʻauhau  

Moʻokūʻauhau is critical to connecting Kānaka to their identity (Kanaʻiaupuni & Liebler, 

2005; Kameʻeleihiwa, 1992) since being Hawaiian is often defined through our ancestry (Osorio, 

2001). Knowing one's ancestral lineage was traditionally considered as a way to validate one's 

Hawaiian identity. However, McDougall (2015) reminds us that "in a colonized space where 

genealogies are not valued and preserved, there is always the threat of forgetting" (p. 776) them. 

As a counter to the threat, Kaiwi (2006) shares: "Our Hawaiian identity stays in our DNA! It 
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doesn't matter how much or how little Hawaiian blood...it takes only one ancestor to connect... to 

the many who came before” (p. 33).  

Sadly, one of the ways in which the use of moʻokūʻauhau has been replaced with another 

way to verify Kānaka existence has been through the use of a measure called blood quantum.  

Burgess (2020) and others (Kauanui, 2008; Osorio, 2001) have noted the destructive force of 

using blood quantum to measure Kānakaness and to determine access to ancestral lands ceded to 

Native Hawaiians. The Indigenous people of Hawaiʻi once used genealogical ties to validate 

their identity, but through colonization this has often been replaced with evidence of how much 

Hawaiian one is based on blood quantum. 

Significance of ʻĀina 

Another essential component being discussed on AoKānaka is the relationship one has 

with ʻāina. Researchers Kanaʻiaupuni & Malone (2006) recognized the importance of ʻāina 

because it generates among Kānaka a sense of belonging to a place and its people. In a traditional 

sense, the idea of ʻāina included not only an intimate understanding of the geographic aspects of 

the terrain, weather patterns, and soil, but these knowledges also impacted the ways in which 

those who lived in the area understood and practiced their agriculture, aquaculture, and other 

ways of life (Kanaʻiaupuni & Liebler, 2005). The ʻāina was part of one's history and continues to 

link Kānaka with one another (Kanaʻiaupuni & Malone, 2006).  

In this respect, Native Hawaiians care for ʻāina as it cares for them (Kameʻeleihiwa, 

1992). The thought of destroying any part of the ʻāina or even owning it was foreign to our 

ancestors (Boggs, 1977; Cachola, 1995). Yet, with the introduction of foreign commerce, the 

idea of purchasing land was adopted by our monarchs in the Kuleana Act passed in 1850 that 

allowed people to own ʻāina (Cachola, 1995). As Kameʻelihiwa (1992) argues, this idea of land 
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ownership removed the kinship and respect our ancestors had for the environment and replaced it 

with the idea that land was a commodity. Explorative discussions raised on AoKānaka by 

participants in relation to their identity and connection to ʻāina was examined through this 

investigation. 

Vitality of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi 

Cultural identity is often connected to the use of one’s native language or mother tongue. 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi was once on the brink of extinction and continues to be labeled as an endangered 

language (Goo, 2019; Kawaiʻaeʻa, Housman, and Alencastre, 2007). Although the State of 

Hawaiʻi is the only US state to have two official languages—English and Hawaiian—only 

around 25,000 people speak ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi (Fox, 2018).  Furthermore, for many Kānaka, the 

Hawaiian language is what makes them whole (Warner, 1999).  

Currently, the Hawaiian language is not accessible to all Kānaka (Wilson & Kamanā, 

2006) and English continues to be the primary language spoken within our homes (Ng-Osorio & 

Ledward, 2011). Enright (2018) argues, losing one's native tongue causes one to lose themselves 

to colonization and creates a challenge when establishing it. Although the lāhui Hawaiʻi has 

fought to advance the use of their Indigenous language, there is still work that must be done 

(Goo, 2019). The Hawaiian language is crucial to our Indigenous identity because it is our 

mother tongue; however, the emphasis on English has made it difficult to practice and speak 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi.  

Empowerment of Moʻolelo 

The significance of moʻolelo informs this research by broadening our understanding of 

how Kānaka should live and the kuleana they have (Baker, 2015). Osorio (2021) explains that 

within these epic narratives are explanations of how poʻe Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian people) of old 
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understood the world they lived in and more importantly took care of their ‘āina and each other. 

Within these stories is traditional knowledge that, as Malo (1903) recorded, told of practices that 

sustained life in these islands as well as the various relationships between humans and the world 

around them. As Mākua, Meyer, & Wakinekona (2019) indicate, when these historic passages 

are passed down from one generation to the next, they allow traditions and knowledge to 

continue to live. However, when Hawaiian stories have been translated through malihini 

(foreigner) eyes—which can construe and change its inherent truths—those who read these 

revised tales come to different understandings of what it means to be a Kānaka (Krug, 2016).  

Purpose of the Study 

According to Kanaʻiaupuni et al. (2021):  

Solving systemic challenges calls for reactivation of our superpower as a Native people: 

our strong roots in ʻohana, community, ʻāina, and spiritual connections. This inherent 

strength among Kānaka Maoli (Native, Indigenous people) leads us to revive our Native 

practices and reignite ancestral knowledge to solve contemporary challenges (p. 26). 

Meyer (2003) validates that this is a “kākou thing” (p.10)—working together—when it comes to 

reclaiming and understanding who we are as poʻe Hawaiʻi. Social media, even with the threats to 

Indigenous integrity, presents possibilities for Hawaiians to be a part of spaces that preserves and 

sustains elements of Kānaka identity (Galla, 2018).  

COVID-19 revealed a need for platforms that support and contribute to Hawaiian identity 

(Kukahiko et al., 2020; Hiraishi, 2021; Lee, 2021). Parents like me who made a conscious 

decision to enroll their children in a Hawaiian language school were left with minimal 

educational options during the pandemic (Hirashi, 2021; Lee, 2021). The pandemic forced 

families to teach ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi even though they may not have the competency and/or ability to 
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do so (Hirashi, 2020). When the pandemic first hit the islands, distance learning was only offered 

in English (Hirashi, 2021) and became a "threat" to steer children away from Hawaiian education 

(Lee, 2021). This situation provide an increase need for a study such as this. 

#AoKānaka | A Keiki Friendly Kānaka Platform 

I share the impacts of the pandemic with you because it is foundational to how the 

platform #AoKānaka had started. My keiki are at the age where they are able to navigate these 

technologies with ease and I found them drifting toward speaking English rather than ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi because of its convenience. Therefore, as an ʻohana, we knew something must be done, 

and my keiki were moved to launch this project on Instagram. The site is called "Ao•Kānaka," 

which translates to "enlightened Hawaiians."  

The AoKānaka project highlighted the importance of Hawaiian identity through 

discussions about the importance of moʻokūʻauhau, ʻāina, ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, and moʻolelo Hawaiʻi 

(Hawaiian stories). My keiki are the navigators of this site as they share moʻolelo and posed 

questions around moʻokūʻauhau,ʻāina and ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi. The participants come from across the 

world and range in age, socioeconomic position, and other differences. This project was created 

and coordinated by my keiki, who felt in their naʻau (gut) that this would help others navigate 

these topics through a world that is dominated by social media. In addition, this is an outlet for 

my keiki to begin to see how Kanaka ʻōiwi can exist in a multi-global society while still 

embracing their indigeneity.  

With the ever-changing times, the importance of this study is to explore how AoKānaka 

can be a contributing factor to our identity as a Kanaka 'ōiwi. This study seeks to examine: 

How does the project AoKānaka, an Instagram platform, help Native Hawaiian 

participants explore elements of Kanaka 'ōiwi identity in this current time?   
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Research Design 

As a Kānaka researcher, I am interested in learning the relationship between Hawaiian 

identity as related to the discussions between Kānaka on the Instagram site AoKānaka. With an 

emphasis on exploring the lived experiences of participants, I selected a qualitative 

phenomenological approach that allows me to inquire and understand their truths and how those 

are constructed in relation to the discussions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This exploratory study 

builds on several qualitative methodological principles—that there is no need to test a 

hypothesis, that research is subjective rather than objective, and that there are multiple truths 

rather than a single universal one. (Fossey, Harvey, McDermott, & Davidson, 2002; Maxwell, 

2008). Additionally, Creswell, Hanson, Clark, Plano, and Morales (2007) define the 

phenomenological approach as: "When the researcher seeks to understand the lived experiences 

of persons about a phenomenon" (p. 241).  

In addition, I have incorporated Indigenous methodologies as a crucial strategy for what 

Porsanger (2004) argues is vital for those conducting research with, for, and about Native 

peoples:   

The main aim of Indigenous methodologies is to ensure that research on Indigenous 

issues can be carried out in a more respectful, ethical, correct, sympathetic, useful, and 

beneficial fashion, seen from the point of view of Indigenous peoples (p. 107-108). 

Smith (2021) reminds those of us who are Indigenous to decolonize our research. To do so, 

Indigenous researchers center "our concerns and world views and then coming to know and 

understand theory and research from our own perspectives and for our own purposes" (Smith, 

2021, p. 43).  
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Summary 

Platforms such as Instagram can be a tool that contributes to our indigeneity as Kānaka 

ʻōiwi (Native Hawaiians). The results of this study connected and affirmed that spaces like 

AoKānaka can promote Kanaka ʻōiwi. My kūpuna paved a way and gifted me with a journey 

filled with insight and wisdom; it is now my kuleana to contribute to this path. I hope that this ala 

(path) that I am on will continue their work for my keiki and the generations beyond. I write for 

Kānaka who share a similar story that my ʻohana and I went through in terms of validating who 

we are and what it means to be a Hawaiian in the multiple worlds that we live in.   
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review and Rationale for this Study 

Pane mai Hawaiʻi moku o Keawe 

Hawaiʻi, land of Keawe answers 

Kōkua nā Hono aʻo Piʻilani 

Piʻilani's bays help 

Kākoʻo mai Kauaʻi o Mano 

Mano's Kauaʻi lends support 

Paʻapū me ke one Kākuhihewa 

And so do the sands of Kākuhihewa 

(Prendergast, 1895) 

Gathering literature that supports any study is integral to research. The stanza above calls 

to action the support of the Kingdom of Hawaiʻi. Similarly, I call upon and refer to the literature 

and expertise of scholars to kākoʻo (support) my research journey. The pursuit of ea 

(sovereignty) calls for collaboration among all the islands. My research also blended the ʻike 

(knowledge) and kākoʻo of other scholars to bring about ea in the journey towards reclaiming of 

Kānaka ʻōiwi identity. 

 Kameʻeleihiwa (1992) shares,  

...it is not enough to wear a flower lei (garland) and kiss people hello to be a Hawaiian. 

They must experience the pain of our continual degradation, perpetuated upon us by 

foreigners for the past two hundred years, before they can begin to know who we are (p. 

326). 

To know what it means to be a Hawaiian, one must know more than the flower lei or 

saying ‘aloha’. Being Native Hawaiian and recognizing the struggle—our history, our losses—is 
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important and necessary (Kahumoku, 2021). Kanaka ʻōiwi have historically fought against 

foreign systems that severed our links to our moʻokūʻauhau (Wilson-Hokowhitu, 2012); denied 

our tangible and intangible parts of our ʻāina (Osorio, 2001); forbade our perpetuation of ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi (Okamura, 2021; Warner, 1999); and discredited our moʻolelo (McDougall, 2015).  

This chapter is dedicated in some small way to the reclamation of Kānakaness—the 

critical problem of practice that this study is seeking to address. It sets out to describe in an 

abbreviated manner how an ʻohana Hawaiʻi—Hawaiian family—utilized a social media platform 

such as Instagram to discuss, examine, and at times advocate for our people. This study will be 

analyzing specific aspects of Native Hawaiian identity such as moʻokūʻauhau, ʻāina, ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi, and moʻolelo. Given the political, social, cultural, linguistic, historical, and spiritual 

issues that have arisen since the overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy, this AoKānaka platform 

is connected in many ways to empower the Kānaka identity. 

The second portion of this chapter will review the power of social media to understand 

the importance of this study. The ability to reach hundreds if not thousands of people worldwide 

is tremendous. For the Hawaiian diaspora who live outside of Hawaiʻi, having access to these 

platforms allows them to stay connected with the homelands and elements that contribute to our 

nativeness. Because this discussion board is conducted both in English and Hawaiian to converse 

about Kānaka-matters, this research seeks to uncover how this communication avenue affects 

those who are also searching to advance their cultural, historical, and linguistic knowledge and 

skills. In addition, given a critical lack of access to discussions that deal with issues of identity 

and other aspects of being Indigenous, this study examined how such a platform can advance 

understanding of ʻike Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian knowledge), moʻomeheu Hawaiʻi and nohona Hawaiʻi 
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(Hawaiian lifestyle). After centuries of colonization, offering a space to talk about mea Hawaiʻi 

as such an essential part of our well-being as a people.   

This research explored and examined people's experiences on the Instagram platform 

AoKānaka and how participants perceived themselves as Hawaiians. To understand the concept 

of identity and, in particular, how culture and ethnicity relate to someone's identity, this research 

explores the literature related to Indigenous identity. Ka Huakaʻi (Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 2021) 

focuses with an all-encompassing view of Hawaiian identity and presents the Pua model with 

five petals representing five aspects of a Kanaka's well-being—Spiritual & Emotional, Social, 

Physical, Educational, and Material & Economical. This particular research study focuses on key 

aspects of the Pua model including parts of the Spiritual & Emotional—Hawaiian identity, Sense 

of place—and the Social—ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi. While this study recognized the importance of other 

aspects of identity and well-being, it concentrated on parts of identity including culture and 

ethnicity. It also examined how these relate to the those who participated and accessed 

AoKānaka Instagram involving Native Hawaiians. 

According to Osorio (2001), for Native Hawaiians, identity is no small matter. Moreover, 

identity is a critical aspect of who we are as people because “at its core, it means belonging to a 

people, to a place, and to a culture" (Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 2021, p. 198). According to Weaver 

(2001), it involves "the values, beliefs, and worldviews of Indigenous people" (p. 240). Batterton 

& Horner (2016) suggested that the identity of a group of people is made up of their cultural 

heritage. Phinney and Ong (2007) suggested that the core of a group's identity develops over 

time by learning and being committed to a group, culture, or a particular setting. 

Hawaiians have experienced colonization and the attempt of erasure of their culture, 

therefore, understanding how colonizers' hands shaped native people's cultural and ethnic 
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identity is also to understand how the colonized live today (Burgess, 2020). For generations, 

Hawaiians, like other Indigenous groups, have sought to reclaim parts of their identity. Osorio 

(2001) claims that for Kānaka, there must be a "continued effort to learn our history, speak our 

language, develop our arts, and compete with one another for political leadership, while 

acknowledging and glorying in what makes us different from other nations and their peoples" (p. 

375). Furthermore, if we do not teach Hawaiians who they are and what it means to be Kanaka—

we devalue them (Kaiwi, 2006). Therefore, recognizing the political, social, cultural, linguistic, 

historical, and spiritual aspects of identity and how each impact how Native Hawaiians see 

themselves today is an important aspect of this study (Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 2021). Many 

Indigenous people around the world are in a time of reconciliation, self-determination, healing, 

and recovering through the revival of culture, history, language, and the responsibility to place 

(Wilson-Hokowhitu et al., 2019).  

Links to Moʻokūʻauhau 

Establishing genealogical ties to ancestral beginnings is a part of our identity 

(Kanaʻiaupuni & Liebler, 2005). According to Wilson-Hokowhitu (2012): "Genealogies are 

perceived by Hawaiians as an unbroken chain that links those alive today to the [cosmological] 

life forces—to the mana [spiritual power] that first emerged with the beginning of the world” (p. 

138). Malo (1903) and McDougall (2015) discussed that without a recording process that 

allowed Native Hawaiians to chart ancestral knowledge, the only means of preserving histories 

and familial linkages was to pass information orally from one generation to another. 

Moʻokūʻauhau referred to how Kānaka Maoli connected to the past, present, and future (Chang, 

2016), and Krug (2016) recognized it as an essential aspect of the relationship and the kuleana 

that we have.  



 

 

20 

 

The first section will provide a glimpse of the importance of tracing back to our ancestral 

lineage. While I acknowledge there are many different genealogies—Paliku, Lolo, Puanue, 

Kapohihi—this piece will look specifically at the Kumulipo (Malo, 1903) as an example of 

Hawaiian forms of past-present-future linkages. The second part of this discussion will examine 

how genealogical connections have been reformed in the modern-day around the use of blood 

quantum and the difficulties many Kānaka are currently having with tracing their heritage. 

Historic Importance of Moʻokūʻauhau 

Genealogies provide knowledge, guidance, and insight into history for Native Hawaiians. 

Discussed by Pūkuʻi (n.d.), individual's moʻokūʻauhau were sacred and not openly shared. In 

fact: "Genealogists learned not only the names and family connections but also the genealogical 

chants and the stories of each chief and chiefess; where he was born, and what he did and all 

about him" (p. 1605). They represent hereditary maps that validate the truth to a story and history 

(Nuʻuhiwa, 2019) as well as connections to people, places, and spaces (Wright & Balutski, 

2015). According to Chang (2016): "A moʻokūʻauhau narrates lines of ancestry, but those lines 

of ancestry create a present for the living generations—living generations that will themselves 

one day become ancestors" (p. 276). In the past, genealogical introductions would be used prior 

to entering a home or community. They would announce the places and people connecting the 

invitee with the visiting family (Kana‘iaupuni & Liebler, 2005).  

The Kumulipo, a Hawaiian genealogical creation chant, represents the origins of life and 

our Hawaiian consciousness and lifestyle (Nuʻuhiwa, 2019). According to Kameʻeleihiwa 

(1992), 

Hawaiian identity is ... derived from the Kumulipo, the great cosmogonic genealogy. Its 

essential lesson is that every aspect of the Hawaiian conception of the world is related by 



 

 

21 

 

birth. As such, all parts of the Hawaiian world are one indivisible lineage. ... the genealogy 

of the Land, the Gods, Chiefs, and people intertwine with one another (p. 2). 

The Kumulipo reveals that Papahānaumoku—Earth Mother— and Wākea—Sky Father—are 

living beings. In the same context, the story shows how Kanaka understood that everything in 

their natural surroundings was related and alive (Blaisdell, 2005). In the same context, while the 

chiefs and commoners came from these same ancestors (Malo, 1903), Pūkuʻi (n.d.) noted that the 

Kumulipo gave traditional Native Hawaiians a way to rank chiefs in terms of a hierarchy that 

was dependent on proximity to their Gods.    

These genealogical chants identified the lines of relationship, trust, and social connection 

within and between families (Kana'iaupuni & Liebler, 2005). Kameʻeleihiwa (1992) illustrated 

that when examining a family name, it carries connections to past generations and other Kanaka. 

The family inoa (name) also links Native Hawaiians to their future, even if a keiki becomes an 

adult and adopts a new last name.  

However, Wilson-Hokowhitu et al. (2019) acknowledged that with the arrival of 

foreigners there was a shift in understanding what "genealogy" meant as it is understood in 

English—human kinship relationships. This differed from the Kanaka understanding of 

moʻokūʻauhau and further distanced many Hawaiians from their cultural identity. Furthermore, 

this belief system clashed with those brought to the islands by foreigners. Trask (1999) 

contended that the haole (white person) brought "an entirely foreign system into the lives of my 

ancestors, a system based on a view of the world that could not coexist with that of Hawaiians" 

(p. 5). Moreover, Keala-Quinabo (2020) argued that to know what is originally our own—in 

thought, understanding of the world, and other ways—we must return to a time prior to the 
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arrival of foreigners in 1778 when others did not influence all Kānaka ʻōiwi knowledge. To 

know who we are is critically tied to each of our moʻokūʻauhau (Wright & Balutski, 2015).  

What may also complicate the moʻokūʻauhau of families is the lack of written records 

available to trace one's familial heritage. Since Hawaiians had an oral process to record their 

history, the accuracy of memory often depended on the skills and adeptness of the historian 

(Malo, 1903). While there was no challenge during this time to the legitimacy of the connection 

between Kanaka and the ʻāina by which she or he lived on (Trask, 1999) when the Constitution 

of 1840 allowed for families to gain permanent possession of property, such a concept of 

ownership was not only foreign but also challenging to maintain (Kameʻeleihiwa, 1992). Many 

lost their land rights and, with it, became landless even as they migrated from rural parts of the 

islands to towns and cities (Kahumoku, 2000). In addition, as families left these kuleana lands 

for modern life, original traditional place names were replaced by foreign titles. Sadly, as 

Oliveira (2009) presented, these very names provide critical links to the past, particularly in the 

ancestral knowledge of a given region.  

More importantly, the decimation of the Hawaiian population by diseases brought into 

the islands created a situation where Kanaka became a minority in their homeland (Kanaʻiaupuni 

& Liebler, 2005). As new immigrants arrived in the islands, the opportunity of intermarriage 

began, creating generations of Part-Hawaiians (Kahumoku, 2003). As more Kānaka Maoli 

intermixed with other races and ethnicities, there were fewer and fewer full-blooded Native 

Hawaiians (Kanaʻiaupuni & Liebler, 2005). As a result, tracking of ancestral lineage became 

convoluted and much more difficult.  
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Current Issues: Hawaiian by Blood Quantum 

Native Hawaiians have long used ancestral lineage as a part of a process of passing down 

genealogical information from one generation to another. An emphasis on ancestral lineage and 

connection to land was a traditional practice that was replaced by new definitions of land 

ownership and the passing of land from one generation to the next. These foreign concepts 

clashed with traditional Hawaiian values and created several difficulties for the Indigenous 

peoples of these islands. Moreover, blood quantum was introduced as a mechanism of gaining 

access to land. Not only did congress invent the term "native Hawaiian'', it was invented when 

Congress passed the Hawaiian Homes Commission Act (Blaisdell, 2005). The Hawaiian Homes 

Act (1921) required that all who are applying for a property on Hawaiian lands dedicated to this 

program must be: 

a native Hawaiian, defined as "any descendant of not less than one-half part of the blood 

of the races inhabiting the Hawaiian Islands previous to 1778." This means you must 

have a blood quantum of at least 50 percent Hawaiian. This requirement has remained 

unchanged since the HHCA's passage in 1921 (Department of Hawaiian Home Lands, 

2021).  

The ways in which Kanaka identify themselves as Native Hawaiians, let alone how the 

state and federal governments define who is and who is not Indigenous, has generated some 

critical issues today. Instead of determining who is an aboriginal descendent of these islands 

based on familial connections, the "dominant narratives about racial mixing come into play in 

disempowering ways as part of a colonial genealogy" (Kauanui, 2007, p. 148). This definition is 

based on the degree to which one is "Kānaka" was offered up by people who were not Hawaiian 

themselves (Osorio, 2001). Worse, blood quantum has become a measuring device for cultural 
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and ethnic identity (Burgess, 2020) as the term is now being used to equate a quantifiable 

amount of inherited ethnic "blood" (Kauanui, 2008). From this perspective, being Hawaiian is 

now determined by the percentage of blood and contends that our "own culture had been 

changed by the experience of dealing with a western colonial hegemony" (Osorio, 2001, p. 376). 

Moreover, terms such as "half breed" and "full blooded" appeared in discussions among 

United States federal officials to define the different levels of Indigenous identity (Spruhan, 

2006). Because the U.S. Congress (1921) defined "Native Hawaiian" as "any descendant of not 

less than one-half part of the blood of the races inhabiting the Hawaiian Islands previous to 

1778" (p. 10), quantum is still being used to determine who was eligible for certain privileges 

(Burgess, 2020). As Kauanui (2007) explained, those Kanaka of mixed race became known as 

Part-Hawaiian, a term that held strong currency throughout the second half of the twentieth 

century and still is used in the demographic information today. Kauanui also emphasizes that for 

the natives themselves, the phrase "has taken a backseat to the terms 'Kānaka Maoli' (real or true 

people) and 'Kānaka ʻŌiwi' (people of the bone), which are more common today because they 

emphasize Hawaiian indigeneity without referring to "parts" and otherwise quantifying Hawaiian 

ancestry" (p. 148).   

Kānaka ʻōiwi currently face several other issues related to their identity. Today, with 

most Hawaiians of mixed ethnicity, there is a question of not "Hawaiian looking" that continues 

to plague the way Hawaiians see themselves and how others see them (Ledward, 2007). In 

addition, there are questions about a person’s authenticity as a Hawaiian in relation to an ability 

to speak ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi. Additionally, these discussions include how one conducts oneself in 

traditional native ways such as chanting and performing ancient rituals and practices 
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(Kahumoku, 2021). Such criteria for determining the degree to which one is Indigenously 

Hawaiian, according to Osorio (2004), are arguably wrong.  

Knowing our genealogy connects us to our past, present, and future, and is vital to our 

identity as Native Hawaiians. Kauanui (2007) reminded us that "Hawaiians still tend to privilege 

genealogy over blood quantum and include as Hawaiian anyone who has any Hawaiian ancestry, 

especially to distinguish between Hawaiians and non-Hawaiians" (p. 150). Furthermore, Wilson-

Hokowhitu et al. (2019) argued: "Our moʻokūʻauhau gives us our strength, direction, guidance, 

and mana" (p. 2). One's surroundings, such as their mountain, valley, wind, rain, ocean, and 

waters, were identity indicators linked to one's moʻokūʻauhau (Kana‘iaupuni & Liebler, 2005). 

The following section is dedicated to how Hawaiian identity is connected to the ʻāina—the 

environment. 

Connection to ʻĀina 

As noted earlier, Native Hawaiians have traditionally held a deep sense and sensibility for 

a place and the kuleana to sustain it (Kanaʻiaupuni & Malone, 2006; Pūkuʻi, 1983). According to 

Kana‘iaupuni & Liebler (2005), “The importance of place to Hawaiian identity is powered not 

only by ancestral genealogy but also by the collective memory of a shared history" (p. 693). As 

Kameʻeleihiwa (1992) suggested, for the lāhui Hawaiʻi, there has been a familial relationship 

with the ʻāina and all its surroundings not only as an ancestral homeland but also as the eldest 

sibling.  

Historic Understanding of ʻĀina 

The ʻāina links Kānaka to the past, present, and future as well as gives them a sense of 

identity as a people (Boggs, 1977; Kanaʻiaupuni & Malone, 2006; Kameʻeleihiwa, 1992). 

Kanaʻiaupuni et al. (2021) recognized: "ʻĀina…feeds us" (p. 32) physically, spiritually, 
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intellectually, and emotionally. As a concept, this term is related to the word kulāiwi 

(homeland)—where the bones of our kūpuna reside—and refers to a place of value and reverence 

when one passes. Such wahi pana—legendary places—were often near family residences and 

allowed ‘ohana to be continually connected to both the living as well as each new generation of 

offspring (Oliveira, 2009). When kūpuna were no longer on this physical earth, their spirit could 

visit generation after generation, thereby maintaining an ongoing ancestral tie to the family and 

the land they called home (Boggs, 1977). 

In the traditional sense, the concept of place in a Hawaiian perspective "transcends 

physical realities of land" (Kana'iaupuni & Liebler, 2005, p. 689) to include all things that dwelt 

in and on that ʻāina. The connection to a place was so profound that Kānaka shared unwavering 

respect for 

...earth forms (e.g., lava flows, rock formations, soil disposition, etc.), winds, rains, 

places / each named for its particular form and tendencies as living entities; genealogical 

traditions linking people, spirits, and places; and the collective memory of a shared 

political and social history (Kanaʻiaupuni & Liebler, 2005, p. 691). 

Blaisdell (2005) proclaimed that ʻāina was more than just our soil but believed it is made up of 

the water, seas, sky, air, moon, stars, and beyond. Pūkuʻi (1983) recorded in the following classic 

ʻōlelo noʻeau (proverb)—“He aliʻi ka ʻāina; he kauwā ke Kanaka or the land is a chief; man is its 

servant” (p. 62).  Kameʻeleihiwa (1992) explained that this kinship between humans and the 

places they lived was fundamentally founded on the idea that Native Hawaiians were stewards or 

caretakers of the environs that sustained them. It created a reciprocation as Hawaiians cared for 

the region that fed them. Minerbi (1999) illustrated this in describing how the ahupuaʻa system—

land division extending from the uplands to the sea—guided how the island's poʻe (people) 
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guarded the sanctity of the air, water, and ground systems. According to this author, each part of 

their environment had both utility and meaning; poʻe Hawaiʻi did not believe in destroying the 

land and instead, as an example, worked with the geographic terrain to guide water flow from 

one loʻi (irrigated terrace) and māla (garden) to another. They understood their kuleana to care 

for the environment, for without it, they would perish (Boggs, 1977). 

According to Kikiloi (2010), “the ‘āina (land) sustains our identity, continuity, and well-

being as a people. It embodies the tangible and intangible values of our culture that have 

developed and evolved over generations of experiences of our ancestors” (p. 75). In this way, 

land to Hawaiians is closely tied to a state of being like a piko (umbilical cord) is to the mother 

and her child. Just as one felt a deep aloha (love) for the ʻohana, so too made that person's sense 

of passion and commitment to the land on which an ʻohana worked, lived, and remained for 

generations (Boggs, 1977). 

This kuleana and aloha for ʻāina began to shift when foreigners introduced the idea of 

purchasing land (Cachola, 1995). No longer were birth and ‘ohana lands viewed in terms of 

stewardship but rather a piece of soil to be bought (Heard, 2010). Cachola (1995) noted that the 

traditional beliefs of ʻāina belonging to the gods, the high chiefs having domain over its use, and 

commoners servicing it were replaced by the introduction by foreigners of land possession and 

ownership. The Europeans requested lands to create their commerce and, in turn, applied greater 

pressures on the fledgling Hawaiian kingdom as their business interests grew (Kameʻeleihiwa, 

1992). With the passage of the 1840 Constitution by Kamehameha III, the Māhele (land division) 

ended a traditional native system of communal land tenure and transformed it into a system that 

allowed land to be privately owned and sold (Kameʻeleihiwa, 1992).   
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By 1850, the Kuleana Act was passed, which established fee simple ownership on ʻāina 

(Cachola, 1995). According to Cachola (1995), few commoners understood the importance of 

owning and the experience required to retain possession of property. Although the Hawaiian 

monarchs sought for Kānaka to retain their awarded lands (Kuleana lands), only 13,514 claims 

were filed during that time, and only 9,337 were awarded. This represented less than 1% of the 

total land available (Cachola, 1995). Even after awarding land, some lost it because they could 

not pay land taxes (Kameʻeleihiwa, 1992). Foreign transplants rapidly bought property and, at 

times, forced the original Hawaiian occupants to relocate elsewhere (Parker, 1989). Thus began a 

new relationship between the land and the people who worked and lived on it and as Tamura 

(1994) wrote, the beginnings of white property ownership of vast tracts of land turned into large 

agricultural plantations—pineapple and sugar, fights over accessible water, and the influx of 

immigrants from China, Japan, the Philippines, and other locales.   

Kānaka Hawaiʻi were fast becoming a minority in their homeland, and the sacredness of 

ʻāina dissipated with the disappearance of the original inhabitants, the migration from rural to 

towns and cities, and the intermixing of ethnicities (Kanaʻiaupuni & Malone, 2006). As the full-

blooded native inhabitants began to be replaced with mixed and immigrant populations, fewer 

Hawaiian ʻohana were connected to their ʻāina hānau (native land) and found themselves 

displaced, without connection to the lands that once sustained them, and without the value 

systems that once allowed them to survive and thrive in their homeland (Kanaʻiaupuni & 

Malone, 2006). These combined foreign influences focused on land possession contributed in 

part the erasure of native identity (Morgan, 2014).  
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Current Clash: Values about ʻĀina 

Kaomea (2014) noted that even today, “colonial settlers are continually striving to 

displace or eliminate the Indigenous people and their Indigenous sovereignty in order to enable 

nonIndigenous peoples’ rightful claim to the land” (p. 126). In response, Native Hawaiian 

advocates and activists have rallied to protect and regain possession of these homelands. The 

movement called Aloha ʻĀina has gained momentum and prominence as various non-profit and 

community organizations have participated in activities targeting the stewardship and care of 

private and public lands (Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 2021). Aloha ʻāina translates to be “love for the 

land” and “patriotism” when “aloha” becomes an active verb. It has become a call to action that 

requires people to contribute to the well-being of the environment, and it “expresses an 

unswerving dedication to the health of the natural world and a staunch commitment to political 

autonomy, as both are integral to a healthy existence” (Goodyear-Kaʻopua, 2013, p. 32). Osorio 

(2021) points out that: “Aloha ʻĀina is central to any moʻolelo of Hawaiʻi because our specific 

connection and relationship to land informs all Kanaka Maoli ontology and epistemology” (p. 9).  

An example of this kāhea, or call out, can be found in the activism surrounding the 

protection of Mauna a Wakea. In the Summer of 2019, a kāhea was sent out to the lāhui (nation) 

to gather at the sacred Mauna Kea to protect it against the proposed construction of a Thirty-

Meter Telescope (TMT) (Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 2021). Thousands gathered in protest for many 

months and many Kanaka maoli stayed on the mauna (mountain) to educate the thousands of 

visitors who came to support the efforts of protecting the mauna.  

Other cases of land disturbances and land dispossession are evident in social and 

environmental concerns. According to Kanaʻiaupuni et al. (2021), these include pollution and 

gentrification of land, leading to increased homelessness and relocation of Native Hawaiians. 
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The drinking waters of Red Hill, which serves approximately 93,000 people that live in the 

surrounding communities, are contaminated with petroleum (Jedra, 2021). In addition, homes for 

Kānaka Hawaiʻi to purchase have substantially increased in cost and have contributed to an 

increase in homelessness and relocation, the latter of which could potentially result in an 

estimated decline of two thousand Native Hawaiians in the islands per year (Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 

2021). The need to connect ʻāina to poʻe Hawaiʻi continues to be a critical conversation. The 

following section highlights ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, another vital component to Hawaiian identity.  

Perpetuating ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi  

Authors such as Warner (1999), Kahumoku (2000), and others have chronicled the 

decimation of the Hawaiian language since the first intrusion of Westerners to the islands in 

1778. Over the last two centuries, the number of speakers has significantly declined due to 

disease, increase in English language use, public policy that outlawed the use of Hawaiian in 

schools as well as a sharp decrease in the use of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi as a common medium of 

communication (Kahumoku, 2000). Warner (1999) once warned that there are no Native 

Hawaiians without language, and the reality of such a warning is evident today. According to 

Okamura (2021), we are currently challenged to reestablish our cultural and linguistic identity 

because of the rampant destruction of our mother tongue, cultural practices, value systems, and 

other components of who we are as a people. In addition, although there are several available 

avenues where one can learn to speak Hawaiian, access is still limited by the availability of 

classrooms and websites (Hawaii State Department of Education, 2021; Wilson & Kamanā, 

2006).  
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Historic Context of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi 

The devastating decline of Hawaiʻi's Indigenous vernacular is both tragic and, in some 

ways, expected (Kahumoku, 2000). Prior to the arrival of New England missionaries in 1820, a 

year after Kamehameha I death, most of the populace communicated in 'ōlelo Hawaiʻi (Schütz, 

1994). Wilson (1998) noted that Hawaiian was spoken by both Hawaiians and non-Hawaiians 

during much of the 1800s. But as commercial interests grew in the kingdom, so too began a 

growing interest by native ʻohana in learning to speak English (Schütz, 1994). Additionally, the 

establishment of the first English-medium school in 1839, the Royal School, elevated the English 

language as royal children began to be educated through it (Warner, 2001). In 1896, Act 57 was 

passed by the Republic of Hawaiʻi's legislature that outlawed the Hawaiian language as a 

medium of communication in public schools. Ironically, by its passing, there were only two 

public schools educating children through ʻōlelo makuahine, and there was the general sentiment 

among the island's Indigenous families that speaking English instead of Hawaiian would be 

better for keiki (Kahumoku, 2003). Trask (1999) described this public policy as one of the most 

important "injustices'' done against Native Hawaiians. According to Kahumoku (2003), with so 

many Hawaiians believing that for economic, political, social, and cultural reasons, learning to 

speak English was the ticket to prosperity, by the passage of this Act, English became the 

“...primary means for suppressing those who could not speak it and elevating those who could'' 

(p. 165). 

Yet, even in the face of a declining Indigenous population, poʻe Hawaiʻi utilized one of 

the tools of the colonizer—the printing press—to transfer ʻike Hawaiʻi in the form of stories, 

mele (songs), and other oral records into published literature. Kuykendall (1967) explained that 

the missionaries brought the printing press to spread the gospel. Once Kānaka learned to master 
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the written form of their language coupled with the presses, they began to publish vast quantities 

of their oral histories, stories, and knowledge. Between 1834-1948, Hawaiʻi saw the publication 

of over 100 different Hawaiian language newspapers. Approximately 125,000 pages were 

published, equating to roughly 1.5 million pages of ʻike if transferred to A4 typescript 

(Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 2007; Kahumoku, 2000). 

Such presses provided the Hawaiian people with the opportunity to record Hawaiian 

knowledge and wisdom and translate what was going on throughout the islands and beyond them 

(Ng-Osorio & Ledward, 2011). This tool accelerated the literacy of the native population such 

that the Kingdom became one of the most literate nations during the nineteenth century (Silva & 

Basham, 2004). Kānaka ‘ōiwi, as explained by Kawaiʻaeʻa et al. (2007), were extraordinary 

writers who documented history, traditions, culture, politics, local and world events. According 

to Silva & Basham (2004), they were determined to set down their own stories and histories in 

their own words. Today, these publications remain critical resources in revitalizing and 

renormalizing both Hawaiian language and identity.  

Unfortunately, along with this powerful mechanism of colonization that changed the 

language of the colonized to that of the colonizer (Akiona, 2018) came the rapid decimation of 

the islands’ Indigenous population. Trask (1999) pointed out that diseases brought to the islands 

by foreigners like Captain Cook and his men killed 90% of the population by the 1840s. Such 

decline in the population significantly impacted the number of people who could speak Hawaiian 

fluently (Warner, 2001; Kahumoku, 2003).  

In addition, Kawaiʻaeʻa et al. (2007) shared that most native speakers stopped speaking 

Hawaiian to their children and grandchildren around the 1920s. In turn, by the early 1980s, there 

were fewer than 50 native speakers under the age of 18 (Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 2007). Sadly, not only 
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was Kānaka destroyed by diseases, but their voices were also "muted" by government policy, 

and English became the primary means by which families communicated and shared their 

understandings of the world around them. As Warner (1999) warned, without the linguistic 

means of passing on generational wisdom, the strength of identifying as a Hawaiian fade until we 

as a people are no more.  

Current Impacts: Expanding ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi 

Even as public policy supports the growth of preschool-to-college education in Hawaiian, 

an increased number of non-profit and community organizations are dedicated to expanding the 

use of ʻōlelo makuahine throughout the islands. These combined efforts have contributed to the 

significant increase of language speakers, even in the face of substantial challenges (Ng-Osorio 

& Ledward, 2011; Hawaii State Data Center, 2016; Wilson & Kamanā, 2006; Goo, 2019). 

According to Kahumoku (2000), a shift in public policy in the form of the passage of Hawaiian 

as one of two official languages of the State at the 1978 Constitutional Convention emboldened 

ʻohana and advocates to open language nest preschools—Pūnana Leo—in 1983. This was 

quickly followed by restoring the Hawaiian language in public schools with the passage of Act 

47 in 1986 and the first public school classrooms in 1987 (Kahumoku, 2000). In addition, the 

expansion of the Hawaiʻi Department of Education's kaiapuni school system came with 

increasing numbers of young people searching for more tertiary language classes (Kahumoku, 

2000).  

The result has been that the number of speakers has amplified over the last couple of 

decades, from an estimated 2,000 recorded in the 1980 census to 26,000 speakers in 2015 

(American Community Survey, 2015; Kahumoku, 2000). Yet, even with this remarkable 
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recovery, Hawaiian is still recognized as one of the Indigenous languages on the brink of 

extinction (Andrade, 2020). 

To continue the growth of native language use, families must be dedicated to ensuring 

that they educate their children in Hawaiian and actively use it in their homes and schools (Ng-

Osorio & Ledward, 2011; Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 2007). Currently, the Hawaiʻi State Department of 

Education (2021) offers 27 school sites where Hawaiian is the medium through which teaching 

and learning occur. In contrast, there are 284 public schools in Hawaiʻi, and though there are 

private instutions such as Kamehameha Schools that offer Hawaiian language instruction, the 

majority of education delivered in classrooms across the State is through the English language 

(Wilson & Kamanā, 2006). And while there is growing interest in the islands' higher educational 

institutions to provide students with Hawaiian medium education, adult learners like those 

attending the University of Hawaiʻi Maui College through the Molokaʻi Education Center, have 

limited access to ʻōlelo makuahine courses in various subject areas (Dudoit, 2014). Warner 

(1999) applauded the establishment of kula kaiapuni school system and other efforts but also 

acknowledged that without continued support for this system and others like it, the Hawaiian 

vernacular would not have survived beyond another generation.   

There is also a lack of fluent speakers who can teach, and there is a need to expand the 

use of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi. Although kaiapuni schools are an access point to the language, 43 percent 

of Maui's immersion teachers do not speak it fluently (Maui News, 2019). Among secondary 

school students, nearly 3,000 learners completed a survey about languages used; English ranked 

first in terms of the primary vernacular; at the same time, less than 1% recognized the use of 

ʻōlelo makuahine (Ng-Osorio & Ledward, 2011). Furthermore, Wilson and Kamanā (2006) 

pointed to the fewer than 200 Hawaiian-speaking elders alive, and with every passing, more 
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traditional forms of speaking disappear. Moreover, when Hawaiian language students depart 

from their educational grounds to head home or to other areas, they shift to speaking in English 

to avoid being misunderstood and, worse, teased (Warner, 2001). Fox (2018) noted that beyond 

the Hawaiian language educational environment, there is little to no opportunity to use it 

elsewhere. For instance, Andrade (2020) reported that places such as Hawaiʻi's court system 

continue to avoid providing ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi translators when someone chooses to speak 

Hawaiian. Furthermore, Adams (2018) noted a reluctance to correctly spell and say Hawaiian 

words in public, further alienating those who speak it. Even with the rise of fluent Hawaiian 

speakers over the last three decades, it is expected that 40 percent of the world's 7,000 languages 

are expected to disappear in the next couple of decades (Goo, 2019). There must be domains 

both inside and outside the classroom walls where this way of communicating exists as a 

necessary step toward revitalizing the Hawaiian language (Adams, 2018).   

We as a people have reached a place in our history where our thoughts, delivered through 

the Hawaiian vernacular, will never be forbidden or silenced again (Silva & Basham, 2004), and 

there are critical ways to meet the challenges of revitalizing the language again. Andrade (2020) 

advanced the idea that expanded use of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi in homes and communities will be an 

avenue to grow young speakers while advancing linguistic resiliency—a collective push to speak 

it in as many situations as possible. Brenzinger and Heinrich (2013) suggest that revival is done 

through networks and members who use ʻōlelo makuahine in all domains. Finally, studies like 

this that utilize social media to have conversations about Hawaiian language and knowledge may 

help expand the health of this endangered language. The following section addresses another 

critical aspect of Hawaiian identity: moʻolelo.  

Moʻolelo to Empower 
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This section is dedicated to the importance of telling moʻolelo to Kānaka ʻōiwi. 

According to Mākua, Meyer, and Wakinekona (2019), the term moʻo relates to things that are 

segmented such as a succession to the story or one's genealogy, and the term moʻolelo became 

"our Hawaiian word for story, is thus the speaking of recollections that inspire continuity through 

generations" (p. 138). These forms of literature are filled with knowledge, purpose, and insight 

into basic ideas and behaviors. As Baker (2015) pointed out, "narratives are conduits of 

Hawaiian identity informing us Kanaka maoli on how we should move through this life by 

looking to and invoking our ancestors, our kūpuna" (p. 120).  

For Native Hawaiians, the telling and retelling of personal, family, and community 

narratives have been fraught with questions of authenticity, accuracy, authorship, and other 

concerns (Hoʻomanawanui, 2004; Lyons, 2010; Osorio, 2001). Osorio (2001) asserts that 

moʻolelo are critical to the identity of Kānaka. From the article titled "What Kine Hawaiian Are 

You?", Osorio shares moʻolelo told from the standpoint of Hawaiian scholars directly challenges 

the ideology and rhetoric of the island's haole elite who justify “their seizure of wealth, power, 

and land in Hawaiʻi and the maintenance of incredible privileges as long as they have been in the 

islands” (p. 363). Furthermore, Hoʻomanawainui (2004) argues, Hawaiians continue to speak 

their truths through their stories told through their words—in Hawaiian and/or English. 

Historic Significance of Moʻolelo 

Moʻolelo is often considered today as "a diverse collection of stories, histories, 

prophecies, songs, poems, chants, and genealogies that are written, spoken, sung, chanted, and 

felt" (Osorio, 2021, p. 14). Traditionally, such storytelling required strict attention to detail, and 

it was kapu (taboo) to tend to other matters in the middle of a moʻolelo (Pūkuʻi, n.d.). Sharing 

narratives for Native Hawaiians like so many Indigenous cultures was a practice that sustained 
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the community, validated and expressed experiences and epistemologies, nurtured relationships, 

and allowed for the sharing of knowledge (Iseke, 2013, p.1).  

Kaomea (2005) presented the idea that moʻolelo presented by kūpuna prior to foreign 

influence “were used to teach cultural values, transmit historical information, perpetuate family 

genealogies, and impart knowledge about cultural customs and traditions” (p. 79). Pūkui (n.d.) 

added that as an integral part of a child’s upbringing, a grandparent would share the moʻolelo of 

the ʻohana’s moʻokūʻauhau and at times choose a specific grandchild to be the keeper of the 

family’s genealogical history so that generations would know and understand their lineage. 

Osorio (2001) stated stories were told as a means "to persuade and motivate, but they are also 

meant to explain our lives" (p. 360). Finally, specific stories were sacred, guarded, and "not 

repeated casually without thinking to whom and where one spoke" (Pūkui, n.d., p. 1602). This 

author continued:  

Such stories were not discussed outside of the family unless the person it was told was 

trusted not to repeat. To talk too freely was said to kaulaʻi na iwi o kupuna i ka la (dry out 

the bones of the ancestors in the sun). Bones were hidden things, not brought out for all 

to stare at (p. 1605). 

Malo (1903) suggested that when story memories were passed from generation to generation, 

some were handed down accurately while a great amount incorrectly to which the storyteller 

highly influenced the telling of others. Yet, as Osorio (2021) presented, these moʻolelo still offer 

many truths relevant to Native Hawaiians. In fact, "although meanings may shift through time, 

their underlying function remains" (Mākua et al., 2019, p. 138).  

There were rules and procedures for telling and listening to someone's story. According 

to Pūkuʻi (n.d.), it was essential to keep quiet during the unveiling of a moʻolelo so that the mind 
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was not distracted and could retain the information. Kanakaʻole (2011) noted that ʻohana 

narratives influenced Kānaka ʻōiwi because the family was a primary conduit for transmitting 

Hawaiian culture. Ting-Toomey (2005) identified that family narratives recanted during 

childhood often shaped and determined an individual's life.  

The shared stories were often transmitted from one generation to another key protocols, 

procedures, values, and a worldview (Eriksson & Coultas, 2012). Family narratives were crucial 

to how Hawaiian culture was transmitted (Kanakaʻole, 2011). These moʻolelo shaped an 

individuals' understanding and established a sense of belonging as a Hawaiian (Burgess, 2020). 

After the arrival of foreigners in Hawaiʻi, there was a concern expressed by noted Kānaka 

that there could be a potential for poʻe Hawaiʻi to abandon "moʻolelo ʻoiaiʻo a me ke kūʻauhau" 

(seek to understand the true history and genealogy of Hawaiʻi) in favor of adopting new stories 

told by non-Hawaiians (McDougall, 2015, p. 752). With the arrival of Protestant missionaries in 

1820, the traditional beliefs, values, and histories of Kānaka ʻōiwi found in the ancestral stories 

were being challenged and often negated by the new Christian ideology (Arista, 2018). Baker 

(2015) contested that missionaries used the printing press and subsequently the Hawaiian 

newspapers to not only teach literacy to Kānaka but also indoctrinate them. He stated, through 

Christian values and beliefs written in the aboriginal’s language, the heathen aboriginals will be 

saved” (p.126). 

Current Influences: Reclaiming Moʻolelo 

Many scholars discuss the importance of moʻolelo to the Hawaiian people. Lyons (2010) 

shares,   

Moʻolelo Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian literature, stories, histories) by those with moʻokūauhau 

(Hawaiian genealogy) connecting them to the ʻāina (land, environment) participates in 
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the social movement that asserts the distinctiveness of Hawaiians as a lāhui (race, 

peoplehood, nation) and that is implicitly or explicitly involved in the pursuit of pono 

(righteousness, justice, well-being), one dimension of which is a call for self-

determination or ea (sovereignty, independence, life, breath) (Lyons, 2010).  

The interpretation of moʻolelo by Kanaka maoli is also important for cultural continuity and 

coherence. According to Krug (2016), when it comes to our narratives, we must be alert to non-

Hawaiians who have told or translated our stories because their foreign thinking enters our tales, 

and their foundation is not Hawaiian. Historically, as each new immigrant arrived in the islands 

and sought residence, they brought with them a way of life that challenged what was in place, 

and for a number of haoles, they pursued ways to control and later exploit Hawaiʻi's lands and 

people; these western influences contributed to the decline of Hawaiian culture (Osorio, 2001; 

Thomas, Kanaʻiaupuni, Balutski & Freitas, 2012). For example, McDougall (2015) chronicled 

Beckwith's revisioning of Queen Liliʻuokalani's translation of the Kumulipo and how she 

claimed it as her original work. In addition, Arista (2018) noted that it was common practice in 

the early nineteenth century that haole settlers and Kānaka maoli jointly composed music, but 

recognition was given to the non-Hawaiian. Kaomea (2005) contended, in this time of 

reclamation for Native Hawaiians, "we seek to reclaim our Indigenous stories and the Indigenous 

practice of storytelling, as we begin to replace the stories of the colonizers with stories from our 

communities and struggle to once again find our Indigenous voice" (79).  

Stories allow us to challenge and uncover our truth (Osorio, 2021). This study sought to 

identify discussions about traditional and modern moʻolelo, penned by Kānaka. Given the 

importance of these stories, such social media platforms offer interested parties ways to explore 

how to revitalize and empower Hawaiian identity through stories (Kukahiko, Fernandez, Sang, 
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Yim, Iwane, Kalama-Macomber, Makua, Nakasone, Tanigawa, Kim, Reyes & Fleming-Nazara, 

2020).  

A significant problem of practice impacting Kānaka identity is the ability for Native 

Hawaiians and others to present aspects of Hawaiian identity—moʻokūʻauhau, ʻāina, ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi, moʻolelo—to generate conversations about what it means to be an Indigenous 

Hawaiian. When Osorio (2001) questioned "What Kine Hawaiian You?" as a response to 

criticism against Native Hawaiian activism and advocacy during the 1980s and 90s, the questions 

he posed concerning to what degree, what are the characteristics of, and how does one prove 

his/her/their Kānakaness are still occurring today. This Instagram account—AoKānaka—has 

become an avenue for participants—both in the islands and beyond—to share, learn from, 

discuss, ponder, and hopefully be empowered through the conversations. 

The following section is dedicated to understanding the need for this study. Although the 

AoKānaka Instagram platform has been active for about a year, little is known about the impact 

of the discussions. Moreover, while the offerings by participants have been about moʻokūʻauhau, 

ʻāina, ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, and moʻolelo, the deeper conversations surrounding these topics have been 

about identity and how to reconnect with culture, language, ways of knowing, believing, and 

being. As Lyons (2010) shared, the then editor of the journal 'Ōiwi hui, Kuʻualoha 

Hoʻomanawanui, offered that community dialogue is critical to ensuring that: "We as Hawaiians 

are talking to other Hawaiians" (p. 33). This next section offers several key justifications for this 

study on AoKānaka. 

The Need for this Study: A Social Media Approach to Empowering Native Hawaiians 

Social media is often considered as “forms of electronic communication (such as 

websites for social networking and microblogging) through which users create online 
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communities to share information, ideas, personal messages, and other content (such as videos)” 

(Merriam-Webster, 2021). According to Mayfield III (2008), “Social media are changing the 

way that information is passed across societies and around the world” (p. 79). Leavitt, 

Covarrubias, Perez, and Fryberg (2015) believed that social media platforms could impact 

identity and self-understanding. Additionally, Gündüz (2017) added that this type of social 

forum empowers identity by expressing and exploring who people are.  

For Indigenous people like Native Hawaiians, the ability to communicate through a 

social media platform is not only key to enhancing levels of Kānaka identity but also keeps 

those in the diaspora connected to Hawaiʻi (Ahmed, 2020; Chew, 2021). Furthermore, it is 

common for Indigenous peoples to adopt and adapt to modern tools since the first contact with 

foreigners and therefore they have done the same with digital technologies (Galla, 2018). The 

following section will look at the advantages and disadvantages of social media forums and how 

they can assist Indigenous communities in revitalizing their native identities.  

Social Media for Indigenous Communities  

According to Galla (2018), Indigenous people who utilize social media tend to maintain 

the "sacredness" of their culture, language, and traditions. Such platforms provide new 

opportunities for these groups to explore self-expression, connection, and transformation 

(Carlson & Frazer, 2020). For instance, Chew (2021) acknowledged that Indigenous 

communities, organizations, and individuals have been working hard to 

"#KeepOurLanguagesStrong" and utilize social media as key spaces for documenting linguistic 

revitalization and renormalization efforts. Meighan (2021) suggested that a potential goal for 

Native language revitalization efforts is to promote intergenerational language transmission 

through social media because of their accessibility and availability to users of all ages. In some 
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cases, these avenues gain admittance to culturally informed and authentic linguistic and cultural 

resources regardless of where someone resides (Galla, 2018). Such sites allow participants to 

dive in as learners, interacting freely with native speakers and cultural practitioners and allowing 

for total cultural and linguistic immersion (Ahmed, 2020).  

Social media also provides opportunities to sustain Indigenous knowledge (Botangen, 

Vodanovich & Yu, 2017). Bigelow, Vanek, King, and Abdi (2017) reveal in their study that 

refugees and immigrants use media platforms to share linguistic and cultural resources and 

create learning content for multiple global audiences. According to Galla (2018): "It is quite 

difficult to imagine the survival of Indigenous languages without support from digital 

technologies, with their ability to record, preserve, analyze, manipulate and transmit languages 

in a myriad of ways" (p. 99). 

On the other hand, there are several barriers facing native communities and organizations 

when utilizing social media platforms. Galla (2018) offered:  

In spite of technological advancements and the proliferation of digital technology, many 

Indigenous peoples do not have equal and sustained access and infrastructure to digital 

technology in comparison to the global world. It is pretty challenging to imagine the 

survival of Indigenous languages without support from digital technologies, with their 

ability to record, preserve, analyze, manipulate and transmit languages in a myriad of 

ways (p. 100). 

Rice and colleagues (2016) admitted that while young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 

have been early adopters of new digital technologies and platforms, lack of access to computers 

or the Internet and a familiarity with social media presents significant problems to tackle. In 

addition, issues associated with "cyberbullying, cyber racism and the exchange of sexually 
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explicit content between minors" as well as the "gap in knowledge and use of social media 

between Indigenous young people and parents and Elders" must be addressed (pp. 12-13).  

 The downsides associated with social media can be very pronounced. Lupien (2020) 

acknowledged that native communities in Latin America have turned to social media to continue 

political activism, civic engagement and even disrupted tactics in efforts to continue to fight for 

sovereignty rights. However, Lupien warned that online platforms and search engines had been 

infused with Western or Asian cultural codes that often ignore or, at times, devalue Native ways 

of knowing.  

Carlson and Frazer (2020) added that: “Social media technologies complexly intersect 

with and affect Indigenous subjectivities'' (p. 1). They offered that critical questions have arisen 

about "who has the power to represent Indigenous peoples and communities" online (p. 4). They 

also suggested that while online platforms such as Twitter have become essential tools for 

Native peoples to make explicit and powerful challenges to Settler ideas, the complexity of who 

speaks, who is not allowed to speak, how knowledge is used, and other vital queries must be 

answered. It is without wonder why digital technologies used by Indigenous communities can be 

perceived as a "double-edged sword" with a vibrant mix of suspicion, skepticism, and hope 

(Galla, 2018).   

Opportunity for Collaboration 

The AoKānaka platform allows for many opportunities for communication and 

collaboration. AoKānaka may increase the collaboration amongst Hawaiians across the world to 

enhance their understanding of what constitutes a Native Hawaiian identity. Carlson and Frazer 

(2020) argued that studies like this one provide "new and exciting avenues for understanding the 

political relations, movements, and arrangements that social media makes possible" (p. 3). These 
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platforms also can become spaces for shared, collective wisdom (Asur & Huberman, 2010). 

According to Galla (2018),  

Digital technologies have the potential to be powerful tools that connect and bring 

speakers and learners together virtually from local communities, rural and urban settings, 

and the rest of the world—providing opportunities to access and engage with community 

based language revitalization and education efforts (p. 103). 

In addition, Crabbe and Fox (2016) shared the importance of reconnecting with one 

another and our history to address the true sense of lāhui. Botangen et al. (2017) explained, 

social media can create, a "community cohesiveness" and connection to traditional culture for 

Indigenous users who come from various backgrounds, locales, and are of different ages, sexual 

orientations, and economics can be powerful and empowering. Leavitt, Covarrubias, Perez, & 

Fryberg (2015) proposed that social media can play "a substantial role in the way social groups 

understand themselves and are understood by others" (p. 39). According to Wilson, Carlson, and 

Sciascia (2017), social media transforms the way Indigenous people interact and connect on a 

local, regional, national, and global level.  

AoKānaka provides a conduit for discussions and conversations about the revitalization 

and renormalization of Hawaiian identity through this digital platform. According to Galla 

(2018): "The integration of digital technology has provided access to culturally relevant and 

authentic materials, and has increased the domains in which the Hawaiian language is used and 

engaged" (p. 112). This study sought to understand the impact on advancing the understanding 

and use of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi through these AoKānaka discussions.  

Like AoKānaka, others are attempting to understand the power of social media on Native 

Hawaiian identity. For example, the Hoʻokahua Cultural Vibrancy Group (2021) highlighted 
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Kumu Kahanuola Solatorio's impact on the social media world. Solatorio, a Kanaka ʻōiwi, 

established a social media platform called "E Hoʻopili Mai" (Repeat After Me) on Instagram, 

Facebook, YouTube, and Google Classroom. This platform allows viewers to engage and learn 

'ōlelo Hawaiʻi. Over the past year, they went from a few hundred followers to 11,000 learners. 

Solatorio stated, “If only one person speaks after my lessons, then ola ka ‘ōlelo Hawaiʻi (the 

Hawaiian language lives)!" Similarly, this study seeks to examine if AoKānaka can be used as 

an educational tool to empower Kānaka's identity. As Galla (2018) reminded, “ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi is 

a living language that calls for its visibility in both the physical and digital world.” (p. 113).  

This study explored how cultural information about moʻokūʻauhau, ʻāina, ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi, and moʻolelo impacted how users saw themselves as a lāhui Hawaiʻi. It examined how 

AoKānaka helped to "preserve endangered Indigenous knowledge for future generations" 

(Botangen et al., 2017, p. 2304). It also explored how the platform offered Indigenous content 

creators a space to serve Indigenous people. Meighan (2021) described the possibilities of social 

media as a place where "Indigenous content creators, developers, and visionaries are becoming 

increasingly visible and influential in decolonizing the digital landscape to better serve 

Indigenous Peoples, their languages, and their communities'' (p. 8). A particular emphasis will 

be on the experience of Kanaka maoli on content creation and interaction with AoKānaka. 

Summary 

While social media can have both its advantages and its disadvantages on Indigenous 

communities, Carlson and Frazer (2020) share, "social media have also offered opportunities to 

powerfully resist, refute, and reject this logic and work toward imagining and realizing different 

futures for Indigenous peoples.” To address the disadvantage of having a lack of representation 

and the misinformation shared globally about Indigenous communities, there is a need for 
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Kānaka to empower the identity of other Kānaka in these virtual spaces. With so many Native 

Hawaiians away from the homeland, social media platforms like AoKānaka must be vigorously 

investigated. 

The next chapter illustrates this study's methodology—both in terms of its theoretic 

underpinnings and how it will be operationalized. The first section provides detailed the use of 

qualitative research and why this approach was chosen to address the research question. The 

middle section articulates how data was collected, analyzed, and reported. The final sections of 

the chapter focused on the limitations of the study, the inherent biases of the researcher, and 

how this study dealt with those limitations.  

  



 

 

47 

 

CHAPTER 3: Methodology 

ʻAʻole aʻe kau i ka pūlima 

No one will fix a signature 

Ma luna o ka pepa o ka ʻēnemi 

To the paper of the enemy 

Hoʻohui ʻāina kūʻai hewa 

With its sin of annexation 

I ka pono sivila aʻo ke Kanaka 

And sale of native civil rights 

(Prendergast, 1895) 

Understanding and living through the effects of westernization, I chose to acknowledge 

and develop this study through Indigenous methodologies. When the mele says, “ʻaʻole aʻe kau i 

ka pūlima, ma luna o ka pepa o ka ʻēnemi”, it reminds me of the trauma faced by my ancestors 

and prompts me to utilize research methods that uphold the value of Native Hawaiian 

experiences. “I ka pono sivila aʻo ke Kanaka” acts as a push for me to resist standard research 

approaches that are “kūʻai hewa”. I sought pono (righteous) ways of conducting this research.  

As a Kānaka researcher, I wanted to elevate and incorporate approaches that are more 

appropriate for those studying in and for Native communities (Smith, 2021; Wilson, 2008). 

Indigenous methodologies allowed me to examine the worldviews, perspectives, values, and 

lived experience of Aboriginal peoples and is foundational to this study (Walter & Suina, 2019). 

According to Smith (2005), native peoples were among the “most researched” in the world. She 

suggests that researchers become activists who engage in developing methodologies and use 

inquiries that privilege Indigenous knowledge, voices, experiences, reflections, and analyses. 
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Going into this study, I was aware of the impact of colonization on Kānaka, and simultaneously 

heard the kāhea to elevate aspects of their being.  

In addition, as a Native Hawaiian researcher, I am reminded that while studying data 

from my participants, I neeeded to examine my own perspectives, attitudes, and interpretations 

of the world. At one point, while analyzing the data, I recognized that my voice replaced theirs. 

Yet, I realized that when this dissertation was completed, my participants will have read it. With 

that awareness, I went back to the original data, recoded them, and emphasized their experiences 

over my perspectives. According to Smith (2021), 

Indigenous methodologies tend to approach cultural protocols, values, and behaviours as 

an integral part of the methodology. They are ʻfactors’ to be built into research explicitly, 

to be thought about reflexively, to be declared openly as part of the research design, to be 

discussed as part of the final results of a study and to be disseminated back to the people 

in the culturally appropriate way and in a language that can be understood. (p.16) 

Research, then, took on a complexity for me that I have never encountered before. Rather than 

approaching this study from the standpoint of objectivity, proving a hypothesis, and generalizing 

to a larger group, I realized that this research will be inherently subjective, grounded in the 

voices of participants who see the world in a variety of ways rather a singular hypothesis, and 

while not generalizable, may have implications for social media and Indigenous advocacy.  

The purpose of this study was to explore if and how the social media platform AoKānaka 

contributed to the Indigenous identity of participating Native Hawaiians. This study was critical 

because while social forums can provide spaces for Indigenous communities to sustain their 

language and culture, there is little research on how impactful such discussions can be for 

Kānaka Hawaiʻi. This study sought to address the following research question: How does the 
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project AoKānaka, an Instagram platform, help Native Hawaiian participants explore elements of 

Kanaka ʻōiwi identity in this current time?   

Theory as Applied to This Research 

All researchers approach the world with a set of ideas that stem from personal 

biographies such as culture, race, gender, class, or ethnic community perspective (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011). In fact, according to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), "All research is interpretive: 

guided by a set of beliefs and feelings about the world and how it should be understood and 

studied" (p. 13). The authors recognize that when an individual enters research from an 

interpretive community that it has its own historical research traditions. Given this standpoint, 

this research incorporated qualitative, Indigenous methodologies to honor the voices of Kanaka 

participants.  

Qualitative Research 

In respect to this exploratory study, qualitative research is defined by authors Denzin and 

Lincoln (2011) as: 

The word qualitative implies an emphasis on the qualities of entities and processes and 

meanings that are not experimentally examined or measured (if measured at all) in terms 

of quantity, amount, intensity, or frequency. Qualitative researchers stress the socially 

constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher and what is 

studied, and the situational constraints that shape inquiry…They seek answers to 

questions that stress how social experience is created and given meaning (p. 8) 

This study sought to understand the participants' experiences to discussions that occurred 

on AoKānaka. The heart of this work was to examine how online conversations related to 

Hawaiian identity—moʻokūʻauhau, ʻāina, ʻōlelo, and moʻolelo—impacted participants’ sense of 
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Hawaiian-ness. To do so, this investigation applied qualitative research approaches like narrative 

inquiry to explore participants’ varied experiences, influences, cultures, language, and beliefs 

(Rich & Ginsburg, 1999). In addition, since qualitative research allows for the exploration of 

how individuals make sense of the world, it was imperative that this study acknowledged 

subjectivity as inherent to its data collection and analysis. The researcher must be reflective, 

thereby identifying personal biases (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). According to Fossey, Harvey, 

McDermott, and Davidson (2002): "Qualitative research aims to address questions concerned 

with developing an understanding of the meaning and experience dimensions of humans' lives 

and social worlds" (p. 717). 

Phenomenology, Indigenized Phenomenology, and Narrative Inquiry  

 To address the research question, this study utilized phenomenological narrative research 

approach. The purpose of phenomenology is to look at participants’ experiences and 

consciousness (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Particularly important to the research was 

understanding how the discussions on AoKānaka and the focus groups allowed participants to 

explore their own identity as Hawaiians. This was especially important when so many Native 

Hawaiians live hundreds or thousands of miles away from the islands and are often disconnected 

to traditional practices, lack a connection to a place, or do not have opportunities to communicate 

through ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi.  

The phenomenological narrative research approach also was a particularly appropriate 

methodology to examine AoKānaka because it “tends to focus on the collective or 

intersubjective features of sociopolitical life as evident in the primary concern with issues of 

language and the nature and structure of communication” (Schwandt, 1997, pp. 114-115). 
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Specifically, this inquiry examined how conversations surrounding key Hawaiian identity topics 

influenced ways in which participants view themselves as Kānaka ʻōiwi. 

 An important approach to this study was the integration of a Hawaiian research strategy 

called Indigenized Phenomenology. Reyes (2016) explains that this approach “honors the 

integrity of Indigenous stories and lived experiences” (p. 610) of those who experience a 

phenomenon. This method focuses on recording participants’ moʻolelo to understand how Native 

Hawaiians see themselves today despite over 200 years of efforts to colonize and assimilate them 

to the point of erasing their identity (Reyes, 2016). Through this methodology, the data gathered 

and analyzed have helped to (re)learn and (re)tell the (hi)stories of AoKānaka participants as 

they reflect on what occurred on the discussion boards. According to Reyes (2016), "researchers 

gain knowledge not through a retreat to the ego but through their understanding and appreciation 

of relationships, those between themselves and what/who is being researched" (p. 611).  

In relation to Reyes’ Indigenized Phenomenology, this study used tenets of qualitative 

narrative inquiry to uncover participants’ views (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This research was 

concerned with collecting participants stories, interpreting them, and representing them in 

narrative or storied forms (Schwandt, 1997). Schwandt explained that indigenized 

phenomenology, utilizes data gathering and analysis of “various kinds of stories of life 

experiences found in life histories, long interviews, journals, diaries, memoirs, autobiographies, 

biographies and the like” (Schwandt, 1997, p. 98). Similarly, I integrated life stories, and 

interviews into the research methodology and used these to inform the findings. 

Research Framework 

The following framework guided this inquiry. Based on the literature in Chapter 2, there 

are multiple factors that contribute to Kānaka identity. This study examined how the AoKānaka 
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platform facilitated participants to discuss issues related to this identity—moʻokūʻauhau, ʻāina, 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and moʻolelo. The visual diagram represented stories, some of which were deeply 

ingrained in the consciousness of participants. These talk story sessions produced a set of data 

that spoke to a history of colonization, dispossession and the inability to converse in their mother 

tongue. I realized as a researcher, I should not insert my personal views and to allow participants 

to explore their own perspectives about the value of moʻokūʻauhau, ʻāina, ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and 

moʻolelo.    

Figure 1.  

Theoretical Framework 

 

Data Collection 

  This next section articulates how data collection occured. According to Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016), qualitative data is conveyed through words and utilizing Indigenized 

Phenomenology, this study will focus on participant stories. Thus, data gathering happened 

through a series of focus group interview sessions with participants following the discussion of 

the four topics (listed above) on AoKānaka.  



 

 

53 

 

Purposeful Sampling  

 This research utilized purposeful sampling in selecting its participants. According to 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016): "Purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that the 

investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample 

from which the most can be learned" (p. 96). Study participants met the following criteria:   

● Self-identify as a Native Hawaiian; 

● Are current participants on AoKānaka; 

● Are willing to participate in this study—particularly in the follow-up individual 

interview sessions that occur within a week of the AoKānaka identity discussion. 

In addition, in selecting participants, this researcher was interested in the following information: 

● Gender identity—wahine, kāne, or māhū; 

● Place of residence—where they live and for how long; 

● Ability to communicate in Hawaiian or English.  

Having participants identify themselves as Kānaka was important because this study analyzed 

how such a platform impacted Hawaiian identity. In addition, being current participants of 

AoKānaka and the willingness to participate in the interview sessions allowed this researcher to 

gather appropriate data. To honor all gender identities through a Hawaiian grounding, 

participants who identified as wahine, kāne or māhū were welcomed. According to Ravida 

(2018), in the Hawaiian culture those who did not identify as a male or female there was a third 

gender known as māhū, or “in-between.” The question of residence—whether in Hawaiʻi or on 

the continent—could help to understand how connected to ʻāina influences participants’ 

responses to questions and the (re)telling of their stories. Because of the researcher’s capacity to 
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speak ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, participants were allowed to tell their stories in Hawaiian or English (but 

not in other languages).  

Participant Procedures  

The procedures for participating in this study were as follows. Since participants were 

able to access and actively participate on AoKānaka, candidates for this study were recruited 

primarily using Direct Messaging. The request to participate included the purpose of this study, 

that such participation will be voluntary, time frame (4 Hawaiian Identity discussions on 

AoKānaka followed by 4 interviews of 40-60 minutes), and that they could withdraw at any 

time. When a candidate became a participant, a more formal, detailed participation letter was 

sent, signed and returned to this researcher. This letter included a set of questions and a guide for 

the focus group interviews.  

● What were your initial reactions, thoughts or memories, that came to you around 

the discussion of ______(topic)?  

● How does ______(topic) shape or did not shape your identity as a Hawaiian? 

● How has AoKānaka, a social media platform, around ______(topic) reinforce or 

did not reinforce your perception about being Kanaka? 

Once the letter was submitted, participants were asked to complete a demographic survey. 

This included questions about their characteristics (e.g., gender, place of birth, age). The survey 

also asked about their exposure on Instagram to and daily use of moʻokūʻauhau, ʻāina, ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi and moʻolelo.  

During the interview process, the researcher utilized a semi-structured questioning to support 

the relay of participant stories. A statement was read at the start of the focus groups that 

addressed how participants could skip a question, take a break, or stop the process at any point. 
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In addition, each session was recorded using Zoom audio and Otter.ai and the researcher took 

field notes on body language and verbal cues.  

After data was collected, several steps were taken to ensure confidentiality and purpose. To 

protect the identity of participants, pseudonyms replaced the names. Also, confidential 

information was removed or reconfigured so that the data remained anonymous. At the close of 

every focus group, participants were reminded of the purpose of this research, upcoming topics, 

the ability to exit the study at any time, and the scheduled date/time for the next interview. At the 

end of the sessions, the researcher thanked each participant and provided next steps. A promise 

was made to share the final dissertation report with participants. My role as a researcher was 

grounded in aloha and I understood if there will be times when I needed to hoʻolohe (to hear) and 

provide aloha without judgment.  

Conversational Method 

 This research employed a conversational approach to data collection by utilizing open-

ended semi-structured interview questions to prompt the storytelling (Kovach, 2010). For 

Kānaka, the use of storytelling was essential to understanding how experiences impact 

perspectives (Kukahiko, 2019) as it honors the voices and moʻolelo of participants (Kaomea, 

2005). To help participants feel most comfortable in this study, this research used the process of 

talk story—a conversational interview method (Kahakalau, 2004)–to gather the data.  

Talk Story Procedures. This next section discusses the procedures that took place 

during these talk story sessions. For the safety of participating in this research, especially 

because of the threats to health associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, sessions were 

conducted via Zoom. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) highlight that opting to do an online (zoom) 

session no longer constrains participation in a research study based on geography; participating 
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Kanaka can be selected from across the world. In addition, the researcher observed participants' 

body language and facial expressions through the Zoom platform.  

In addition, establishing a trustworthy relationship between myself as a Kanaka 

researcher (Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2015) and my participants is vital. The online interview allowed 

both parties to “see” each other and build pilina (connection) through both voice and eyesight 

that make for discussing sensitive, emotional, and/or difficult topics a bit easier. The researcher 

built and maintained a trusting atmosphere between herself and her participants.  

The researcher prepared for every step of the discussion and interview processes. When 

meeting with possible challenges–technology breakdowns, problems with audio recording 

equipment, unstable internet, loss of connection, Merriam & Tisdell (2016) suggest that backup 

camera, computer, and testing the strength of internet connection several times leading to the 

online interview could better prepare this researcher for the issues that may arise before and 

during the interview. Each talk story session was approximately 45 minutes to an hour. While 

there were four structured prompts, the researcher focused on participant moʻolelo as the key 

data to collect. Each session opened with a short introduction of myself, the purpose of this 

research, and importance of gathering information from participants. In recanting my story, I 

hoped to build a reciprocal relationship of sharing stories between the participant and myself 

(Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2015). Thereafter, each participant was asked for approval to record the 

interview. Then, each participant introduced her/himself and then the first question was asked.   

Privacy and Confidentiality. Given the importance of moʻolelo to Hawaiian well-being, 

this researcher ensured the sacredness of participant stories (Pūkuʻi, n.d.; Wright & Balutski, 

2015) by instituting mālama (caring of) this data. Also, in accordance with the University of 

Hawaiʻi Human Studies Program, the data gathered throughout this study was only be accessible 
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by me and for the expressed purposes of this study. Also, the Institutional Research Board (IRB) 

process grants access to UH’s Human Studies Program to review research records. Upon the 

completion of this research, all audio recordings, transcriptions, and other confidential 

information will be destroyed. Participants' names or any identifiable information did not appear 

in this report and in their place, pseudonyms were used to protect the participants' privacy and 

confidentiality.  

Ethical Considerations. The risks of adverse effects of this study are minimal. 

Participants were provided the opportunity to withdraw from the research at any point in the 

process.  

Limitations. First, because this study used a purposeful participant sampling, the results 

of this research are not generalizable to the larger Native Hawaiian population. AoKānaka was 

accessed by all folks in the study. A second limitation is connected to how this study was 

developed.  This research targeted those who were interested in strengthening Kānaka identity; 

those who were not did not participate. Although AoKānaka can be accessed globally, the 

targeted participants were Kanaka; the study prohibited non-Hawaiians from participating. The 

participant pool was small in this study, and if duplicated, should be expanded to other social 

media sites and include a larger participant population.  

Data Analysis 

 This next section discusses the process of analyzing data. The goal for data analysis was 

to transform the data into findings through a process of transcribing, coding, and theming.  

Transcribing  

 After conducting the talk story sessions, all data was transcribed to clearly understand 

what is being said. Because there were potential participants who interchangeably used ʻōlelo 
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Hawaiʻi in their dialect, it was in their best interest that this researcher transcribed data shared in 

Hawaiian. Upon completing the first pass at transcription, to become familiar with the findings, 

the researcher employed a second pass listening to the recordings, simultaneously reading the 

transcriptions for accuracy. Furthermore, for the transcribed recorded data, the researcher added 

the observed non-verbal cues. Upon completion of this second pass transcription, the script was 

sent to the respective participant for verification.  

When the participant verified the script and returned it to this researcher, the process of 

coding common ideas and concepts occurred. While reading through the script, this researcher 

began noting common ideas resonating from within the text as they relate to this study’s research 

question. All data was managed by a computer software and to avoid the potential loss of data 

and to safe-guard its contents, it was stored on an external drive. 

In Vivo Coding  

 Initially, this researcher intended to use In Vivo to conduct intial coding of participants 

data. Instead, once transcriptions and scripts were authenticated, the researcher manually coded 

the transcripts by looking for patterns in what participants shared in an effort to honor their 

voices and thoughts (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2020). No In Vivo coding was used.  

Inductive Analysis  

 This study also incorporated an inductive process in which “researchers gather data to 

build concepts, hypotheses, or theories rather than deductively testing hypotheses” (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  

Horizontalization & Imaginative Variation 

 To generate themes, the coded data was analyzed for horizontalization–a process of 

validation that recognizes that everyone's truth is equally important, and one does not weigh 
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higher than another (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In other words, the data was treated as having 

equal weight and value. Also, this research will employ imaginative variation that allows for 

connecting one theme across multiple participant data points. In this way, the analysis allowed 

for viewing themes through multiple perspectives (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Trustworthiness  

 Triangulation is gathering information from multiple sources using a variety of multiple 

methods (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). For this study, data was collected from a variety of 

participants that reflect a variety of genders (e.g., wahine, kāne, māhū), ages (18-60+), and 

residences (Oʻahu, Neighbor Islands, Continent, International as well as length of being away 

from the islands). These categories and the participants who reflect them provided a variety of 

perspectives that differed or were similar to others. An exploration of these differences and 

similarities through triangulation affirmed the findings of this study and also contributed to a 

deeper understanding of the phenomenon associated with online platform native identity 

conversations. 

Kānaka moʻolelo displays ones' own personal truth and narratives are a powerful tool and 

especially the messages embedded in them to describe and highlight Native identity formation 

and intellectual inquiry (Benham, 2007). In the role of an Indigenous researcher, this study did 

not question a participant's truth; rather, it carried the kuleana to ensure the accuracy in the 

collection, interpretation, and reporting of the data. According to Kovach (2021), the 

trustworthiness of the research is tied closely to the credibility of the researcher and how the 

research is accountable to this community it seeks to explore and serve. 
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Reporting 

When it comes to reporting the data, close attention was given to how I represented the 

lāhui Hawaiʻi, which is critical for me as a Kanaka researcher. According to Goodyear-Kaʻōpua 

(2015): "With more knowledge comes more kuleana" (p. 15). My responsibility was to know the 

boundaries of my research and what should or should not be written. I understood the impact 

such research could have when I decided to disseminate the knowledge in my writing. Once the 

study was completed, it was equally important that I cared for the relationship built between the 

participant and myself. This included how I presented their voices in this study. Finally, the 

study was reported to the participants and available for the Indigenous community.  

Positionality 

As a Kanaka, my passion has always been to be a contributor to address challenges that 

we face as people. Now that I have the honor to carry the role of a researcher, this study was 

personal for me as a makuahine and a kaikamahine (daughter). As I shared in Chapter one, my 

ʻohana and I have always attempted to reclaim our Indigenous identity for generations. Now that 

my keiki are enrolled in a Hawaiian medium education school, I fear the possibility that they 

may journey a similar path to mine of isolation. My decision to study the phenomenon between 

social media and Kanaka identity is to prevent my keiki and others from feeling isolated. 

Therefore, I entered this study as first a makuahine to my keiki and my responsibility to their 

well-being as a Kanaka. I entered this study in hopes that my research can bring together other 

Hawaiians to build a collective voice for Kanaka ʻōiwi (Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2015).  

As a Kanaka researcher, this study utilized several Indigenous methodologies. According 

to Lopez (2015), researching through Hawaiian approaches that integrate knowledge from 

kūpuna, community, participants, practitioners, and teachers allows for the use of senses and 



 

 

61 

 

intuition (Wilson, 2008). Kānaka refer to this as using our naʻau, our gut feeling. Also, I 

incorporated Kanaka participation in this study as a part of the contribution of taking an active 

stance to work towards our survival as people (Reyes, 2016). This allowed Native scholars to 

explore what it means for Aboriginal people to live in at least two worlds: an Indigenous one and 

western one (Kahakalau, 2004). Goodyear-Kaʻōpua (2015) acknowledges that we, as people, are 

constantly changing and the work of Kānaka ʻōiwi researchers must continue to explore what it 

means to be Hawaiian because these answers are never complete. Hence, my kuleana engaged in 

Indigenous narrative to indigenize this work (Benham, 2007). I chose to highlight and honor the 

foundation laid before me by other Kanaka scholars whose voices continue to guide me 

throughout this work. 

 

 

  



 

 

62 

 

CHAPTER 4: Findings 

ʻAʻole mākou aʻe minamina 

We do not value 

I ka puʻu kālā o ke aupuni 

The government's sums of money 

Ua lawa mākou i ka pōhaku 

We are satisfied with the stones 

I ka ʻai kamahaʻo o ka āina 

Astonishing food of the land 

(Prendergast, 1895) 

 

The words of this powerful mele speaks to the rejection by the Kānaka Hawaiʻi of 

Western notions concerning wealth and value. For Native Hawaiians, our kinship to ʻāina 

produce food and mana. In the same way, the participants stories produced valuable insights 

about the astonishing sources of Hawaiian identity. This chapter revisited the purpose of this 

study and provides a profile of each participant. In addition, this chapter shared findings about 

Hawaiian identity: moʻokūʻauhau, ʻāina, ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and moʻolelo. Findings were supported 

through particiapnts’ stories. My goal for this chapter was to amplify the voices of each 

participant and explore how a social media platform contributed to their identity. 

Purpose of the Study  

The replacement of Hawaiian culture, language and identity with Western civilization led 

to disconnect, disruption and dismembering of Hawaiian ways of life (Taira, 2018; Osorio, 

2001). Today, it is important for Kānaka to continue the discussions about their Hawaiian 
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identity (Kaiwi, 2006). Social media creates spaces where they continue to learn about who they 

are (Galla, 2018). The purpose of this study was to answer the following research question:  

o How does the project AoKānaka, an Instagram platform, help Native Hawaiian 

participants explore elements of Kanaka 'Ōiwi identity in this current time?   

Participant Profiles 

A short introduction to the participants is presented below. As described in the previous 

chapter, all six participants identified themselves as ethnically Kānaka with five of six selecting 

this as their primary ethnicity. In addition, five out of the six participants were born in Hawaiʻi. 

The participant demographics are illustrated below.  

Table 1. 

Characteristics of Participants 

 

Characteristic n % 

Native Hawaiian 

     Yes 

     No 

  

6 

0 

  

100 

0 

Gender 

     Female 

     Male 

     Māhū 

  

4 

2 

0 

  

60 

40 

0 

Demographics 

     Hawaiʻi 

     U.S. Continent 

  

5 

1 

  

80 

20 
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     International 0 0 

Speaking Language 

    ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi 

      English 

      Both 

  

0 

0 

6 

  

0 

0 

100 

  

In Table 2, when asked about how often participants hopped onto an Instagram account, 5 

(80%) of them indicated that they use an account everyday in a week. All (100%) participants 

used ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi daily, yet none saw Hawaiian being utilized everyday in a week on the 

Instagram. The participants' responses are in Table 2.  

Table 2.  

Components of Instagram use and Hawaiian Identity 

 

Survey Questions: 

Always  

(everyday in a 

week) 

Frequently  

(3-4 days in a 

week) 

Occasionally  

(once every 

week in the 

month) 

Barely 

(twice a 

month or 

less) 

How often do you use 

Instagram? 

5 (80%) 1 (20%) 0 0 

How often do you 

utilize ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi? 

6 (100%) 0 0 0 
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How often do you see 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi being 

used on Instagram? 

0 4 (60%) 2 (40%) 0 

How often do you 

connect with ʻāina? 

2 (30%) 1 (20%) 3 (50%) 0 

How often do you see 

ʻāina being used on 

Instagram? 

0 4 (60%) 2 (40%) 0 

How often do you refer 

to your moʻokūʻauhau? 

4 (60%) 1 (20%) 1 (20%) 0 

How often do you see 

moʻokūʻauhau being 

discussed on 

Instagram? 

0 1 (20%) 3 (50%) 2 (30%) 

How often do you 

utilize moʻolelo to 

guide you?    

3 (50%) 2 (30%) 1 (20%) 0 

How often do you see 

Instagram users use 

storytelling as a form to 

 

0 

 

2 (30%) 

 

1 (20%) 

 

3 (50%) 
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discuss ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, 

ʻāina, and 

moʻokūʻauhau? 

  

The survey also asked participants to rate their satisfaction on the exposure of the 

following topics on Instagram: moʻokūʻauhau, ʻāina, ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, and moʻolelo. The results 

can be seen in Table 3. 

Table 3. 

How satisfied are you with the level of exposure on Instagram for the following topics? 

 

Topic: Extremely Satisfied Satisfied Neutral Not Satisfied 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi 1 (20%) 1 (20%) 4 (60%) 0 

ʻĀina 0 1 (20%) 5 (80%) 0 

Moʻokūʻauhau 0 1 (20%) 2 (30%) 3 (50%) 

Moʻolelo 0 1 (20%) 2 (30%) 3 (50%) 

 

 This next section will provide a brief description of the following six participants. 

Participants shared how the AoKānaka platform supported or explored components of Hawaiian 

identity.  

Noʻeau  

Noʻeau, a male and a graduate of the Hawaiian immersion program, was a fluent speaker 

of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and acknowledged that he saw the world in duality—Hawaiian and western. 

For him, the AoKānaka discussions around moʻokūʻauhau, moʻolelo and ʻāina allowed him to be 
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“connected to that is what shaped me to be the Kānaka I am today”. According to Noʻeau, 

"moʻolelo's are who we are!" It builds his connection to not just Hawaiʻi but the way he interacts 

with the things associated with Hawaiʻi. He shared, "...it shapes my interaction with places; it 

shapes my understanding of places; and it shapes how I act—it teaches me morals.” He felt that 

if he did not know these stories, he would not know how to act or how to be Hawaiian.   

Lale 

Lale is also a male and though not raised in Hawaiian language, he shared that he was 

still connected to ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi because, "It is that generational language that still holds the 

value and the mannerisms necessary to operate in a Hawaiian world.”  Lale also shared that ʻāina 

is vital for his identity because he believes that it provides the “stems and roots” from which 

people are created.  This connection to land, particularly the ʻāina of Hawaiʻi is a source of mana 

for Lale and he hopes to one day move from a residential lot to acreage that would allow him to 

reconnect and reground him. He also shared that Hawaiian moʻolelo are delicate and should be 

cared for because they provide healthier perceptions of Kānaka. He explained, they carry 

“mannerisms, emotion, ʻāina, moʻokūʻauhau...[from] generation to this generation and this 

generation to the next.”  

Haunani 

Haunani, who identifies as a female and a graduate of the Hawaiian Immersion program, 

shared that ‘ōlelo Hawaiʻi is a “grounding aspect” for her. Whereas some would not be able to 

recognize from her physical features or proper name that she is Kanaka, once she introduced 

herself using her inoa Hawaiʻi—Hawaiian name, strangers became aware of who she is. ʻĀina, 

she shared, has become a teacher for her and believes that much of what she knows today about 
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being Kanaka comes from her work on ʻāina. She stated that “our histories flow through our 

water, evolve and transform the growth of new lands”.  

For Haunani, even those who are not related to her by blood are important. She 

shared:  "I've always been grateful for both my moʻokūʻauhau by koko (blood) and also the 

moʻokūʻauhau by those who are not koko, but still kind of like went hāpai (to carry) that kuleana 

and took care of me.” For her the many different aspects of moʻokūʻauhau are "ours," and it 

should be something that you are reflecting and building upon. Both ʻāina and moʻokūʻauhau 

shaped her identity and guided her daily actions.  

Lena 

Lena, a Hawaiian immersion female graduate, shared that she sees herself as a Kanaka in 

this "ao honua" (world). ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi has allowed Lena to build many relationships and 

afforded her with many opportunities to learn and work—Pūnana Leo, to kaiapuni, to earning a 

college degree, and now in her career. Lena cannot see herself without ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi knowing 

how much it has contributed to the young woman she is today.  

When Lena thought of ʻāina, she thought of mele that represented “the place names, the 

wind names, the rain names and all of the beauty of the ʻāina”. She noted that each day that she 

walks out the door of her house, she is constantly reminded, especially by her Tūtū's 

(grandma/grandpa) who have passed on, that she walks this land with her ʻohana.  

For her, she sees moʻolelo as a base for teaching and building "curriculum". Lena shared 

that these stories are so "waiwai” (valueable), not only do they help teachers build out their 

lessons, but it also gives the students more generational Hawaiian knowledge to connect them 

with their ancestors. Lena expressed: “we are all vectors of moʻolelo and how we portray it to the 

younger generations".  
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Kawena 

Kawena, who also identifies as a Native Hawaiian female, shared that her experience 

with ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi began in 10th grade when she introduced “myself as Kawena, because I 

know who knows me from my past they call me Britney.” In addition to a connection with 

Hawaiian language, she is also a practitioner of ʻike Hawaiʻi. When Kawena gave birth to each 

of her children, she returned their placenta to the ʻāina, a place that she and her husband had 

specially selected. ʻĀina remains a considerable aspect of her identity because she feels that it 

represents where she is planted and grounded.  

Moʻokūʻauhau for Kawena is a three-fold of past, present, and future. It was essential for 

Kawena to get the alamaʻi, a Hawaiian cultural tattoo, that is designed to tell the story of her 

moʻokūʻauhau.  She shared that this symbolic representation of her ʻohana will help her to 

explain to her children and grandchildren her Hawaiian identity. In a similar way, she is 

reminded that as moʻolelo are being written daily, the way she lives her life, will help 

generations to look back at the story she is formulating.  

Pilahi   

Pilahi, a female, mentioned: “everything in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi just makes you look at the 

world in a different way in a Hawaiian worldview, that's what's beautiful!” She shared her 

connection with ʻāina, is a specific place called Kuhiawaho, which provides a sense of safety. 

She explained "there's no space I feel safer!" Pilahi also shared her story about how much she 

enjoys going to a place called Mākua when she learned that her great-grandfather was buried 

there. She shared, "No wonder I love to go there…no wonder I feel so safe and connected there." 

Pilahi mentioned, "ʻāina is where we come from" and reminded other participants that this link to 

the ground that provides life is a part of who we are as Kānaka. Pilahi graciously added: "There 
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is no place like this—so we need to keep it special!" In connecting to Kuhiawaho, she mentioned 

a desire to continue to know her ʻohana. Pilahi shared that “my parents did their alaniho (a 

Hawaiian cultural tattoo)…I haven't done my personal research too far to reach that 

moʻokūʻauhau um to know my moʻokūʻauhau.” She also said that within the next year “a goal of 

mine is to be able to oli (chant), you know to introduce myself in that manner.” 

My hope is to offer these shorter profiles as a way into my participants. I believe that 

their voices were crucially important to uncover. In honor of them and the thoughts they 

entrusted me to share, I offer the following sections focused on uncovering the themes. 

Thematic Analysis 

The findings in this chapter come from a deep, inductive process that first considered the 

common ideas surfacing in the data. These commonalities were initially coded by the 

researcher.  After the initial reviews of the participants’ thoughts, a secondary, double coding 

process produced several key themes illustrated in the following sections.   

Before delving into these themes, it is important to highlight the use of Hawaiian terms 

like Hoʻokānaka. First, as several of the participants used Hawaiian in their discussions during 

the focus group sessions, this research honors their language of choice. Second, because several 

participants felt more comfortable explaining themselves in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, this study allowed 

participants to use their translations. I checked with participants to ensure that translations were 

accurate. Finally, as with most Hawaiian words, this research respects the multiplicity of 

definitions and explanations that might be offered for a term like Hoʻoikaika. So, within this text 

a reader will find that definitions are broad and encompassing rather than restrictive and singular. 

The general structure of each theme is laid out in the following manner. The first portion 

of the theme is dedicated to offering a set of definitions from Wehewehe, an electronic Hawaiian 
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dictionary as well as how the participants generally viewed each. The section is further 

developed through an exploration of trauma and in directly addressing the study’s research 

question, an examination from the participants’ perspective on how AoKānaka impacted their 

understanding of what it meant to be Kānaka ʻōiwi. The thematic section closes with a thematic 

summary. 

Theme I: Hoʻoikaika—Strengthening Hawaiian Identity 

According to Lale, “So to me, it’s kind of like AoKānaka really gave that opportunity 

to...hoʻoikaika...and encourage other Kānaka to do so as well.”  Wehewehe (2023), a website of 

Hawaiian dictionaries, defined ikaika as: “Strong, powerful, sturdy, potent; strength, force, 

energy, might, vigor, determination” and hoʻoikaika or hōʻikaika as to “make a great effort, work 

hard, encourage, strengthen.”  

Haunani shared that Kānaka “don’t have a huaʻōlelo (a word) to explain what it means to 

strengthen your identity as a Kānaka” because “they never had that problem back in the day” in 

defining who they were. Lale suggested that hoʻoikaika appears today because “my native 

Hawaiian identity has been questioned in many realms in scholarship or has been pushed to the 

limit, the same thing is happening.” For participants this hoʻoikaika unfolds in several ways. 

They connected to hoʻoikaika through AoKānaka and they also recognized the trauma they 

experienced by their lack of connection to the four elements explored in this study. The 

discussion below explores the trauma and examines the explanations the participants share that 

leads to disconnection or lack of confidence in their Hawaiian identity.  

Trauma linked to a lack of Ikaika 

 Throughout the four focus group interviews with the participants, it became evident that 

they felt a lack of strength and fortitude about being Kānaka. All six participants noted a desire 
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to hoʻoikaika, to be strong and powerful in who they are as Native Hawaiians. But when asked 

about their relationship to ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, moʻokūʻauhau, and moʻolelo, the experiences these 

participants used to explain their inner strength and confidence seemed to display other, less—

than—confident perspectives. 

 Trauma surrounding ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi. One area of a lack of confidence appeared in the 

ways in which participants described their ability to ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi. Haunani explained: 

What kind of Hawaiian am I if I can't ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi? If I can't 'ōlelo Hawaiʻi, then who 

am I? Like obviously we have koko and we have moʻokūʻauhau but is that enough for 

me? And that's always been a question, how is that enough? I'm Hawaiian and I'm proud 

but If I can't do all these other things or think like a Hawaiian… is having the koko and 

having the moʻokūʻauhau, enough?  

These questions raised about the ability or lack of ability to speak Hawaiian brought with it 

struggle and pain. A number of the participants suggested that such trauma surrounding identity 

is traced back to policies and other actions taken against speaking Hawaiian. Lale noted in the 

focus group interview: 

given the not traditional or historical context of it regarding the banning of our language 

and the fact that my kūpuna and my mākua were products of that unfortunate 

circumstance and event…I grew up knowing I was Hawaiian, but never really used ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi.  

Lena added: “For me ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi kind of started off as a dream for me from my kūpuna 

because both of them had no experience with ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi.” In Noʻeau’s words, “…plenty of 

us suffered from our kūpuna not being able to speak Hawaiian”. He went on to say:  
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I remember as a kid growing up, being able to speak Hawaiian made me feel weird, 

because at Waiau there's the haole side, and then there's the Hawaiian side and the fact 

that we could speak Hawaiian and the majority of the school couldn't made me feel weird 

and it made me feel out of place. 

Such statements of feeling out place, weird, and unfortunate seemed to stem from a deep lack of 

ikaika within. Instead of confidently communicating through ʻōlelo makuahine the policy 

banning its use denied generations access to it.  

This lack of confidence, a lack of being ikaika, was evident in the participants. A few of 

them shared about other Kānaka in their lives who also seemed to lack this ability to strengthen 

their identity through the use of ʻōlelo. Haunani, in speaking about her significant other who is 

also of Hawaiian descent, noted that “he doesn't know much about his culture—poor guy.” She 

described him as a “really tall, fair Hawaiian” who “loves his culture and...has a great 

appreciation (for it)…but because he didn't grow up with it, or had the opportunity to learn a lot 

of the things,” he would say: “Like you don't see a lot of people in Costco speaking in Hawaiian 

or on his social media platforms; So they're like not speaking a lot of Hawaiian.” She noted that 

when she wanted their children to enter Hawaiian language immersion education, there was a 

strong push back from her husband because “it's hard for him to understand.”    

Four of the six participants clearly voiced concerns about their lack of confidence to 

speak Hawaiian and questioned their Hawaiianess. Some of the participants like Lale lamented 

about his inabilities: “I wish I had that memory—I did not grow up with ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi”. He 

went on to say: 

Hawaiian language is not my first language. I wish it was—I wish everyday it was. But 

because it's not, I'm on the other side of that where I feel like oh, you know, hilahila 
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(embarrassed), I no like buss um up because, you know, she's (the language) been 

through a lot already. So, I'm not trying to make it worse, but at the same time, I'm like, 

it's mine.  

This diminished level of confidence surfaced repeatedly. Lale explained, “I didn't grow up 

speaking Hawaiian, or ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi” but “started learning ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi not until high school. 

I took an Intro to Hawaiian class but...there weren't many offered at my school.” And even when 

these participants learned a bit of Hawaiian, some like Pilahi said that they “...get shy speaking 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi”. Others like Lale interacted with a kumu (teacher) who spoke Hawaiian “once a 

month” because “she would sing a song” and later “disappear”. Lale explained: 

even though I never grow up with it (speaking Hawaiian), it doesn't mean I don't love to 

hear it. Like doesn't mean I don't want it to be stronger and louder. Because you know, 

the best way that you can keep people healthy and well, is if their language is healthy and 

well… 

All of the participants spoke of a sense of hoʻoikaika even when they could not 

communicate in Hawaiian. Kawena noted: “…if it wasn't for ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, you folks probably 

wouldn't know me as Kawena. I'd be introducing myself as Kristal. I never knew my Hawaiian 

name growing up.” Among the participants, knowing one’s Hawaiian name seemed to be of 

importance. “I find that teaching in schools here, non-kaiapuni schools, even at Kamehameha 

Schools, a lot of the kids don't know their inoa Hawaiʻi and don't go by it” shared Kawena. For 

Haunani who was surrounded by ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, the struggle to feel confident also seemed tied 

to her name:  
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That's so funny about the name thing because when I came to college, I tried to use my 

English name. I told everyone my name was Sapphire in English 100 and PSY 100, I was 

over there like “Hi, I'm Sapphire”. 

She was not confident that others would accept her “being Hawaiian” and used her English name 

even though she knew that she would be “fighting in a western setting”.  

Many of the participants recognized that they felt unsure or had misgivings about their 

inability to speak Hawaiian. Noʻeau said, “to raise your keiki to know Hawaiian and to speak it, 

is wonderful and it's just, it’s us being able to see it everywhere reinforces that. It's okay for us to 

be Hawaiian. It's nothing wrong!” Noʻeau added,  

…the ones that are putting things out there saying we're this...we're that…you know, 

we're overrepresented in all of these negative areas of society. But to hear your keiki and 

to hear other people's keiki talk about the positive things and all of the good things that 

we as Kānaka come from that we do, reinforces me as a Hawaiian and it makes me 

proud! 

Pilahi shared: “…seeing how they use ʻōlelo…and how it is being used at home with the keiki is 

beautiful.” Haunani concluded that the platform showed “deep aloha” by uplifting and 

encouraging Kānaka to be proud.  

 Trauma surrounding Moʻokūʻauhau and Moʻolelo. Just as participants were reluctant 

about and yet acknowledged the importance of speaking Hawaiian, so too did they indicate the 

significance of Hawaiian stories and the importance of reclaiming them were to their Kānaka 

identity. In the focus group discussion about moʻolelo, Noʻeau noted:  

because it empowers us in a way that we're able to take back our moʻolelo and reclaim 

our moʻolelo. You know and to see the keiki do it because they're the next generation of 
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alakaʻi (leaders) that are going to lead our people you know, so it reinforces my identity 

as a Hawaiian because it gives us the opportunity or it gives me the opportunity to 

reclaim what so much Kānaka, who...and not Kānaka but like so much haole and 

pelekānia (English)...people have taken from us, you know, they're the ones who wrote 

stories about our people.  

Noʻeau recognized, “…to have your keiki show the rest of the world that regardless of what age 

at what time period you grew up, you know, like, it's still a thing to be a Kānaka”. Kawena 

added, “I think it's more of like, reinforcing the world, the perception of others” of who we are as 

Hawaiians.  

Participants described a deep lack of ikaika associated with not being able to speak ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi in a predominantly English-speaking environment and had strong reservations about the 

topic. And while this lack of strength was also to some degree is connected to Hawaiian 

storytelling and genealogy, participants found confidence with ʻāina. In the following section, 

participants indicate how this platform increased hoʻoikaika among them.  

Impacts of AoKānaka on Hoʻoikaika 

Participants spoke about the importance of social media platforms like AoKānaka. Four 

participants shared about how these platforms provided spaces to voice their concerns about 

ʻōlelo makuahine, moʻolelo, moʻokūʻauhau, and ʻāina as related to who they were as Native 

Hawaiians. Pilahi said: “What I love about AoKānaka is that it just gets us all comfortable 

talking about our moʻokūʻauhau, not just being proud to be Hawaiian but knowing who you 

come from.”  While participants shared their lack of ikaika, they saw in AoKānaka the ability to 

express their thoughts. Lena shared:   
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…the approach that AoKānaka has on social media which is just like a great open 

discussion…you know, you're not throwing hard discussion questions at us, like, where 

do you come from? What's your rain? What's your wind?…. you know, that would 

probably scare me away and my screen would be off the whole time… 

Hoʻoikaika through AoKānaka: Impacts on ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi. For a number of the 

participants, this platform became a space where they were able to openly discuss their feelings 

about speaking Hawaiian. Lena said, 

…I feel like it's such a great step for our fellow Kānaka who are wanting to learn ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi; wanting to learn more about their identity and ʻāina itself, because I feel like for 

me personally I strive to be kind of like my, my papa (grandpa). 

Pilahi also expressed that the conversations on AoKānaka platform inspired her as a parent: 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi on social media is normalizing ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and that's like, making 

everyone want to be like "oh, what does this mean?"...my friends that don't speak 

Hawaiian want to like know, like, “hey, what does this mean?” by normalizing it and 

making especially with your keiki and it inspires me as makua to want to have to see my 

keiki be able to be pili ma ka ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi—close with Hawaiian language. 

For Lena, she shared, “I feel like AoKānaka is such a great first step for us to just openly discuss 

like this and figure out what our next steps are.”  Whereas participants noted a diminished sense 

of fortitude and confidence associated with speaking Hawaiʻi’s Indigenous language, this 

platform became for them a first step toward hoʻoikaika, strengthening their abilities and 

capacities to speaking in Hawaiian. 
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Hoʻoikaika through AoKānaka: Impacts on Moʻokūʻauhau. Three of the six 

participants shared how the AoKānaka platform also presented ways to hoʻoikaika their 

connections to family histories and genealogies. During the focus group, Noʻeau discussed:  

I just think hearing it on AoKānaka and other social media platforms just made it more 

comfortable for us to talk about our family…. seeing moʻokūʻauhau being discussed on 

AoKānaka, like I said earlier, makes it more comfortable for us to talk about our families 

in that way.  

Haunani spoke about her circumstance with accessing her father’s lineage:  

AoKānaka and that platform has brought a lot of peace and comfort regarding 

moʻokūʻauhau. I think coming from someone who you know is kind of unaware and has 

to be kind of at peace with I might not ever know my whole moʻokūʻauhau, and some of 

that will be lost forever…I know I'm not the only one! I think AoKānaka is providing that 

opportunity not just for me or to my future keiki, but to a lot of ʻohana, who might be 

going through similar things, who come from really broken homes, and a lot of ʻohana, 

who have a lot of trauma. 

This growing sense of ikaika-ness, this degree of confidence, also impacted members of 

participants’ ʻohana. For Haunani’s husband, the platform also allowed conversations between 

them about why moʻokūʻauhau and ʻōlelo makuahine were important to her and their keiki. She 

shared, “I get to show him that little part of who I am with my social media, it's like a modern-

day history lesson for him.” She then stressed that the AoKānaka platform, “kind of reinforced 

that pilina between me and him and what we want for our ʻohana when we do finally have keiki 

because it is something he's never seen either.” 
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Hoʻoikaika through AoKānaka: Impacts on Moʻolelo and ʻĀina. As Pilahi shared, “I 

think AoKānaka on social media is a start of something bigger. And I can see it growing 

already.” In reflecting on her father and growing up directly connected to the land and farming, 

Lena commented, “that’s the kind of level I want to be on.” When talking about her father, she 

stated that he had “such a strong relationship with certain parts of the ʻāina” and that the 

conversations on this platform provided the impetus to do “enough research to be able to know 

this and that” about farming and respecting land and sea. In one focus group session, what 

surfaced were indicators of the importance of talking about issues related to land and water. 

Pilahi shared:  

We need to talk about those things! You know, and I know it's an uncomfortable 

question, but if we don't talk, how are we going to talk about this and implement it in our 

keiki?... how important our water is…how important the names of our places are… 

Such issues raised while on AoKānaka surfaced for participants and many felt a strong desire to 

improve their understanding of how Native Hawaiians must reconnect with ʻāina. Haunani 

reminded others,  

It's not just you take, take, take, and you don't ever give. For someone who had the 

privilege of having that pilina to ʻāina for one part of her identity, but not having it for the 

other, like on my tribal reservation, I know what it's like to not have that pilina and 

because of that, I think I also know what it's like to not have that sense of like, purpose 

for that identity. 

Pilahi added,  

having this discussion…these are discussions that need to be had and I haven't had a 

discussion like this since I've been in school. So those are like the spaces that I have these 
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kinds of discussions. So, it's been so nice to have this time to, you know, kūkākūkā (to 

discuss) about these important topics. 

Hoʻoikaika through AoKānaka: questioning and advocacy. Critical issues raised on 

this platform, like a lack of connection and access to land and sea, appeared to have also 

empowered participants to question, retell stories, and communicate about important 

understandings about what it means to be Kānaka. Noʻeau put things in perspective: 

social media in general, it's...storytelling…people sharing bits and pieces of their life. 

People showing, you know, good, bad, whatever. So AoKānaka using moʻolelo, 

reinforces that aspect of being Hawaiian, of sharing moʻolelo because that's exactly what 

it does!  

Lena added, “moʻolelo shapes me and it’s kind of like my best…not weapon, because it’s not a 

very violent thing, but it’s like my best things to have to bring to the table”. Lale further 

expressed: “moʻolelo is a tool to keep my perception of myself as it is without the need to change 

who I am.”  

This platform and how it was created by keiki, impacted the ways in which participants 

shared ideas about Hawaiian identity. The four topics—which in turn became the topics for the 

four focus group interviews—elevated not only critical feelings surrounding both the lack of 

strength and confidence with speaking ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi but also sharing of moʻokūʻauhau and 

moʻolelo.  

Moreover, in the sharing of individual moʻolelo, participants found guidance and 

confidence as Kānaka. Haunani shared, “as we're learning stories, they get ingrained in us and I 

think it really is reflected in how we act and continue to act.” In addition, Lale explained the 

different types of understanding and interpretation when sharing these stories on this platform: 
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it tells of the heart ache, the strength, the desire, and that's what moʻolelo carry—it 

carries, mannerisms, it carries, emotion. It carries pretty much like everything else. 

Moʻolelo carries ʻāina, moʻolelo carries moʻokūʻauhau—It carries that generation to this 

generation and this generation to the next generation. 

Participants also noted that AoKānaka provided more people access to the posted stories, 

even if they were not involved in these discussions. While in one of the focus group interviews, 

Lena explained, “so for me, it's (moʻolelo) just like my biggest "why", why am I doing what I do, 

and then I have a full moʻolelo behind it.”  

Participants expressed that having platforms like AoKānaka are crucial to the well-being 

of Hawaiians. They provide spaces for discussions about one's' Kānaka ʻōiwi identity. More 

importantly, having open and safe conversations about what it means to be Hawaiian with other 

Kānaka is an important first step. In many ways, it also became a learning tool for not only those 

who participated, but also for other family members. Kawena shared:  

we are writing moʻolelo every day, as we live and as we go through life. In the last,  

moʻokūʻauhau conversation, it was brought up that we are kūpuna and we will be kūpuna 

one day. So just remembering that we also need to write our own moʻolelo because one 

day we will be wā kahiko—ancient time—to somebody, and we cannot just have the 

moʻolelo from one certain wā (time), we need moʻolelo from all the wā. 

Lale offered what AoKānaka has done for him: “It's a crazy thing, as I mentioned earlier, like our 

identity is always under threat. Like, why?” The platform became a sounding board for advocacy 

and renormalization of Kānakaness. Noʻeau continued: “…you don't have to just remember; you 

can actually do these things. It's still living, it's still breathing, and I think AoKānaka and a lot of 

other social media platforms bring that to light for us.” He then stated, being Hawaiian is not a 
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"pastime" thing “but it’s our current time.” According to Noʻeau, platforms like AoKānaka 

prompted: “it's okay for us to be Hawaiian” to continue practicing our cultural practices and that 

it is still relevant and important to be a farmer of the land and even to be a fisherman. He went on 

to explain:  

it's because of social media platforms like you guys, like AoKānaka, that makes it okay 

for us to not hide our culture in a shell but to bring it into the 21st  century and live it and 

breathe it and share it with the world so that they understand who the hell we are!  

Noʻeau reminded the group that the discussions on AoKānaka helped him to stay “grounded” in 

his “Hawaiianness.” He expressed “it gives me purpose…it shapes my purpose". He then 

proclaimed, “it's about damn time that we have Hawaiian things everywhere for us!” Haunani 

shared, “It’s AoKānaka—it’s meant to encourage Kānaka to realize like, you’re kind of 

reaffirming their identity like—no, you are Hawaiian!” 

Hoʻoikaika Summary: 

Hoʻoikaika surfaced as a theme among participants in several distinctive ways. First, the 

AoKānaka platform offered participants a safe environment to discuss their lack of confidence in 

speaking Hawaiian. After acknowledging that so many of them were unsure about speaking and 

using ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, Noʻeau mentioned, “AoKānaka...reinforced that perception of being 

Hawaiian because growing up we didn't have ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi around anywhere”. The platform 

seemed to hoʻoikaika—to strengthen participants’ resolve to learn and use Hawaiian language. 

Beyond the hoʻoikaika surrounding ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, this theme also appeared in the ways 

participants spoke about the sharing of moʻolelo, exploring one’s moʻokūʻauhau, and relating to 

ʻāina as a part of being Kānaka.  Lale stated, “I know that presence and visibility is a big thing in 

being able to have a healthy perception of being Native Hawaiian”. Noʻeau also added, “The 
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more we as Kānaka see those things, and I don't like to say the word ʻnormalized’, because us 

being Hawaiian is already normal…but the more it becomes...I guess the restoration of pride for 

us as Hawaiian.” For Lale, seeing other Kānaka discussing aspects of Hawaiian identity provided 

him an opportunity to learn:  

I got to see more people doing things that I do, and I got to do more things that they're 

doing. So that reciprocity of, kōkua aku, kōkua mai, continues and that invisible thread of 

moʻolelo is cared for.  

He continued: “it helps to be visible, be seen, and provide a healthier perception of self as 

Kānaka.” Noʻeau added: “being the new generation of us speaking Hawaiian and being able to 

raise Keiki” in a time where there was a gap in language speakers is crucial.  

Having presence and being visible on social media was important for these Kānaka ʻōiwi. 

Seeing others share concerns about Hawaiian identity was a reminder that Hawaiians exist, that 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, moʻokūʻauhau, moʻolelo, and relationship to ʻāina are critical to a Kānaka ʻōiwi 

sense of identity. More importantly, having this visibility on social media was an opportunity to 

show others what it means to be Hawaiian. Regardless of how much one knows about ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi, ʻāina, moʻokūʻauhau and moʻolelo, seeing other Kānaka on such platforms increased 

and strengthened their confidence and resolve to expand understanding, use, and advocacy for 

being Kānaka. The next theme that surfaced from the focus group interviews is the importance of 

Pilina. 

Theme II: Pilina—Connecting with Hawaiian Identity 

Another term that participants used to describe the conversations on AoKānaka was 

pilina. According to Lale, the AoKānaka platform is a reminder that things of being Hawaiian 

still exist, "our language is here, our moʻolelo is here, our keiki is here, our moʻokūʻauhau.” 
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Platforms like this connect Kānaka. Wehewehe (2023), a website of Hawaiian dictionaries, 

defines pilina as: “Association, relationship, connection, meeting, joining, adhering, fitting.”  

Participants explained in multiple ways the importance of pilina. Noʻeau shared that, “I 

don’t see being Hawaiian and being ʻāina-conscious as two separate things, I see them as one. 

Same like ʻōlelo and being Hawaiian—cannot be separate; they have to be together” because 

“you cannot identify as a Hawaiian without also identifying with ʻāina and ʻōlelo.” For him, this 

association and relationship “defines me as a Kānaka in the aspect of being of Hawaiʻi…it 

connects us to everything around us.” In fact, Pilahi asked, “What is Hawaiʻi without Hawaiians? 

How are we able to continue this perpetuation of our culture and connection in our home?” 

These types of interrelationships surfaced among all six participants as they expressed the 

importance of pilina as a part of Kānaka ʻōiwi identity.  

Trauma linked to a lack of Pilina 

When discussing ʻāina, ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, moʻokūʻauhau, and moʻolelo, participants 

expressed concern for not being linked, not having pilina with these elements.   

Trauma surrounding ʻĀina. Participants spoke about a disassociation with ʻāina. 

Noʻeau said, “...in a haole way of thinking, ʻāina is something that is inanimate, but for Kānaka, 

it lives.” He then shared,  

…what they fail to realize is to see the connection that we have with it, and that we don't 

just see it as something that we can monetize or mass produce. But it's something that we 

actually have a connection with, that we have a pilina too.  

Haunani stated, “I can only think about how disconnected people can be when they don’t have 

that pilina to ʻāina”. She then commented,  
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 …say you were adopted by two white parents who know nothing about your culture and 

can't teach you anything. You have no way of learning it because you've been taken off of 

your ʻāina, it's kind of like yes, you are still Hawaiian, but also what you have to show for 

it, but what are you doing to perpetuate and keep that lineage alive? So, after you, it's still 

there.  

The participants also voiced concerns about the mistreatment of ʻāina. Lale realized, “the 

first thing they (non-Hawaiians) will attack is the ʻāina because they know that is the root of our 

existence.” He went on to share: “when I think about ʻāina and the discussions around it, I think 

about all the hewa (wrong) that's happening to it”. Lale further shared, “I go through the same 

things as the ʻāina and if I'm feeling these things—I can only imagine what ʻāina is feeling 

because of that connection we hold”. Lale stated, “they make it harder for us to reach ʻāina by 

constantly barricading us and blocking us from it because they know that it has a direct 

correlation to our identity and who we are”. Noʻeau then added, “…it (ʻāina) does more than just 

provide, it teaches us lessons on how to act and behave”. Pilahi mentioned, 

…watching the development of ʻāina is sometimes hurtful to me or when I go to places 

that are not cared for. It shows the disconnection and that's why it's important for us to 

talk about ʻāina and make those connections not only for just Hawaiians, but for 

everyone.  

Added to this, she shared, 

…I too am new here on the westside, I've been here for about three years and just trying 

to connect myself and my ʻohana…we noho (live) in Nānākuli now, but like, we need to 

know, this ʻāina too and connect with it in that sense, not only certain areas. 
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In terms of this disconnection with ʻāina, five out of the six participants expressed their concerns 

and the effects it has on their Kānaka ʻōiwi identity. Some of the participants said that the 

kinship between them and special places make them feel safe. Pilahi commented, “…I went there 

the other night, it was super late and I still felt safe—there's no place I feel safer.” Kawena 

added,  

after Pilahi shared about her surfing at Tracks, Keoneʻōʻio and the safe spaces…you 

know, that's so true and how it connects to you folks, so how you're talking about how 

we're so connected to ʻāina but whenever we go Keoneʻōʻio, I feel like totally safe out 

there in the kai (sea)… I totally get that like safe space. 

Attached to this sense of safety is a committment to ʻāina. Haunani explained:  

I think “purpose” is the one thing that never changes and it's the one thing that no one can 

do as well as you, and that's why it's your purpose…but a lot of that purpose derives out 

of that pilina for ʻāina because it does shape your identity.  

Lale also added,  

I know the ʻāina that I am familiar with and pili (be close) to and you know that pili ʻāina 

aspect and that relationship I hold with it is my experience to have with ʻāina and I think 

that intimate connection is what we've all had and that's why we are pili to it and have 

this kuleana to mālama her especially more so now. 

Throughout these passages, participants expressed why this lack of relationship with ʻāina has a 

strong impact on their Kānaka ʻōiwi identity. They expressed how Kānaka struggled when 

separated from their homeland; one was very concerned with being raised away from their one 

hānau (birthplace).  Another raised the issue of how non-Hawaiians view the land as a 
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commodity rather than a living, breathing member of their ʻohana. Clearly, a sense of purpose is 

derived from the pili that these participants have for the responsibility over ʻāina. 

Trauma surrounding Moʻokūʻauhau and ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi. While participants 

expressed the importance of having a pilina with ʻāina, three out of the six participants also 

acknowledged the significant link between themselves to genealogical ancestry and their mother 

tongue. Lena shared,  

For me, my initial reaction, I'm not trying to get all sad and whatever on us but I was 

luckily adopted by my kūpuna, my tūtū and my papa. I didn't know much about my dad 

until he did come back around—I think I was like eight or nine—I still know nothing 

about my mom's side of the ʻohana...so, I mean I'm not sad about it.  

She then continued:  

tūtū and papa raised me to be thankful for what I have and who I have, so mahalo i nā 

mea loaʻa—be thankful for what I have—my initial reaction was kind of blessed, more 

thankful than I was sad, which is a hard thing to do—a hard thing to teach keiki, 

especially around the whole idea of adoption. 

When ʻohana severed kinships, so to go generational knowledge. Noʻeau shared, “…my 

grandpa, my dad's dad, he was the one that very like old school Hawaiian. If he felt like you 

wasn't ready to learn it or know who they were, he wouldn't share with us”. He then shared, “...so 

a lot of his ʻike died with him, because now my dad, he only knows his cousins…”. During the 

focus group, Kawena shared, “I didn't grow up speaking ʻōlelo, they didn't grow up speaking 

ʻōlelo. So that was like a thing: ‘why are you going to do ʻōlelo?’” She then stated, “sometimes 

they (others) would ask…What is that gonna do for you in life?” or “Why are you gonna do 

ʻōlelo?”. Kawena heard people criticize the way she was raising her keiki: “oh you know, maybe 
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they should go Kumon or learn English or something like that. When are they going to learn 

English? That's important!” Her response was: “No, English is around them! They know it…my 

kids might not be perfect, but they can explain themselves in two languages”.   

During the four focus groups, all six participants shared how such disconnects between 

themselves and ʻāina, moʻokūʻauhau, and ʻōlelo were at times very traumatic. In spite of the 

criticism, one participant enrolled her children in Hawaiian language immersion education. 

When it came to moʻokūʻauhau, participants acknowledged the trauma they faced when they do 

not share a connection with their kūpuna. These misconnections were painful for these three 

participants. The following section is dedicated to the impacts the AoKānaka platform had on the 

theme of pilina. 

Impacts of AoKānaka on Pilina 

All six of this study’s participants spoke about how the AoKānaka platform discussed the 

different types of pilina. Their interactions, both on the platform and in the focus, group 

interviews, led to Lale’s conclusion:  

AoKānaka helps to continue the fostering about and of moʻolelo—it is the newest tool. 

To continue the story, is to continue the moʻolelo, to continue driving that invisible 

thread through more and further… it's a delicate balance between taking moʻolelo and 

making it yours or even rejecting moʻolelo.  

AoKānaka represented an invisible thread that bound Native Hawaiians together through links to 

each other’s moʻolelo. Noʻeau noted: “AoKānaka using moʻolelo, reinforces that aspect of being 

Hawaiian, of sharing moʻolelo because that's exactly what it does!” 

Pilina through AoKānaka: Impacts on Moʻolelo. Three out of the six participants 

voiced an appreciation for moʻolelo. Noʻeau commented, 
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…it's…like a continuum I guess. All the moʻolelo that we share with our keiki, now we 

get to hear other keiki share and then to hear some of the moʻolelo's that you're keiki 

share, and then you know you share other people's responses and they're like, "oh my 

god, I've heard that story. I heard that you know," so, it's like what Lale was saying, it's 

that physical thread that connects all of us to one another.  

Lale emphasized that messages within moʻolelo are received differently by individuals:   

I think moʻolelo is the versatility in sharing stories, so that it reaches the right person, that 

it reaches the right crowd…the different modalities of moʻolelo, and how we get the 

message from one place across to the other. 

Noʻeau added,  

…because all of the moʻolelo that AoKānaka share are moʻolelo that are about us as 

Hawaiians and what we go through and our experiences and it's so awesome to hear your 

keiki share those moʻolelo and you folks allowing this platform to other Kānaka to share 

their moʻolelo.  

He continued,  

AoKānaka is the responsible way of how to share our moʻolelo in our culture with the 

world. And I brought up the that thing of “Keepers of the Flame” because that's us now 

you know, that kuleana is yours and your ʻohana's now and all of ours because you're 

taking that leap to share all of that ʻike that's so important to us out into the world to give 

us Kānaka a voice and all of those things and to share with the world in a responsible 

way...aspects of what make us Hawaiian.  

More importantly, Lena shared:  
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there's so much that you can know as a Kānaka… we kind of just realized that we 

basically already shared our moʻolelo in each aspect, in the inoa, the moʻokūʻauhau and 

the ʻāina now we get to share moʻolelo regarding moʻolelo.  

As important as AoKānaka is to the sharing of moʻolelo, there seemed to be a bit of cautiousness 

expressed by the participants. Lena mentioned,  

…I wish that moʻolelo was shared more on social media, especially by fellow Kānaka 

because whenever something pisses us off, we're very easy to share and repost and be 

like look at this...look at that...but I just wish more people would post more of the 

positive things or more moʻolelo, more ʻōlelo.  

Kawena warned: “...it's things like (more positivity) that needs to be reinforced or are being 

reinforced on social media.”  

Even though caution exists, many of the participants acknowledged the value of this 

platform in creating a space to connect with moʻolelo. Kawena said, “Mahalo (thank you), you 

Hōkū for doing that with your keiki and on AoKānaka and not just for us, but for others—the 

world to see.” According to participants, to strengthen Hawaiian identity, platforms like this one 

should continue to promote connections and associations to the telling of Kānaka stories. 

Pilina through AoKānaka: Impacts on ʻĀina. In addition, five out of the six 

participants also acknowledged that through the platform, pilina with ʻāina occurred. Noʻeau 

explained that the discussions on AoKānaka, “shapes us because it shapes my interaction with 

places, it shapes my understanding of places and it shapes how I act it teaches me morals”. Not 

only did he connect with spaces but he also noted that,  
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when we go to these places, we know that we have to act, or I know I have to act in a 

certain manner. I know I have to have respect. I know I have to ask for permission to be 

there. And if I hadn't known these moʻolelo…then I wouldn't know. 

The importance of having pilina with the land is highlighted when Pilahi shared, “Kānaka or if 

we're not Kānaka we're sharing this experience with people who maybe don't have the resources 

to connect with ʻāina in that sense or haven't been able to connect to ʻāina”. Lale added: “I'm 

like, oh I wanna know what else is happening on our ʻāina in different places because it affects 

me even if I'm not pili to that ʻāina.” This platform for Lale became a place of connected growth 

as he learned about other wahi pana. He shared,  

What I love about it is, because I am from Wahiawā, I lived in Wahiawā all my life that 

is the ʻāina I am pili with. That is not saying that I don't know other areas as well, but 

that's the one… And social media gives me the opportunity to experience other ʻāina - 

different ʻāina - through the experience of others, when they're able to call out their rain, 

their wind, the type of cloud even some people got it down to a tee. 

In fact, Noʻeau stressed how these postings could help contribute towards building pilina with 

places far beyond one’s home geography: “…when we hear moʻolelo's like that, it builds our 

connection to not just our home, but to the significant places and it helps.” He continued by 

saying:  

…it's like makawalu (numerous) and then you add that and all of the things we learned 

from our mākua to ʻāina itself and I think it just strengthens that pilina with ʻāina because 

we already know what it's like coming from mākua.  

Haunani communicated:  



 

 

92 

 

I think like having AoKānaka and having that to be what we're striving for like yes, let's 

share our moʻolelo...Yes, let's share about our wahi (place) or like where we're living, 

whether it's on our ʻāina or someone else's ʻāina, like being authentic and that being like 

our motivation is also just like elevating our future generations in that way. 

She suggested that these types of platforms offer future generations, “...something else 

more purposeful to try and achieve rather than this clout chasing type of thing.” Learning from 

someone else about their ʻāina will impact not just those living now but those who will live in 20 

or 30 years, helping them to understand and connect with these lands we call home. In fact, 

Pilahi noted that AoKānaka will: 

help connect us to what's really important, especially moʻolelo, like who we are as people 

and how we can connect with ʻāina and not just show what's so beautiful, you know, and 

like what's popular for you know, views and likes, that it's just real connection, and that's 

what AoKānaka is. 

Participants also shared that these virtual spaces will teach and elevate future islanders–whether 

Kanaka or other ethnicities. Kawena stated: 

AoKānaka… to teach or introduce… we need to do to educate others on ʻāina and ʻōlelo, 

I think it's 100% a need and maikaʻi (good) and I'm glad that you're doing it with the 

keiki… I'm sure her whole malihini haumāna—foreign students—could probably learn a 

few things from AoKānaka as well and maybe even make their own social media 

posts...one day.  

One of the keys to the success of AoKānaka is how keiki constructed it. Comments about 

the value of this platform to build connections, to increase pilina between participants, is vital. 
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Noʻeau commented, "I mahalo AoKānaka for doing that and letting us not forget our connection 

and our pilina to ʻāina." 

Pilina through AoKānaka: Impacts on ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and Moʻokūʻauhau. Another 

important impact that this platform had on participants was the increase of connections with 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and moʻokūʻauhau.  Three out of the six participants noted how AoKānaka helped 

them to expand their connectivity with Hawaiian language and Hawaiian forms of genealogy. 

Haunani mentioned about the importance of ʻōlelo makuahine to the identity of Kānaka: 

I think its key to acknowledge ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi really does shape who we are as individuals 

and how we see the world and how we interact in that world. It's just shaped who I am. I 

don't think I would be the same person or have the same relationships or anything alike. 

Kawena asked the platform organizers: “I know that it’s waiwai...but please, let’s have some 

more!”  In addition, in another group interview on moʻokūʻauhau, Kawena expressed, 

I like the fact that we get to share each other's things you know, you just press "share" 

and it's on your story and a whole nother 100 people can see it and then they press 

"share" and then a whole nother 100 people can see it.   

Lale shared about how AoKānaka expanded understandings about the importance of ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi: “...I look at social media, and just the terms being used in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi to describe 

ʻāina to call out the traditional names” where “...at some point malihini or haole can learn.” 

Pilahi said, “we each have our own moʻolelo and we can connect ourselves to other moʻolelo's 

and reflect.” Haunani expressed an additional thought:  

it's been nice because even my kāne has a lot of issues within his ʻohana, so for him to 

also partake in that it's kind of something we get to do together, surrounding this topic to 
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kind of like start that journey of just realizing how important it is and making sure we're 

providing that for our keiki because it wasn't provided to either of us. 

The participants acknowledged that this platform has advanced their willingness to reach 

out to other Kānaka to grow in their understanding of what it means to be a Native Hawaiian. 

Haunani said, “I'm forever grateful to all of you and especially the AoKānaka for bringing us 

together”. Reflection, expression, sharing, connecting, and associating have been, according to 

participants, key outcomes of being involved with AoKānaka. 

Pilina through AoKānaka: Interpretation and Guidance. A number of participants 

expressed that through the delivery of the platform, they were reminded about ʻohana stories and 

places. Moreover, they were introduced to new special places throughout the archipelago and 

how to behave in those locales. Most importantly, Haunani noted that the postings were done 

with “deep aloha” and were “very genuine”— where “we are trying to elevate each other”. Pilahi 

shared: 

I just wanted to touch up on what she just said about the positiveness of AoKānaka and 

showing the light of things because especially on like social media, it's such a platform to 

show things that are negative, you know, especially us Hawaiians in a negative light and 

it's better to share positive things, you know. 

Lena added,  

…seeing it on AoKānaka and seeing all the reactions…my first reaction about the 

AoKānaka and it being such a great social media platform. It's so positive and it just 

drives people to continue to be who they want to be and that's Hawaiʻi!  

Lale noted about AoKānaka: “that's the strength of it...it becomes important when there is 

a drive to remind people of their greatness through social media, seeing someone's story who 



 

 

95 

 

looks just like yours.” Kawena added, “…social media is definitely a powerful tool. In this day 

and age, it can influence us right; we get influenced so easily.” To Haunani, the stories that 

others access, especially other Native Hawaiians, would generate different interpretations and 

more interest and discussions: “even if there’s different perspectives, the general themes in 

moʻolelo no matter who’s interpreting it are usually you know, similar or kind of like the same 

theme.” She continued:  

when I think about moʻolelo, I think about makawalu, I think our kūpuna were very 

strategic in how they shared moʻolelo through the generations and I think that makawalu 

aspect is that there's always more than one lesson to be learned from any moʻolelo and I 

think that's what helps our people thrive is because the lessons we take away from these 

moʻolelo at different parts of our lives or during different I guess, big events like there's 

always something new to take away and then to apply to what's going on so I just when I 

think about moʻolelo, I think about makawalu and the strategicness.”   

Lale also shared about the AoKānaka discussions:  

we have the ability to call out things call out names and associated mannerisms and 

things of it of that nature. With specific story sets right down to like, Oh, you are from 

that area or you're literally just like the story and moʻolelo carries mana. And that's why 

we continue to carry moʻolelo because it carries so much more than just words or 

sayings. But it keeps things alive, moʻolelo keeps things alive and in a state of 

regeneration as we go from one to the next to the next.  

Participants presented various moʻolelo, ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, ʻāina, and moʻokūʻauhau as well 

as their interpretation. In fact, Kawena mentioned, “…it shapes how I act presently…so I'm 

gonna think about how I act now for the future.” This platform allowed participants to connect 
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with the stories being shared and following these pilina sessions, provided opportunities for all of 

them to discuss the meaning, interpretation, and value of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, moʻokūʻauhau, 

moʻolelo, and ʻāina.  These discussions became applicable avenues for the strengthening of their 

Hawaiian identity.  

Pilina Summary: 

Pilina, as a theme, appeared throughout the four focus group interviews and the postings. 

According to the study group, the AoKānaka platform offered opportunities to discuss the trauma 

they encountered when seeing the disconnect others had with ʻāina, ʻōlelo makuahine, moʻolelo, 

and moʻokūʻauhau. The platform also allowed participants to have conversations about the 

importance of connecting with one’s genealogical lineage, especially in cases when those 

associations were weak or even cut off.  When a participant could not trace one’s moʻokūʻauhau, 

others would encourage the search. Pilahi mentioned:  

…it was nice to like hoʻolauna (to introduce) with each other like how we would love to 

get together because it's that connection and just being in a space together. And you guys 

know how it feels when it's all of us together and our mana and our presence and just the 

vibes that (are) created are something that's totally different. It's a beautiful feeling. 

The strengthening of pilina through this platform helped participants grow in their 

Kānaka ʻōiwi identity. Connecting and having relationships with other Native Hawaiians through 

AoKānaka strengthened their collective understanding and advocacy for things Hawaiian. It was 

as if this digital access extended Kānaka existence beyond a physical form; their relationships 

brought a sense of Kānaka self that exceeded the boundaries of just being friends. With this 

opportunity and building pilina with other Hawaiians, they could deepen their understanding of 

what it means for each of them individually as a Kānaka.  
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Noʻeau shared with the group, “…all of our ancestors were survivors—were the products 

of them surviving westernization, colonialism, all of those things you know…so knowing and 

being connected is what shapes me to be the Kanaka I am today.” Many of the participants 

likewise spoke about the ability to connect with the wider world by using this virtual space to 

showcase what it means to be Kānaka. They also expressed that future generations would learn 

from their postings and discussions as they explored the platform and re-postings. Many shared 

that these postings and stories shaped their actions and excited them. Through the establishment 

of pilina, purposefully and carefully built by the platform organizers, the keiki, participants saw 

and understood the value of expressing themselves as Native Hawaiians.  

Theme III: Hoʻokānaka—Grounding Hawaiian Identity 

As with the other two themes, all six participants identified the importance of 

hoʻokānaka. According to Noʻeau, this concept is interpreted as:  

hoʻokānaka means… to make them (other people) aware of being Hawaiian… I don't 

think you have to be Hawaiian to know what it's like to be Hawaiian… Whether they 

want to be Kanaka or not, you know that's their choice but at the end of the day we're the 

Kanaka. 

In his words, a person exemplifying hoʻokānaka was someone who has the mana, ʻike, and 

naʻauao (wise) to hoʻokānaka self and others.  

As a point of reference, the Hawaiian dictionary website, Wehewehe (2023), presented 

the following definitions. Kanaka is defined as: “human being, man, person, Hawaiian, often a 

term of affection or pride” and hoʻokānaka as “manly, human, courageous; to become a servant 

or helper”. Participants like Lale offered their definitions of hoʻokānaka: 
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Hoʻokānaka I think of like "to Kanaka"... it's an action. It is the process by which 

whatever it is you are doing, you are getting and arriving to that Kanaka state of being 

you're arriving with the intent to mālama Kanaka state of mind. 

For all six of the participants, hoʻokānaka is key to their understanding of what it means to be 

Kānaka for themselves and others.  

Trauma linked to a lack of Kānaka 

Throughout the four focus groups, it was evident that there were challenges that 

participants faced which limited their ability to serve others in their own Kānaka identity. 

According to Lena, “it's always a struggle getting keiki to be proud of where they come from, of 

their moʻolelo and their moʻokūʻauhau.” In fact, Noʻeau added: “I remember as a kid just being 

so ashamed because we're Hawaiians, but I feel a shame in my own home because nobody else 

understands what we know." Pilahi said, “a lot of us are still re-remembering who we are as 

Kanaka,” especially in the ability to hoʻokānaka others.  

Trauma surrounding Moʻokūʻauhau. When discussing moʻokūʻauhau, a few 

participants struggled with moments when ʻike kuʻuna—traditional knowledge—was not shared 

among family members. Noʻeau grew up with a grandfather who felt that if no one in their 

family was ready to learn about the family’s genealogy, then his grandfather would not pass 

down that information. In fact, when Noʻeau’s grandfather passed, a lot of the family's 

genealogical knowledge went with him: “I think this made me feel a little bit ashamed when I 

first saw it because growing up, I never knew my family very well. You know, it made me feel 

shame.” He further explained that moʻokūʻauhau is something sacred to a Kānaka and their 

ʻohana, and it opens the opportunity for others to “hana ʻino” (to mistreat) and criticize.  
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…growing up, we never really talked to others outside of our family, about our family. 

It's almost like whatever pilikia (problem), drama, good things, whatever happened in the 

family, it doesn't leave the house. You know we were never taught to share our 

moʻokūʻauhau with others because that is how I was taught, like that's your mana and 

that's where your mauli (life) comes from, is your family. So, to share that sacredness 

with your ʻohana kind of opens up things to hana ʻino your moʻokūʻauhau and open it up 

to the criticism. 

This fear of criticism is intensified when Noʻeau shared a realization: “I know the hewa that my 

ancestors did!”. He admitted:  

in my moʻokūʻauhau, I’m like 5% White. I don't tell people, that but I am…my mom's 

ancestors, they were missionaries when they came to Hawaiʻi…shacking up with all 

these wealthy Hawaiians, taking ʻāina left and right…it teaches me not to be like them, 

not to not to be ʻāina snatching, not to only use people…and me knowing that ʻike, had I 

not known that part of my moʻokūʻauhau that played such a huge turning point, to know 

that my ancestors had part in that, it makes me feel shame. 

For Noʻeau, identifying the trauma surrounding an inability to hoʻokānaka triggered: “Now that I 

know this, it gives me the agency to change how I choose to act because I know the hewa that 

my ancestors did.” 

For some of the participants, not knowing their moʻokūʻahau until exploring it later in 

their lives raised issues about being Kanaka and being able to hoʻokānaka others. Haunani 

noted:  

For me, it's kind of strange, because growing up I obviously didn't know my dad and all 

of my grandparents had already passed by the time I was born. It's kind of sad they 
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passed away and growing up I didn't know all of my ancestors, but it didn't hit me until 

high school when we're about to puka kula—to graduate—that was one of the things we 

had to do…was to do all of our research within our senior year. That's when I realized I 

didn't understand how many missing links there were. And I think it's always bothered 

me, more so because I just haven't been able to get over the thing with my biological 

father.  

Although these missing links for Haunani’s moʻokūʻauhau had an impact on her, she expressed,  

I think it's more personal for me because my mom wasn’t the Hawaiian one. She's not 

Hawaiian, but she understood her loss of culture. So, for her to put me in immersion… 

she did not want me to feel like I had no connection or understanding of my 

culture…  knowing that this is what's needed for her kids, was just something I'll never be 

able to re-pay her for. 

As this participant indicated, the mother ensured that her daughter would not suffer the same lack 

of understanding and disconnection that she had gone through. This commitment, for Haunani, 

became an act of hoʻokānaka for herself and strengthened her ability to impart into others.   

For Lale, he spoke about how important links to moʻokūʻauhau are to him and his ʻohana.  

…looking to my mākua because they are the reason why I exist...They help in the 

creation of who I am and with them they bring different parts and strengths and all kinds 

of mana with them… looking at how I carry that mana on and utilize the many gifts and 

talents that inevitably run through my koko to be exactly what it is I need to be… I was a 

prayer or a whisper and here I am, at this day in age doing these types of things. So I'm a 

part of their moʻokūʻauhau and they are a part of mine.   
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Knowing ones’ genealogy is crucial because of the mana that is passed down from one 

generation to the next—which in return, Lale noted, strengthens ones Kānaka identity.  

Trauma surrounding ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi. Participants also expressed that when it came to 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi there was a reminder of feeling shame but more importantly, not bringing shame 

to the family. Noʻeau shared, “my tūtū man, he was a mānaleo (Native speaker)...yet, she 

(Noʻeau’s mother) would tell us stories of him being ashamed to speak Hawaiian.” In turn, 

Noʻeau recalled moments of feeling ashamed as well:  

I remember as a kid...We used to go to Sack N’ Save in ʻAiea and my mom would always 

write her checks in Hawaiian. I remember one time, the cashier told my mom “oh, we 

can't accept it.” And we were like, why? And she and the others said, “Oh, because we 

don't understand.” My mom said “well, that's not my fault. This is an official language of 

Hawaiʻi. Like you have to accept it.” 

The realization that being surrounded by an English-speaking society caused an impact 

on ones’ ability to support Kānaka in their own native tongue. In fact, Lena also shared, “I know 

it's such a big political thing when it comes to ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and there's so many Kānaka that 

are like to shame to post in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi or like videotape themselves speaking and what not.” 

The pressure that comes with speaking and saying Hawaiian words incorrectly on social media 

brings additional anxiety. Noʻeau commented, “wherever you go and whenever you leave the 

house—You never make the family ashamed.” In fact, Lena understood this notion of bringing 

shame to the family and how vital it is to be think about how ones’ actions is a reflection of 

others:   

… as I walk out the door of my hale, I've been having lots of reminders like, especially 

for my tūtū who's not physically here but every time we step out of our hale, we carry our 
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ʻohana with us. When I walk out of my house, I want to make sure that I'm carrying my 

ʻohana's legacy or my ʻohana's name in the right manner and not put them to shame… So, 

my tūtū always says just make sure you carry everything in the in the right manner, with 

the form of respect and don't put any of those to shame. So that's my manaʻo (thought) 

and how, how it identifies me as who I am today. 

The importance of the way in which one carries themselves as a reflection of their family and 

others seemed to be very important to the participants. Noʻeau shared how quickly humiliation 

can be brought upon an individual, group, and community on social media:  

Every time a Hawaiian does something bad… it's blasted all over social media, and then, 

you know, we get haoles calling us dumb Hawaiians, or when we defend the ʻāina 

because that's who we are...we get called dumb Hawaiians, because they don't understand 

the context of that.   

He also stated: “I have the ʻike to move forward so that Hawaiians like us, or just Hawaiians in 

general, don't have to suffer the consequences of our ancestors or of my ancestors.”  

Participants expressed feelings of shame, pain, and uneasiness when they struggled to 

hoʻokānaka themselves and others. The nervousness and awkwardness that participants shared to 

not know or could not recite their genealogy or communicate in ‘ōlelo Hawaiʻi. In addition, they 

also shared the pressure they felt to represent themselves, family and others in a right manner. 

Yet, Haunani reminded the participants: “Don't be ashamed, this is who you are and you have 

every right to do whatever it is that makes you feel more Hawaiian!” The following section is 

dedicated to how the AoKānaka platform had an impact on the theme hoʻokānaka. 
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Impacts of AoKānaka on Hoʻokānaka 

All six participants spoke about how the AoKānaka platform generated hoʻokanaka for 

them. Kawena shared in one of the focus group interviews:  

I think AoKānaka and other social media platforms, when I see moʻolelo or ʻōlelo, 

moʻokūʻauhau being utilized on these platforms...it just makes me more proud to be 

Kānaka Hawaiʻi and more proud that I am able to ʻōlelo; I am able to understand these 

moʻolelo and what is being shared on these platforms. I think the perception is it just 

makes me more proud to be Kānaka Hawaiʻi and Native Hawaiian. 

The discussions on AoKānaka supported participants to hoʻokanaka. Lale noted,  

“Eia au”, here I am, like, I'm here for this! I am with this and for this, it's a part of moving 

our generation into other realms of ʻike, of mana, and the fact that Hawaiians don't just 

live in Hawaiʻi.  

The platform helped participants to explore what hoʻokānaka is in relation to how they saw 

themselves as Kānaka. By understanding and exploring their own Kānaka ʻōiwi identity, they 

could then help others.  

Hoʻokānaka through AoKānaka: Impacts on Moʻokūʻauhau. Participants spoke 

about an appreciation for the discussions on AoKānaka that permitted them to learn about and 

expand their foundational knowledge of their kūpuna. Lale mentioned:  

When I see social media being utilized through AoKānaka, it extends the lens of how 

much of us yearn for that return…. Even though we are in all parts of the world and all 

stages of our life...it is moʻokūʻauhau that grounds us again and I believe because we are 

all over... social media has the ability to catch us in those pockets of time.   
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The AoKānaka platform was a space for participants to ground oneself in meaningful 

ways.  Noʻeau shared: 

AoKānaka talking about moʻokūʻauhau reinforces the idea of patriotism in Kānaka…. 

When we talk about and hear keiki talk about moʻokūʻauhau, it kind of puts the kuleana 

back on us as Hawaiians because we come from this place—It sparks something in us 

because that's who we are.  

These discussions that the keiki were guiding on the AoKānaka platform reminded participants 

about the act of hoʻokanaka—of being a servant and taking on the kuleana of perpetuating things 

Hawaiian. Noʻeau continued,  

…when we talk about these topics of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, ʻāina, and moʻokūʻauhau on 

AoKānaka it reinforces the need for us to be patriotic of where we come from… like 

patriotic and actually ma ka hana ka ʻike (in the work one knows/learns), like get out 

there and do something to protect your moʻokūʻauhau to protect what we have left so that 

our you know all of our future babies, will have something to fight for to have something 

to keep fighting for.  

The AoKānaka platform helped participants to hoʻokanaka courageously and proudly. Haunani 

stated:  

Showing moʻolelo through AoKānaka and how you carry your moʻokūʻauhau…These 

types of ancestral foundations is how I carry it and how that guides my actions in 

everyday life from the smallest of things. You know, you should be carrying yourself in 

that way, you should be proud of their accomplishments and you should be building on 

top of them.  
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In addition, the participants also felt that the opportunity to share ʻike kuʻuna on this platform 

created moments to reflect on their own backgrounds and then, be able to tap into that 

foundational knowledge to enhance their Kānaka ʻōiwi identity and onto others. Lale shared:  

When it comes to moʻokūʻauhau, they are different...I mean collectively, it's all the same 

thing, but it's that honoring component— we get to honor all that exists within us. And 

we get to bring those things to life in one place, which is who we are.  

To be able to talk about the importance of moʻolelo or ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi seemed for the 

participants, ways in which they could actively hoʻokānaka. As Lale said:  

I see AoKānaka being there to mobilize us in many different areas… and to keep us 

mobilized, to keep us moving. We gotta! That's like the term ʻonipaʻa (steadfast)...It's to 

be in motion, but to be firm. The goal is to be innovative.  

AoKānaka provided various opportunities for these Kānaka to be hoʻokānaka. Haunani 

mentioned how the platform:  

…helps us navigate our actions and carry that kuleana both our personal moʻokūʻauhau 

and the others that I'm mentored by and I think that will always stay with me and guide 

me in everything that I do in the future.  

She then coupled this strengthened sense of responsibility with a reflection about the absence of 

her biological father:  

My first interaction, in that experience, kind of like grounded me more because I never 

felt any less. And I think that had a lot to do with the moʻokūʻauhau of those who have 

hānai (to raise) and took care of me. I didn't have kūpuna, but then there's a lot of kūpuna 

in Hauʻula who knew my family who kind of just took care of me anyways because they 

knew. so I've always been grateful for both my moʻokūʻauhau by koko and also the 
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moʻokūʻauhau by those who are not koko but still kind of like went hāpai that kuleana 

and took care of me. 

Haunani found in the platform discussions a way to embrace her own moʻokūʻauhau which 

grounded her in her Kānaka ʻōiwi identity.   

Another participant, Pilahi, shared a different aspect of the AoKānaka discussions when 

she revealed her understanding about the current state of affairs for Native Hawaiians.  

…the uprising of Kānaka issues and us standing up for ʻāina and protecting our ʻāina, we 

need to get rooted back into our moʻokūʻauhau so we know that where we come from, 

why we will continue fighting because Hawaiʻi is part of who we are.  

She believed that once Kānaka are rooted in their moʻokūʻauhau, they will understand why it is 

important to stand up for Hawaiians and Hawaiʻi. Noʻeau further elaborated that moʻokūʻauhau 

encompasses all kānaka: “moʻokūʻauhau is the essence of kānaka. One because it's our direct 

connection to the Kanaka who came before us like, not just blood or more so bloodwise like 

that's how we know we're Hawaiian.” Acknowleding this is important as a lāhui knowing a 

Kānaka and their Indigenous identity is a reflection of themselves and others.   

Hoʻokānaka through AoKānaka: Impacts on ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi. Hearing ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi 

being discussed on the AoKānaka platform helped participants to be excited and willing to share 

this excitement with others. Lale mentioned: 

…when I started interacting with AoKānaka, like it was making me excited because I see 

all of these keiki Hawaiʻi who it is their first language, it's their first thought process…. 

for the future of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, to have that excitement to have that...that pride...that is 

innately ours to have had to begin with.  

This excitement in Lale seemed to help him hoʻokānaka as a proud Native Hawaiian:  
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…to see how far it's come based on what I've learned in kulanui (college), and you know, 

the university setting, it is tremendous. It is definitely a proud moment to be Hawaiian 

and to have the ability to exercise ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi.  

For Lale, he has seen the growth in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and to now see its visibility on a 21st century 

technological platform was reassuring. In fact, Noʻeau spoke about the visibility of ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi and how seeing it contributed to his own ability to hoʻokānaka his own Hawaiian 

identity: “You know, back in the day, we didn't have any of those. So seeing it now makes me 

even prouder to be Hawaiian and to be Kanaka.” Haunani then shared:  

my earliest memories are like the one constant thing and the one grounding thing even till 

now, so I don't remember much of elementary but all through high school, too. It was that 

one grounding aspect of my life that I could always refer to and kind of rely on, if 

nothing else.  

Haunani found in AoKānaka the opportunity to explore her own path towards hoʻokānaka by 

hearing and seeing ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi—the one constant element that kept her grounded.  

More importantly, Noʻeau stated about AoKānaka and Hawaiian language: “Because of 

my connection to it, and to my moʻokūʻauhau, it helps me to stay grounded in my Hawaiianness. 

It gives me purpose, it shapes my purpose.” Participants acknowledged how ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi have 

contributed to their individual ability to hoʻokānaka and by doing so, are they able to impart onto 

others and their Kānaka ʻōiwi identity. Lale explained: “It is the language that has gotten me here 

all these years, it is that generational language that still holds the value and the mannerisms 

necessary to operate in a Hawaiian world”. Therefore, participants experienced firsthand how 

participating on the platform, they could hoʻokānaka themselves through these keiki Hawaiʻi 
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(Hawaiian children). Having this sense of pride and purpose that the platform demonstrated, 

encouraged participants to transmit this mana onto another Kānaka and their identity.     

Hoʻokānaka through AoKānaka: Exploration. A number of participants expressed that 

the discussions on the AoKānaka platform allowed them to explore hoʻokānaka on their own 

terms. For Noʻeau, the AoKānaka platform,  

…reinforces and allows us to practice being Hawaiian and to be proud of being Hawaiian 

just by hearing other moʻolelo of other Kānaka and moʻolelo of like, kupua (demigod), of 

different places, it just reinforces the idea that it's okay to be who we are… AoKānaka is 

the reclamation of our moʻolelo. 

The AoKānaka platform provided a space for Kānaka to reclaim their own Hawaiian identity by 

sharing their story, in addition, it allowed their story to be heard by others. Lena noted:  

…feeling a lot more haʻaheo (proud), when seeing moʻolelo on social media platforms, 

such as AoKānaka, but it also makes me feel blessed like she said, it's such a blessing to  

be able to understand moʻolelo, as opposed to other people who may not get the full  

moʻolelo that I do. 

The ability to understand the stories that were shared on the platform contributed to Lena’s 

ability to strengthen her identity. In fact, Pilahi shared that platform like AoKānaka perpetuated 

Kānaka ʻōiwi identity:  

…it’s a rejuvenation of our pride and the sense of who we are, our identity like redefining 

us, and AoKānaka shows that keiki is the future. And I think what social media does is it 

perpetuates that being Hawaiian is cool, we don't need to be ashamed anymore. This is 

the future. And it makes me proud to see other Hawaiians speaking up and teaching 
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others and I know like it was like, "Mai hilahila, don't be ashamed, to ʻōlelo," But, just 

seeing that, it inspires others.  

Haunani added that this platform can be contagious: “…like if one person sees that then maybe 

they will be like ‘my turn’ and share ‘oh yeah, this is my moʻolelo… I get to share about my 

ʻāina and I'm so proud of it.” She explained by saying that the AoKānaka platform elevates the 

idea of imparting onto others—as one Kānaka shares, so will another: “you guys are all trying to 

just elevate other Kānaka to kind of do the same and be confident, be proud.” 

Hoʻokānaka through AoKānaka: Kuleana. Participants also expressed that to 

hoʻokānaka, they should serve and help other Hawaiians strengthen their identity. Lena shared,  

it really is your kuleana whether you're learning about something or you're teaching  

something, or you're going to find out about something, it's your kuleana to find out the  

moʻolelo just so that you're in tune with what you're learning or the ʻike that you will be  

receiving or giving…it's also your kuleana to know your mauna, you know, the ʻiwi 

kūpuna (ancestral bones/burial sites) that's there in your yard.   

For Lena, when she hoʻokānaka others, it fulfilled her kuleana, she added, “...feels like a good 

kuleana for me, definitely not a burden, but a heavy kuleana and something that I'm happy to 

pursue.” She continued to share, 

…it is a huge responsibility, just like a normal relationship. You’ve got to make effort  

for you to progress in your ʻike, your aloha for the ʻāina. But yeah, it’s what kind of like 

what was said earlier, if you take you also gotta give to but that was my manaʻo. 

For Lena:  
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We have our on-going relationship with no matter what. Before we in the world and after 

we’re out of this honua (world)…it’s important to know but you’re not going to know 

until you try and find out or you do your research. 

Even as AoKānaka facilitated reciprocal relationships , participants felt that they had to put in the 

effort to extend this relationship to help everyone boost their Kānaka identity. Noʻeau added to 

the discussion about the importance of relationships and shared, “what I’m doing now in my 

current state, is what will affect the seven generations after me.” He continued,  

…as a Hawaiian is that I’m constantly connected to my ancestors, and I am constantly  

connected to the generations that will come after me. And passing that ʻike on is so  

important to me and my identity.  

 Another key benefit of a platform like AoKānaka were the opportunities to pass down 

ʻike. In fact, Lena shared:  

…you know, you take a little bit even just sharing a little quote, you do that so it comes 

with ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, you want people to progress in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi you got to do your job 

and just share a little bit.  

In other words, to hoʻokānaka for others could be as simple as sharing a quote on one’s social 

media platform. Lale added that the AoKānaka platform “allows for this trickle back effect that 

is necessary as a means to build mana or maintain mana.” Noʻeau shared an ʻōlelo noʻeau that 

read: “hoʻokahi wale nō lā he malihini, and it means, you know, for only a day we're a visitor 

and how I look at it is like that ʻōlelo noʻeau places a kuleana on us…” The idea that it places the 

kuleana back on the individual to find avenues to hoʻokānaka and in return, contribute and pour 

onto other Kānaka and their identity as well.  
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Hoʻokānaka Summary: 

Hoʻokānaka, as a theme, has been common throughout the focus group interviews. 

Noʻeau stated:  

AoKānaka and how your ʻohana uses it gives that context to people, you know, and so it's 

because of social media platforms like you guys, like AoKānaka that makes it okay for us 

to not hide our culture in a shell but to bring it into the 21st  century and live it and 

breathe it and share it with the world so that they understand who the hell we are!   

The term Kānaka was an act of “pride” and to do hoʻokānaka that was defined as “a servant or 

helper”, participants shared that the AoKānaka platform allowed for opportunities to impart onto 

Kānaka around the world.  Pilahi said: “Without the understanding of our culture, in the history 

and in our language...It helps us (Kānaka) to connect in a different way on a different level.” To 

get to a place to hoʻokānaka, one must understand what it means for them as a Kānaka first. In 

fact, Lena shared, “knowing where you come from is a form of identity and definitely brings out 

a sense of pride.” Participants acknowledged that the platform brought out a sense of pride as a 

Kānaka and the ability to elevate others to hoʻokānaka—to serve others in their pursuit of what it 

means to be Hawaiian. Haunani said that it was important to “take ownership of that pride and 

where you’re from!” Lale acknowledged:  

My moʻolelo was made possible by the moʻolelo that came before me. It shows all of the 

steps that were taken to ensure that I was able to haku (compose) my own story, my own 

moʻolelo and in regards to that, my moʻolelo will help others to kindle and start their 

(new) moʻolelo based on the triumphs that I've been through based on the shortcomings 

as well.  
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When Noʻeau acknowledged that his own moʻolelo would not have been possible without the 

many who came before him, he noted: 

I'm able to change it (his story), I'm able to make the future better for kānaka and for my 

own family and give my hanauna (generation) something to be proud about, something to 

look back at and when they come to that part of seeing where my family came from. So, 

it shapes me and how I act, but it also gives me the agency to change how I leave... how I 

leave this world for the future. 

Thus, participants felt that hoʻokānaka was created by processing internal strengths. The 

AoKānaka platform created a space to hoʻokānaka because Hawaiians were able to see important 

components of Kānaka identity through other people, places, or stories—strengthening ones’ 

own ʻōiwi identity.  

Cross-theme Analysis 

This section is dedicated to discovering key participant perspectives that address the 

research question: 

How does the project AoKānaka, an Instagram platform, help Native Hawaiian 

participants explore elements of Kanaka 'Ōiwi identity in this current time?   

Because of the way in which data was collected from participants through four focus group 

sessions that spoke to four elements of Kānaka ʻōiwi identity, there were three key themes that 

arose from the participants—Hoʻoikaiaka, Pilina, and Hoʻokānaka.  The matrix below was 

developed to consider these three themes in light of this study’s research question. 

The matrices-analysis, adapted from Merriam and Tisdell (2016), assists researchers in 

understanding multiple data points, both individually and as an integrated cross section, to 

produce new knowledge. In reviewing data from the three themes—hoʻoikaika, pilina, and 
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hoʻokānaka—participants identified three areas of healing that stemmed from participation on 

AoKānaka— hoʻōla Kānaka, hoʻōla ʻohana, and hoʻōla lāhui. The matrices-analysis that I 

expand on can be seen in Table 4. 

Table 4. 

Matrices-Analysis 

 

Ways in which 

AoKānaka 

helped 

participants 

explore & heal: 

Data points from 

Theme I: 

Hoʻoikaika 

Data points from  

Theme II: 

Pilina 

Data points from  

Theme III: 

Hoʻokānaka 

Hoʻōla 

Kānaka 

The strength and 

confidence in their 

Kānaka ʻōiwi identity 

allowed them to heal 

from their own 

trauma. 

Stories allowed participants 

to connect in which 

contributed to the healing 

of one's Kānaka ʻōiwi 

identity and its well-being. 

Healing themselves 

in their own 

Kānaka identity 

gave them the 

opportunity to 

impart into others. 

Hoʻōla ʻOhana 

Desire to share their 

confidence with their 

families for the well-

being and healing of 

Kānaka identity as an 

ʻohana. 

Participants expressed how 

the delivery is important 

when it comes to the 

healing process so that 

ʻohana are receptive and 

can connect, so that Kānaka 

ʻōiwi identity can continue 

Acknowledging 

how one carries and 

represents their 

ʻohana, contributes 

to the healing 

process and well-
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to live throughout their 

families. 

being of Kānaka 

ʻōiwi identity. 

Hoʻōla Lāhui 

The importance of 

using ones' confidence 

to be visible, to heal 

and sustain Kānaka 

ʻōiwi identity as a 

lāhui. 

The importance of 

connecting with other 

Kānaka is crucial towards 

the path of healing as a 

lāhui. 

The importance of 

contributing to 

Kānaka identity is 

vital for the life, 

health, and well-

being of the lāhui 

Hawaiʻi. 

 

The term hoʻōla, according to Wehewehe (2023) is: “to save, heal, cure, spare; salvation; 

healer; savior.” In deconstructing this word  into “hō” and “ōla”,  “Hō” is translated as: “to give, 

transfer, go” and “ola” is defined as: “life, health, well-being, living, livelihood, means of 

support”. In examining the three themes—hoʻoikaika, pilina, and hoʻokānaka—all six 

participants expressed that their involvement on the platform gave them life. This, as Lale 

emphasized, would ensure the elements that contributed to Kānaka ʻōiwi identity were strong 

and visible.  

Hoʻōla Kānaka  

This cross analysis examined the three themes in terms of how this platform supported 

conversations about Kānaka ʻōiwi identities. Participants spoke about the healing they felt when 

sharing what they know about moʻokūʻauhau, ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, ʻāina and moʻolelo. Many 

indicated a stronger sense of Hawaiian in them. The sharing of stories helped them to realize 

that, according to Lena, “I was good...I am Hawaiian”. Through AoKānaka, participants 
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acknowledged that they had opportunities to be grounded in their Kānakaness which made them 

feel proud.  

Hoʻōla Kānaka: Through Hoʻoikaika. When examining hoʻoikaika, participants spoke 

about being comfortable with what components make them who they areas Kānaka ʻōiwi. 

Reflecting back on their own personal experiences, it was not easy for participants to speak about 

being Hawaiian. For example, Haunani stated: “What kind of Hawaiian am I if I can't ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi?” The data suggested that for all of the participants, being Hawaiian came with degrees 

of shame and pain.  

The AoKānaka platform provided opportunities for participants to share what they knew, 

no matter how much they understood, or were comforable talking about. Pilahi said that 

AoKānaka let participants to get “all comfortable talking.” For Lena, “it’s such a great first step” 

for Hawaiians who want to learn about who they are because of the “open discussion” approach 

taken on the platform. To hoʻōla Kānaka, as Pilahi reminds the group, “We need to talk about 

these things!” regardless of the discomfort. Having these uncomfortable discussions helped 

Haunani feel a sense of “peace and comfort” regarding the situation between her and her father. 

Noʻeau shared that platforms like AoKānaka gave participants a way to understand “the good, 

the bad, and all those things…in reality, that’s what makes us who we are!” As participants 

began to feel comfortable, they began to heal themselves which in turns strengthened others.  

Hoʻōla Kānaka: Through Pilina. In exploring pilina, participants mentioned how the 

discussions on the AoKānaka platform enhanced their ability to connect and build relationships 

with each other as they grew in understanding about the four elements of Hawaiian identity. 

Noʻeau voiced that it was “awesome” for him to see a platform that allowed Kānaka to share 
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their own moʻolelo with others. The stories told others about “heart ache”, “strength”, 

“mannerisms” and “desires”, according to Lale.  

As Noʻeau commented, moʻolelo shapes his Hawaiian identity because it shapes his 

understanding of how he should act because of the morals that these stories have taught him. 

Haunani reflected that the stories that other Kānaka shared helped her to understand how one 

should behave when visiting new places throughout the islands. Kawena agreed and added that 

the connections shaped her actions “presently”.  

However, participants expressed that people interpret stories differently. As Haunani 

noted, while there will be general overarching themes to a moʻolelo, how a person sees these 

themes may be because of “different perspectives”. In the discussion, Noʻeau and Haunani spoke 

about the concept of “makawalu” as seeing multiple perspectives that provide “more than one 

lesson to be learned”. This multiplicity of views is what helps Kānaka to “thrive” because, as 

Haunani suggested, the lessons that are being taken away to shape a Kānaka could be applicable 

for different aspects of life.  

As the pilina discussions unfolded on AoKānaka, there was a deep realization that the 

connections made through the sharing of personal stories seemed to be empowering. The 

participants stressed how important it was to present their stories and through this process, 

validate their individual experiences as a Kānaka. They acknowledge that the storytelling helped 

everyone shape and contribute to deeper understandings about Kānaka ʻōiwi identity.  

Hoʻōla Kānaka: Through Hoʻokānaka. Participants shared how crucial it was to be 

grounded in their “Hawaiianness” because it reinforced the ability to give life to their own sense 

of Kānaka ʻōiwi identity. According to participants Lena and Haunani, knowing where one 

comes from brings out a sense of pride. Part of this, Pilahi shared, is because in understanding 
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Hawaiian culture, history and language, “we connect with others who are Hawaiian...past, 

present, and future”. In fact, Lale mentioned that Kānaka should carry themselves as if they were 

honoring “all that exist within” them.  

Participants expressed how the platform grounded and helped them get over the trauma 

and lack of confidence they felt as Kānaka. For instance, Haunani “never felt any less” in her 

first interaction with others on the platform. Even when she told the others about the absence of 

her biological father in her life, no one judged her. Haunani expressed how this moved her to be 

comfortable with her hurt. 

The conversations also helped some to be more Hawaiian-grounded. For Pilahi, the 

discussions offered ways to “look at the world in a different way, in a Hawaiian worldview.” For 

Lale who speaks ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, he recognized that while he could speak Hawaiian and that 

ability has opened doors for him, he learned from the others how to hold value and “operate in a 

Hawaiian world.” In the cases of Noʻeau and Lale, speaking Hawaiian was not enough. The 

AoKānaka conversations helped them to realize the importance of thinking and acting from a 

place of groundedness.   

Furthermore, engaging on this platform helped participants be committed to learning 

more about their genealogy, family stories, original homelands, and the Hawaiian words used to 

describe their birthplaces. According to Lena, she felt so “haʻaheo” hearing about other peoples’ 

journey to learning more about their family heritages. While on AoKānaka, they began feeling a 

sense of “rejuvenation” when someone listened to a story and identified with it. For Pilahi, she 

took away from the discussions a need to go search for more stories about her ʻohana and where 

they were from. As they learned more, she acknowledged that she didn’t feel “ashamed 
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anymore”. Haunani proclaimed that the talks helped them be proud as a Kānaka and that feeling 

was “contagious” because it was as though it was “elevating” other Kānaka.  

Throughout the cross analysis of hoʻoikaika, pilina and hoʻokānaka, hoʻōla Kānaka 

surfaced in multiple ways. While participants were beginning to feel comfortable with how much 

and how little they may have known about elements of their Kānaka identity, through the 

conversations, they began accepting all parts of who they were—“the good, the bad”. More 

importantly, participants also spoke about how the sharing of stories by other Kānaka helped 

them to understand what it means to be Hawaiian and how proud that was for them. They also 

understood that in learning more about the four elements identified in this study, they could heal 

and grow stronger, be prouder and more confident, and, as Lale said: “share with other 

Hawaiians”. The AoKānaka platform facilitated for participants to explore their own Kānaka 

ʻōiwi identity which had an impact on them individually through hoʻōla Kānaka.   

Hoʻōla ʻOhana  

The study participants also shared that AoKānaka helped them to realize the importance 

of healing and raising the health and well-being of their ʻohana.  Several of them expressed a 

desire to share with their families what they learned. Noʻeau noted how “waiwai” the 

conversations were because he felt that he “learned so much” from the others. According to 

Pilahi, such learning should be “passed onto” her family. Equally important, participants like 

Lale stressed the importance of learning to carry oneself as a Hawaiian because such behavior is 

a reflection of one’s ʻohana.  

Hoʻōla ʻOhana: Through Hoʻoikaika. As participants felt more comfortable in their 

Kānaka ʻōiwi identity, they also felt a desire to share what they knew with their families. In 

sharing “that little part” of Haunani’s commitment to learning to be Hawaiian, she believed that 
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this helped her husband understand her position. In fact, the AoKānaka platform became a 

“modern day history lesson” for Haunani’s husband. She felt that he understood why they should 

be committed to the well-being of their ʻohana and keiki. In addition, Pilahi also shared that 

strengthening her confidence in her Hawaiian identity “inspires” her as a parent in wanting her 

children to have a relationship with the Hawaiian language. Through their confidence in their 

Kānaka ʻōiwi identity, participants expressed their desire to incorporate more elements of who 

they are into their own families.  

Hoʻōla ʻOhana: Through Pilina. Many of the participants voiced how important it is to 

share the conversations and stories heard on the platform with their families. When it came to 

connecting with ʻohana members, participants spoke about the importance of creating a safe and 

caring space to discuss. Haunani highlighted how it was easy to engage on the platform because 

it was done with aloha at the forefront. In fact, Lena also shared that drove her to the project; the 

space allowed her to be her authentic Kānaka self.  

It is a “delicate balance” as Lale mentioned when it came to talking about one's story. For 

instance, Haunani reminded the group that not everyone shares similar experiences. For her 

husband who knew that Haunani was raised speaking ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and he was not, it was an 

opportunity to begin the healing process for him. Also, they were open to learning more about 

language, stories, genealogy, and the sacredness of land so that they could pass that knowledge 

to their “keiki”. This idea of a “delicate balance”, Lale acknowledged, helped him get over his 

pain and suffering. Through the sharing, participants found that their balance was restored and 

their families could heal. 

Hoʻōla ʻOhana: Through Hoʻokānaka. All of the participants stressed the importance 

of how an ʻohana can be representative of what it means to be strong and proud. To possess, as 
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Noʻeau commented, a “direct connection to Kānaka…that’s how we know we’re Hawaiian.” 

When Hawaiians give life back into their identity, they strengthen the links between them and 

the ancestors before them.  Even if some families are protective of their genealogies, AoKānaka 

helped several understand that in revealing one’s moʻokūʻauhau, others can learn to explore their 

ʻohana histories and build their own understandings of where they come from.  

In another way, some strongly expressed the pressure they experienced when it came to 

never making “the family ashamed”. Lena and Noʻeau expressed the importance of the way in 

which a Kānaka behaves. Such actions were not a reflection of who they are, but also a reflection 

of the entire Hawaiian community. Haunani spoke about when it came to carrying oneself as a 

Kānaka, her identity was in part built upon the proud accomplishments and  “ancestral 

foundations”. Pilahi shared with the group that seeing the keiki on this platform was a reminder 

that as members of “the future”, participants should act and talk respectfully. For many, the 

project guided them and their ʻohana to be grounded in Hawaiian language, stories, genealogies 

and ʻāina.  

The theme of hoʻōla ʻohana surfaced throughout the data. Participants expressed the 

desire to share their ʻike of what it means to be Hawaiian to their own children. Furthermore, 

they spoke about the importance of the approach and delivery when communicating about 

elements of Kānaka ʻōiwi identity. They believed that when discussions are pono, more family 

members will gravitate to and connect with being Hawaiian. In fact, the importance of how an 

ʻohana carries themselves as a Kānaka Hawaiʻi is crucial because their behavior reflects all 

Hawaiians. The AoKānaka platform provided a chance for participants to think beyond just 

themselves and consider the healing, health and well-being of their families. To them, this is 

what is means to hoʻōla ʻohana.   



 

 

121 

 

Hoʻōla Lāhui  

Throughout this cross analysis, participants voiced the importance of the AoKānaka 

platform because it contributes to a living and thriving lāhui Hawaiʻi. In analyzing hoʻoikaika, 

participants addressed the importance of having presence and visibility on a 21st century—

technological platform. In addition, participants also shared the significance of not only 

connecting with the various elements of what makes a Kānaka Hawaiʻi, but also sharing that 

connection with other Hawaiians. Moreover, while analyzing hoʻokānaka, participants stressed 

the importance of sharing what it means to be Hawaiian to contribute to the well-being of the 

lāhui Hawaiʻi.  

Hoʻōla Lāhui: Through Hoʻoikaika. In the discussions on this platform, several 

conveyed the importance of being a visible, pono Hawaiian and that such visibility sustains the 

livelihood of Kānaka ʻōiwi identity. In watching and hearing from keiki who spoke in Hawaiian 

on AoKānaka, Noʻeau realized that “it’s okay for us to be Hawaiian.” The vibrancy of ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi being used throughout the conversations on platforms such as AoKānaka also allowed 

for reclamation of moʻolelo, as Noʻeau mentioned, it's the reclamation of what “people have 

taken from us.” Participants discuss the power that social media has with also broadcasting 

negativity, but to hear the “positivity” that comes from the AoKānaka platform about elements 

that makes up being Kānaka, reinforces Hawaiians of something that they should be proud of. In 

fact, Lale reminded the group that “presence and visibility” is important when it comes to a 

“healthy perception” of being Kānaka. As Kawena shared, it is crucial to promote a positive 

image of Hawaiians to the world. Participants have shared that seeing others who are Hawaiian 

like themselves on such a platform reminds doubters that Kānaka are present and alive.  
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Hoʻōla Lāhui: Through Pilina. In assessing the theme of pilina, participants 

communicated that in sharing about one’s history and/or connections with Hawaiian language, 

connections can be made in hearing about and understanding other people’s experiences. In this 

collaborative sharing, people understand that they are not alone and that their genealogies are 

similar to those experienced by other Kānaka. Also, such experiences shared helps future 

generations better understand what makes Hawaiians Kānaka. Lale reminded the group of the 

“versatility” of storytelling and the power it has to reach the right people and crowd. Noʻeau 

expressed the importance of giving Kānaka “a voice” to share with the world aspects of what it 

means to be Kānaka because the stories that are being told are a physical thread that connects all 

Kānaka.  

This opportunity to share and connect with Kānaka becomes especially important for 

those who relocated to the continent, according to Pilahi. Kawena told the group that being able 

to connect with Kānaka was as easy as just a “press” of a button and clicking “share”.  Let’s 

“have more!” she proclaimed. For participants like Pilahi, connecting with others allowed her to 

feel the “mana” from the conversations and for Noʻeau, platforms like AoKānaka helped in 

“building connections” between the elements. Agreeing, Lena noted that, “there’s so much that 

you can know as a Kānaka.” For her, the idea that expanding ones’ ʻike about what it means to 

be Kānaka does not only come from one source; rather opportunities that occur on AoKānaka 

helped her to learn from an entire lāhui Hawaiʻi. During this cross analysis of pilina, participants 

voiced the importance of sharing their own experiences so there's an opportunity for connection 

with another Kānaka and in return, contributes to the life of Kānaka ʻōiwi identity.  

Hoʻōla Lāhui: Through Hoʻokānaka. In examining hoʻokānaka, participants voiced the 

kuleana that Hawaiians have to each other and the Hawaiian community. By listening to and 
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sharing with other Kānaka and stories and histories, people fulfill the important kuleana to 

elevate and uplift the lāhui. According to Lena, it is our responsibility to “find out” and learn 

about the many moʻolelo that exist. As Haunani mentioned, this collaborative space means that 

“not just you take” and not contribute and share your own ʻike.  

According to Lena, it is a “huge responsibility” as in any “normal relationship” that 

Kānaka make an effort to advance their Kānaka ʻōiwi identity and those of other Hawaiians. 

Several expressed the importance of nurturing on-going relationships and thereby be empowered 

by and empower other Kānaka. As Noʻeau reminded, what he is doing in this current time as a 

Kānaka will affect the “seven generations” of Kānaka that will come after him. Throughout this 

cross analysis, participants stressed the importance of not only taking elements to sharpen one's' 

own Kānaka identity, but in fact, to also contribute and share what it means to be Kānaka in 

order to sustain the essence of Hawaiian identity and the life of the lāhui Hawaiʻi. 

Overview 

The intent of this study was to examine whether such a social media platform like 

AoKānaka impacted participants’ Hawaiian identity in four areas—moʻolelo, moʻokūʻauhau, 

ʻāina, and ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi.  The cross-case analysis found three ways in which participants were 

affected through interactions on the platform. All six found common ground in hoʻoikaika—

growing one’s confidence in being Hawaiian.  This is especially true when a number of them 

raised traumatic experiences when they were unable to speak Hawaiian or chart their family’s 

genealogy. Through AoKānaka, they felt a kinship with the others and found a new sense of 

themselves as Kānaka, even when they acknowledged that their personal understandings about 

moʻolelo and/or ʻāina may not have been “good enough”. 
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 A second key theme generated from the data was the importance of Pilina. The 

interactions on the platform brought new stories and knowledge. They also broaden connections 

to the past, present, and future. Participants shared their happiness about the safety of the space 

and that no one made them feel bad or uncomfortable. Some felt a connection with histories as 

people shared moʻolelo and moʻokūʻauhau about where they were from and who their families 

are. Others began realizing that the more stories are shared, the better others will be able to 

connect with things Hawaiian and heal.   

A final theme that arose was the idea of hoʻokānaka. While it was clear to participants 

that in connecting with other Kānaka, the lifeblood of Hawaiians could be strengthened. Instead 

of feeling less than as a Hawaiian, the contributions made by all was an important kuleana. The 

sharing lifted and elevated the lāhui Hawaiʻi. All of the participants saw the AoKānaka platform 

as a way to improve the life, health and well-being of the Hawaiian community. 

Beyond these, a final analysis across themes was done to directly address the research 

question: How does the project AoKānaka, an Instagram platform, help Native Hawaiian 

participants explore elements of Kanaka 'Ōiwi identity in this current time?  This cross-themed 

analysis produced three additional findings. The platform helped participants hoʻōla Kānaka, 

hoʻōla ʻohana, and hoʻōla lāhui. The term hoʻōla represents for participants a chance to sustain 

life, health, healing and well-being. With hoʻōla Kānaka, participants expressed the need to share 

and strengthen pono ways of being as they gained strength themselves.  They found across the 

themes a growing sense of pride in being Kānaka ʻōiwi.  Rather than succumbing to the traumas 

that plagued them, they saw AoKānaka and social media platforms like it as means of healing 

and strengthening their Hawaiian sense of pride. 
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As for hoʻōla ʻohana, several of them expressed that social media platforms create spaces 

where members of an ʻohana who were not raised in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi or knew a lot about their 

genealogies would find a safe place to learn and grow in their Hawaiian knowledge. For a few 

who wanted to educate their children through the medium of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi education, this space 

allowed them to hear from others who spoke Hawaiian and supported their efforts.  More 

importantly, the participants expressed that these spaces generated opportunities to heal from 

past traumas and empower learning to contribute to the health and well-being of families. 

The final cross-analysis finding is hoʻōla lāhui—to grow and strengthen all 

Hawaiians.  Participants raised the idea that while so many Hawaiians know little about these 

and other elements of Kānaka identity, social media offers many to learn from those who 

participated.  Stories of strength and pride reinvigorated this sense of community. Several saw 

AoKānaka and other social media platforms as ways to uplift and empower Native Hawaiians to 

continue to heal, learn and grow. 

 The final chapter will examine the research question through the filters of implications 

and recommendations for future work and research.   
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CHAPTER 5: Discussion  

Ma hope mākou o Liliʻulani 

We back Liliʻulani 

A loaʻa ē ka pono o ka ʻāina 

Who has won the rights of the land 

*(A kau hou ʻia e ke kalaunu) 

*(She will be crowned again) 

Haʻina ʻia mai ana ka puana 

Tell the story 

Ka poʻe i aloha i ka ʻāina 

Of the people who love their land 

(Prendergast, 1895) 

 

As this mele calls to action the patriots of the Kingdom of Hawaiʻi, I hear the call to 

action to pursue ka “pono o ka ʻāina”. Just as Liliʻuokalani, our Queen, stood on behalf of what 

was and continues to be pono,  I realized that my participants call for the lāhui to strengthen our 

ea as Indigenous Hawaiians. Although this study has limitations, its findings present the idea that 

Native Hawaiians must alu pū (come together) in the pursuit of reclaiming our Kānaka ʻōiwi 

identity. 

The goal of this study was to elevate the stories of six Kānaka and share how they 

explored their identity through the Instagram platform AoKānaka. This chapter will first address 

the purpose and limitations of this research.  The chapter will also respond to the research 

question through a discussion of the findings. The chapter also presents the study’s implications 

and recommendations for future research. This chapter closes with an ʻohana-based epilogue. 
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Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to respond to the following research question:  

o How does the project AoKānaka, an Instagram platform, help Native Hawaiian 

participants explore elements of Kanaka 'Ōiwi identity in this current time?   

In terms of this research question, being Kānaka and acknowledging your own history is 

important (Kahumoku, 2022). Scholars like Kanaʻiaupuni et al. (2021) stated that cultural 

identity helps Kānaka feel a sense of connection to other Native Hawaiians, where they come 

from and their values, beliefs and worldviews. According to Phinney and Ong (2007), a person’s 

identity is shaped over a period of time and through interaction with others; it is also 

continuously evolving.  

A second important aspect of this research question was the utilization of the social 

media platform–AoKānaka. According to Leavitt et al. (2015), social media can be a space 

where a cultural group can orient themselves and educate others about the group. For Indigenous 

people, especially content creators, developers, and visionaries, use social media to make visible 

Native thought, people, and places (Meighan, 2021). Issues related to decolonization, language, 

and other problems now appear on the digital landscape and serve to elevate Indigenous people, 

language and communities. For Hawaiians searching for who they are and what it means to be 

Kānaka (Kaiwi, 2006), social media platforms can become a space for shared and collective 

wisdom (Asur & Huberman, 2010).  

The final point made about the research question was about how participants explored 

their understandings, and their feelings about their Kānaka ʻōiwi identity.  What was evident in 

the participants’ data is that this platform created a safe, caring space for such exploration to be 

done.  As Merriam and Tisdell (2016) note, the research space must be safe for participants to 
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share openly and meaningfully.  To this end, one the keys to this study was to allow for open, 

meaningful conversations about some of the most critical issues facing Native Hawaiian identity. 

But no study is without limitations, no matter how well constructed. Within this study, 

the following limitations have been identified. First, in terms of the participant sample, this study 

was limited to only a small group of six participants. The participants were Native Hawaiian, had 

previously participated on the platform, reflected different genders, and could communicate in 

either ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi or English. Furthermore, the total number of participants were between the 

ages of 25-36 and did not represent the perspectives of kūpuna and keiki.  

This research is also limited to only one social media site and one platform type.  This 

study focused on an Instagram called AoKānaka; yet no other Instagram sites were used in this 

research.  Also, those platforms beyond Instagram includes–TikTok, YouTube, Twitter and 

Facebook–were not investigated.  Even though several other platforms host discussions like 

those that occurred on AoKānaka, the findings here are not applicable to them. 

The approach to collecting data was through a focus group setting rather than individual 

interviews which may have changed the type of data collected. This method may have prevented 

participants from sharing openly and honestly; but for the most part they were strong, confident 

participants (several of them male) that took over conversations.  It must be recognized that out-

spoken participants can dominate the data collected (Smithson, 2000).  

Moreover, as this researcher conducted the focus groups, it became evident that 

participants acknowledged their lack of confidence with their Kānaka ʻōiwi identity. Because of 

vocal contributors, the quieter participants who also lacked confidence seemed to allow the 

stronger communicators to say more. Now that the study has been completed, this research 

acknowledges that some of the quieter speakers’ answers may have been influenced by others.  
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Summary of Findings 

The trauma identified by this study’s participants and their ability to communicate about 

aspects of being Kānaka through AoKānaka showed how social media may play a part in 

strengthening a person’s ethnic and cultural identity. These social media platforms can become a 

way to help people from across the world connect with home (Ahmed, 2020) and thereby expand 

their knowledge and sense of pride (Chew, 2021). This research has uncovered several key 

findings that address the question of how to help Native Hawaiian participants explore elements 

of Kanaka 'Ōiwi identity. 

First, the AoKānaka platform helped participants Hoʻōla Kanaka–to heal as a Native 

Hawaiian. According to the participants like Lale, the platform provided opportunities for them 

to feel grounded as a Kānaka. In the discussions, both on the platform and later in the focus 

groups, they felt that they could explore what it means to be identified as Native Hawaiians 

through their stories and experiences. These stories spoke about heartache, pain, strengths, and 

desires; all were offered to the others and in return, there were acknowledgments and at times, 

agreements.  What participants repeatedly expressed is that the sharing happened without 

judgment and from this safety net, many told of how proud they were to be a Native Hawaiian. 

Noʻeau shared that the AoKānaka discussion helped folks understand why there is 

kuleana to share and hold others up to Hoʻōla. For him and a number of others, the stories told 

shaped not only his understanding of what it means to be a Kānaka in today’s world but also that 

he has an obligation to behave in appropriate ways that are fitting of a pono Hawaiian. Haunani 

agreed and added that the obligation exists for Native Hawaiians to also appropriately behave 

while visiting other places in the islands as a sign of respect to those living in those wahi–those 

spaces. 
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The platform also provided avenues for Hoʻōla through the connections that were built. 

Lena spoke about the importance of better understanding the links between the history of these 

islands and their original inhabitants.  Even if painful and traumatic, learning about the loss of 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and ʻāina, for example helps us heal and learn from past wounds.  For Haunani, 

exploring her moʻokūʻauhau helps her reconcile the severed ties to her biological father.  

In these and other ways, participating in AoKānaka promoted Hoʻōla Kānaka for these 

participants.  For Lena, she felt such a “haʻaheo” through the platform and focus group 

discussions. Many commented that key issues like feelings of inadequacy and lack of confidence 

were raised and dealt with. As Osorio (2001) explained, efforts to learn from one's history 

expands the ability for people to reflect. The power of AoKānaka is that it created a space for 

Kānaka to reflect and heal as Kānaka. 

This emphasizes the point made by Krug (2016) about how a strong cultural foundation 

helps Kānaka live a strong, thriving life. When participants spoke their moʻolelo and heard the 

stories of others, it built within them a sense of belonging as a Hawaiian (Burgess, 2020). Thus, 

platforms like AoKānaka are crucial to the healing of the Hawaiian naʻau or soul. Goodyear-

Kaʻopua (2013) pressed a call to action for Kānaka: the Lāhui should continue to contribute to 

the well-being of all things Hawaiian.  

A second key finding is in the functioning of AoKānaka to help Native Hawaiian 

participants Hoʻōla ʻOhana–the healing process and well-being of family. For participants like 

Noʻeau, the platform provided access to important waiwai that participants took away and shared 

with their ʻohana. He and others noted how they “learned so much” from the conversations. For 

Pilahi, she “passed [these] onto” her family. In the discussions, both on the platform and later in 
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the focus groups, they felt that they could explore what it means to be identified as Native 

Hawaiians.   

One example offered by Haunani is when she shared “that little part” gained from the 

platform and focus group discussions about language loss, her husband began to better 

understand her commitment towards raising their children in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi so that when they 

one day become parents, they would continue to speak Hawaiian. Pilahi suggested that as she 

heard folks share and took those ideas back to her ʻohana, she and them were more prepared to 

improve their well-being.  

An important way in which this platform became a tool to heal families came in what 

Haunani described as a real sense of “aloha”. She and others noted that when the keiki asked 

questions of them in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, not only did it feel “right” but it also felt that all who 

participated had to speak to each other with aloha.  Lena and Noʻeau took this to mean that all of 

their actions were reflections of their families and should be done with aloha and care for 

others.  As participants said, Hawaiians should never make their families “ashamed” and Pilahi 

reminded everyone in the study that all should act and talk out of respect for future 

generations.  The platform's communication style promoted aloha and in turn helped those who 

participated in it to feel and use it with their ʻohana. 

One of the most significant ways in which AoKānaka helped participants support Hoʻōla 

ʻOhana is reflected in the discussions about genealogy. Wilson-Hokowhitu et al. (2019) 

described how individual moʻokūʻauhau strengthen and provide direction to Kānaka. For 

Noʻeau, such genealogical exploration became a “direct connection to” the kūpuna and helped 

him and hisʻohana “know we're Hawaiian.”  And even when families are protective of their 

moʻokūʻauhau, as participants shared their own family histories, links were made between them. 
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More importantly, the stories that were being shared on the platform allowed participants 

to connect with elements of what it means to be Kānaka and contributed to their identity. The 

AoKānaka platform helped them accept elements of what makes them who they are as Kānaka 

ʻōiwi and ground themselves in their own Kānaka ʻōiwi identity.  

Kaiwi (2006) reminds Native Hawaiians that learning about and growing in our 

knowledge of what makes us Kānaka is crucial for our on-going push toward well-being. The 

platform has become an invisible thread that binds elements of Kānaka ʻōiwi identity through 

sharing and connecting. In turn, the conversations and delivery approach taken on the platform 

had a direct influence on how their families gravitated to and connected with being Hawaiian. 

The explorations of cultural values, histories, family genealogies, and traditions are critical 

(Kanakaʻole, 2011; Kaomea, 2005) to the healing process for Hawaiian families.  

A third finding of this study deals with the growth processes promoted on AoKānaka for 

Native Hawaiians–Hoʻōla Lāhui–the healing, life, health, and well-being of the nation. Crabbe 

and Fox (2016) shared that the importance of reconnecting Hawaiians to their past can support a 

true sense of lāhui. In hearing others speak Hawaiian, Noʻeau realized that “it’s okay for us to be 

Hawaiian”.  Participants shared negative statements by others (who were not in this study), some 

of them Hawaiian, about learning Hawaiian language and history.  But by participating on the 

platform, Lale reminded the others that by sharing in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi and talking about being 

separated from ancestral ‘āina, Hawaiians could reclaim what is rightfully theirs. This is a big 

key to the success of the Hawaiian nation.  As Noʻeau said, it is time for us to take back what 

“people have taken from us”. 

Moreover, this digital space helped participants heal their perceptions of Hawaiian-ness. 

When Meyer (2003) suggested that we operate through a “kākou thing”—the ability to work 
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together–several participants like Pilahi and Noʻeau noted that the power of social media like this 

platform is to improve the image of Kānaka held by both Hawaiians and non-Hawaiians.  The 

AoKānaka space provided participants with ways to make visible positive aspects of being 

Hawaiian.  Such “presence and visibility”, according to Lale, creates a much more “healthy 

perception” of being Kānaka. Kawena shared that it is important to promote a positive image of 

Hawaiians to the world.  In this way, the platform promoted the healing of the Hawaiian brand. 

The ability to share on AoKānaka also allowed participants to understand that sources of 

identity come from different places and people. Kawena told the group that as they shared, they 

created a digital archival for others who could “press the button” to hear the participants’ 

moʻolelo, thoughts about ʻāina and moʻokūʻauhau, and learn more about how to communicate in 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi.  Lena noted there continues to be “so much that you can know as a Kānaka” and 

that AoKānaka created opportunities for her to learn from the entire lāhui.  In these ways, several 

of the participants recognized that even if they individually had gaps in their knowledge, they 

could hoʻōla by downloading the contents of AoKānaka. 

One of the most common comments about the platform’s ability to heal the Hawaiian 

community was about the power of collaboration. Lena, as she spoke about the responsibility to 

learn and find out more about the elements of Hawaiian identity, realized that when she 

participated in the sharing process, she and others began to collaborate on projects.  Haunani 

noted that in such a space, collaboration as a value promoted the idea that one should not just 

take from others but that everyone should contribute to the good of all.  Krug (2016) believes 

that in working together, everyone agrees to a sense of kuleana for each other and the lāhui. This 

is critical for Lena; she recognized that to heal and raise the lāhui, Hawaiians must work 

together. 
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Participants voiced an appreciation for being able to share with others what it means to be 

Kānaka; for Hawaiians around the world, they can tap into the posts to build connections to 

home in their own way. This is significant for Baker (2015) who noted that storytelling can be a 

channel to inform current and future Kānaka ʻōiwi identity and help Hawaiians navigate their 

life. The healing of Kānaka can be amplified in spaces like AoKānaka.  

Implications: Generated from This Study 

 The first implication of this study is that the participants asked to create and sustain more 

spaces like AoKānaka to continue exploration of Kānaka identity.  In Haunani’s view, the 

opportunity to engage with her husband by participating in AoKānaka brought discoveries about 

what it means to be Kānaka. In sharing “a little part” of who she was, both she and her husband 

advanced their Hawaiian knowledge.  For Lale, the expression “kōkua aku, kōkua mai '' summed 

up his experience on AoKānaka. The discussions encouraged participants to investigate 

Hawaiian identities via both sharing moʻolelo and listening to others share theirs. In the future, 

we should seek ways to support platforms that promote and advance exploration of Native 

Hawaiian identity. 

 A second implication is about initiating more digital spaces like AoKānaka that allow 

Hawaiians to heal from generational trauma.  In the case of Noʻeau, being on the platform made 

him feel comfortable to talk about his trauma surrounding moʻokūʻauhau. He was embarrassed 

about his haole history and that part of his family taking part in “ʻāina-snatching” and “shacking 

up” with Hawaiians.  For Haunani, the discussions on the platform brought a lot of “comfort” 

and “peace” for her. Given her inability to access her father’s lineage and realizing that she was 

“not the only one”–that she was not alone in coming from “really broken homes”–she felt a sense 

of healing.  Such digital spaces are key to the future healing and health of Kānaka. 
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 A third implication of this study highlights the need to produce spaces that improve the 

health and well-being of Native Hawaiians. Pilahi, in seeing and hearing ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi used on 

the platform, found that the site “normalizes” Hawaiian language; this project helped her hear 

Hawaiian as a thriving, living language. Lena said that the space allowed for each person to gain 

the seeds of Hawaiian identity while also sowing these seeds for others. This she phrased as 

“trickle back effect” to “build mana” or to “maintain mana”. Moreover, Noʻeau reminds all of us 

that spaces like AoKānaka become a hub to hold what it means to be Hawaiian, “letting us not 

forget our connection and our pilina”.  Finally, from Haunani, recognizing that the sharing 

process becomes a “motivation” to elevate future Kānaka, participants recognized the need for 

spaces like this to continue to promote Kānaka health and wellbeing. 

Fourth, this study verifies the need to create digital spaces that look and feel Kānaka. For 

Noʻeau, Native Hawaiians no longer have to “hide our culture”.  Kanaka can now use 21st  

century technologies to announce, “who the hell we are!” Haunani says that seeing Kānaka speak 

about their histories and stories helped her to see that for so many, “reaffirming” their cultural 

identity confirmed that “you are Hawaiian!” 

Finally, the last implication of this study is to implement the processes of AoKānaka–

safe, open dialogue, non-judgmental–on other social media and communication sites.  The intent 

is to encourage sharing, dialogue, and learning.  As Lena suggested, the approach of AoKānaka 

created an inviting space to have open discussion. This then becomes a “great first step” for 

Kānaka who want to learn about Kānaka ʻōiwi identity. For Pilahi, AoKānaka allowed for this 

continued relationship between Hawaiians throughout the diaspora; the ability to share individual 

moʻolelo with other Kānaka who may not have physical access to Hawaiʻi. When spaces are 

open and safe, in the words of Noʻeau, there is a “restoration of pride” throughout the Lāhui. 
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The implications of this study are probably broader and more comprehensive than what is 

illustrated here. As a researcher, in honoring the voices of the participants, I have to admit that 

these points do not do them justice. I apologize to my participants for the inadequate implications 

offered here. I know that this is a first step toward more discussions about how to strengthen 

Hawaiian identity. 

Recommendations: For Future Action 

There are three major recommendations for future action that stem from this study. First, 

I recommend that more spaces like AoKānaka be established and maintained. To create these 

spaces, the processes that allow for open, safe conversions and to exchange ideas about Hawaiian 

identity should become a regular part of social media. This recommendation can empower 

Kānaka to reclaim individual and collective ʻōiwi identity. As Kanaʻiaupuni and Liebler (2005) 

shares, Hawaiian identity is powered through the collective memory of a shared history as a 

lāhui. Second, I recommend that we utilize new realms of technology to elevate the positive 

visibility and presence of Hawaiians. To do so, Native Hawaiians can partner with social media 

platforms and communities to advance positive perceptions about Hawaiians. As Galla (2018) 

reminds us, digital technologies have the potential to be powerful tools that virtually connect and 

bring speakers and learners from local communities, rural and urban settings, and the rest of the 

world together. 

 A final recommendation focuses on expanding the use of social media to promote the 

authentic acknowledgement and use of Indigenous knowledge by Native people. When social 

media users simply take what is not theirs and use that information in ways that disrespect the 

originators and keepers of it, it harms not only the user but the knowledge too. Guidelines must 

be created to support and protect Native knowledge. Moreover, what has been stolen from 
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Indigenous peoples must be reclaimed and returned. Kaomea (2005) stressed the importance of 

reclaiming Kānaka stories and the practice of Hawaiian storytelling to replace the stories told by 

colonizers. Noʻeau states:  

that ʻōlelo Noʻeau, ua lehulehu a manomano ka ʻikena o ka Hawaiʻi, you know that's 

literally true now that the knowledge of our ancestors are abundant or is abundant. And 

it's platforms like AoKānaka and other social media stuff that brings that to light for us. 

Social media can be a space where moʻolelo Hawaiʻi is shared by Hawaiians who have a 

cosmogonic genealogical connection to ʻāina (Lyons, 2010). We then become active participants 

in the pursuit of a Hawaiian nationalism that is pono and seeks self-determination (Lyons, 2010). 

Conclusion 

 Before I ask others to share with me parts of themselves, I must first provide an example 

of what I ask. As I took you through my study, I first start by sharing parts of who I am and how 

the history of my ʻohana guided me to conduct this research. I continue to wear two pāpale (hat); 

the first is that of māmā (mother) and the second is that of a Kanaka researcher; both are 

rewarding and humbling. Both have influenced this research in meaningful and powerful ways. 

  This study, like a moʻokūʻauhau that reflects and honors the experiences of our 

ancestors, allows researchers like me to realize that our actions impact both the present and the 

future. Through this study, I have learned that I too was going through a process of healing from 

my own personal traumas while simultaneously sharpening and developing my own Kanaka 

ʻōiwi identity. This research is personal; it is for my children, their children, and their children’s 

children. I am privileged to know and care for the stories of my ʻohana and for the stories of my 

participants and I share them with you in hopes for a brighter and better Hawaiʻi.  
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This study was founded on the experience of my mākua and my kūpuna. As I reflect on 

my experiences of being the first one in the ʻohana to be educated through the Hawaiian 

medium, I am reminded of the hopes of my mākua. I was to be the beacon of light for my 

ʻohana, to reintroduce and restore the ʻike of our ancestors that had been stripped from them. I 

am honored to ʻauamo (carry) my kuleana. Now that I am a makua who chooses to educate my 

keiki through Hawaiian medium education, my kuleana now is to ensure that they are nurtured in 

all the ways my ʻohana was not. 

While my ʻohana grounds me in this work, the driving force behind this study are my 

keiki. My children are fluent in our mother tongue, educated in the ways of our ancestors, and 

are poʻe aloha i ka ʻāina (people who love their land). When I look at my keiki, I am reminded 

of the legacy of my ʻohana. What began as an “I” journey has now turned into “kākou”, and 

together my ʻohana and I blaze this path so that other kānaka take hold of their Kānaka ʻōiwi 

identity to join us in becoming the kaulana nā pua a ʻo Hawaiʻi— famous are the children of 

Hawaiʻi. 
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Epilogue: Moʻokahua 

My grandfather, Leonard Kwan, was a well-known kī hōʻalu, Hawaiian slack key, 

guitarist. His legacy continued through his son, KevinLee Kwan, my father. He like his father, 

became a musician who wrote and sang songs about Hawaiʻi. Mele has always and continues to 

ground us as an ʻohana and it was only fitting that I use mele to carry me through this 

dissertation journey and writing. This song, composed by Ellen Kehoʻohiwaokalani Wright 

Prendergast in 1895, is special for my ʻohana and I. Kaulana Nā Pua was the favorite song of my 

father’s makuahine, my kūkūahine (grandmother)—a song that brought her joy, laughter, and 

ultimately, her ʻohana. When kūkūahine would strum her ʻukulele, it was a call to the entire 

ʻohana to ʻākoakoa mai— to gather around. Not only does this song remind me of my ʻohana, 

but it also grounds me as a researcher and a reminder in my pursuit of this study. As this pays 

respect to the pua a ʻo Hawaiʻi, it also offers respect to my ʻohana and the stories and lived 

experiences of my participants. As this mele has always brought my ʻohana together, I close this 

dissertation with this song I gift to you.  

Kaulana Nā Pua (Famous Are The Flowers) 

Ellen Kehoʻohiwaokalani Wright Prendergast (1895) 

Kaulana nā pua aʻo Hawaiʻi 

Kūpaʻa ma hope o ka ʻāina 

Hiki mai ka ʻelele o ka loko ʻino 

Palapala ʻānunu me ka pākaha 

Famous are the children of Hawai`i 

Ever loyal to the land 

When the evil-hearted messenger comes 

With his greedy document of extortion 
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Pane mai Hawaiʻi moku o Keawe 

Kōkua nā Hono aʻo Piʻilani 

Kākoʻo mai Kauaʻi o Mano 

Paʻapū me ke one Kākuhihewa 

Hawaiʻi, land of Keawe answers 

Piʻilani's bays help 

Mano's Kauaʻi lends support 

And so do the sands of Kākuhihewa 

ʻAʻole aʻe kau i ka pūlima 

Ma luna o ka pepa o ka ʻēnemi 

Hoʻohui ʻāina kūʻai hewa 

I ka pono sivila aʻo ke kanaka 

No one will fix a signature 

To the paper of the enemy 

With its sin of annexation 

And sale of native civil rights 

ʻAʻole mākou aʻe minamina 

I ka puʻu kālā o ke aupuni 

Ua lawa mākou i ka pōhaku 

I ka ʻai kamahaʻo o ka āina 

We do not value 

The government's sums of money 

We are satisfied with the stones 

Astonishing food of the land 

Ma hope mākou o Liliʻulani 

A loaʻa ē ka pono o ka ʻāina 

*(A kau hou ʻia e ke kalaunu) 

Haʻina ʻia mai ana ka puana 

Ka poʻe i aloha i ka ʻāina 

We back Liliʻulani 

Who has won the rights of the land 

*(She will be crowned again) 

Tell the story 

Of the people who love their land 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Request to Participate 
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Appendix B: Consent to Participate 
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Appendix C: Scheduling Talk Story Sessions  
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Appendix D: Session: Questions 
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Appendix E: Confirmation 
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Appendix F: Friendly Reminder 
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Appendix G: Survey 
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Appendix H: Survey Questions 
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Appendix I: Session: Script 
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Appendix J: Transcription: Email 
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Appendix K: Transcription: Next Steps Example 
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Appendix L: Mahalo 
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