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Abstract 

 The use of social media platforms such as Instagram, Twitter, TikTok, and Facebook to 

promote Native Hawaiian ideologies has increased over the years.  From increasing Hawaiian 

language retention through Instagram highlights to learning how to make a mākāhā through 

YouTube, ʻike kūpuna has been easily accessible.  This thesis attempts to explore the ways in 

which social media platforms can continue to promote ʻāina well-being and ʻāina advocacy.  

Through the use of various archival materials and with the conduction of interviews, this 

research looks into ancestral understandings and cultural practices of mālama ʻāina and how 

these are expressed on social media.  The culmination of conclusions drawn in this thesis are part 

of a purposeful strategy to advance appropriation of modern technology by welcoming different 

mediums that improve mālma ʻāina rhetoric.   
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Introduction 

 

Today’s fast-paced world is becoming increasingly characterized by and dependent on 

technology.  With this shift towards technology, social media platforms (e.g., Twitter, Instagram, 

Facebook) have become heavily integrated into the lives of millennials.1 A unique characteristic 

that defines millennials is their tendency to quickly adopt new technology and communicate via 

text messaging, email, and social media.2  Beyond the means of communication, social media 

has become a popular outlet for users to access news and information with minimal effort. 

Moreover, this shift to social media platforms and digital technology enables and 

enhances individual’s research efforts by allowing users instant access to global archives to 

gather and consume information and “perform their indigenous identities online."3  In their 

systematic review, Social Media and Digital Technology Use Among Indigenous Young People 

in Australia: A Literature Review, authors Rice et al. acknowledge that the use of social media 

platforms provide ways for Indigenous people to connect with and affirm their indentity.  With 

the use of pictures, text, and videos Indigneous people are able to further define who they are and 

define their communities rather than Eurocentric-based literature.4  

 Through this shift, individuals around the world can explore which reusable cup will 

keep their drinks cold all day or discover which reusable straws are best suited for smoothies.  

Further, this shift invites global audiences to engage in trendy social movements, like “going 

green” or sustainable living.  Now audiences can locate up-to-the-minute fads, learn about new 

and developing products, and look up their reviews by simply typing in a couple descriptive 

words and hitting the “search” button on social media sites.5   

The cultural content found on social media platforms (Twitter, Instagram, Facebook) 

expands on my understanding of mālama ʻāina6, from a Kānaka7 perspective, and contextualizes 



 2 

 

 

my understandings of how social media platforms can advance mālama ʻāina and aloha ʻāina 

rhetoric. Indigenous concepts are utilized via social media platforms to spread cultural awareness 

and offer hints of Kānaka ideologies.  Although not a comprehensive collection of cultural 

traditions and ancestral knowledge, the layered meanings of mālama ʻāina’s messages/lessons 

that lead to fundamental principles for its existence, the explanations of particular actions and 

behaviors associated with its messaging, and the important significance of its application and 

understanding(s) in Hawaiʻi is in current circulation.  

Research Questions 

 

 The questions that guided this research created a better understanding of how people use 

social media as a way to portray their relationship with ʻāina.8  The first question set a foundation 

for Kānaka due to their familial ties to ʻāina:  what are the ancestral understandings and origins 

of mālama ʻāina?  Understanding these familial ties create a foundation for us to lean and depend 

on during the research process.  The second question addressed these familial ties on social 

media platforms.  How are these familail ties reflected through social media?  Social media 

platforms have gained a tremendous number of users over the years.  By exploring familial ties 

to ʻāina through social media, this research can allow for a comprehensive view of identity and 

responsibility.  Lastly, diving deeper into identity and responsibility, how do people who use 

social media see their relationship with ʻāina? 

Theoretical Framework 

 

Indigenous perspectives in research allows scholars to continue “reconciling and 

reprioritizing what is really important about the past with what is important about the present.”9  

By weaving together both past and present, indigenous scholars are able to decolonize theories 

and methods of research, so they are able to carry out their own.  Modern indigenous frameworks 
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for research draws from foundations that have been built by our ancestors which allows for us to 

create a firm understanding of how to move forward.  

ʻŌlelo, the Hawaiian word for language or speech, plays a vital role in understanding a 

culture.  Language is not only how people communicate with each other, but it is also the carrier 

of culture itself.10  Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o declares that “values are the basis of a people’s identity, 

their sense of particularity as members of the human race.  All of this is carried by language.”11 

Therefore, to separate language and culture would cause an immense erasure of identity and 

culture.  

In the Hawaiian language, one understanding of moʻo means succession or series12 and is 

the root word in the words moʻokūʻauhau13 and moʻolelo.  Moʻokūʻauhau is a combination of the 

terms moʻo and kūʻauhau, respectively. Moʻo can be understood as the succession of a 

genealogical line. Kūʻauhau, or genealogy, connects Kānaka with familial ties to ʻāina.  

Therefore, this singular term moʻokūʻauhau, by its functional definition, brings all things past, 

present, and future together.  From this departure point, we visit the moʻolelo of Hāloanaka, the 

still born child from the union of Wākea and Hoʻohōkūkalani, who was buried in the earth and 

developed into the first kalo plant.  Since moʻokūʻauhau is the succession of genealogical lines, 

the focal point of this study investigated a series (literally the moʻo-ing) of relationships.  It 

begins with an understanding of genealogy as ʻāina and its successors, Kānaka.  In essence, this 

research examined the past for an understanding that informs our current and future state of 

existence. 

The term moʻolelo is a combination of moʻo and ʻōlelo, respectively which is the 

succession of talk or storytelling.14  Moreover, because my ancestors descend from a community 

heavily influenced by oral traditions, storytelling became our archival tool used to transmit 
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critical knowledge, such as our history, culture and traditions, and worldview from one 

generation to the next.  Moʻolelo is a result of haku moʻolelo,15 the method of constructing 

and/or reconstructing Kānaka past, present and future.  

Social media platforms allow for moʻolelo to continue through modern day context.  

Social media can provide spaces “where personal identity can be tested and accepted and where 

connection between the individual (Aboriginal) identity and the collective (Aboriginal) identity 

can develop.”16  Through these connections, individuals can discuss indigenous identities, 

beliefs, and practices.  Along with creating spaces that allow for individual and collective 

connections, social media immortalizes present day moʻolelo. Through hashtags, social media 

can bring awareness to movements and events that can assist in creating spaces for indigenous 

ideologies to be amplified.  

 Although the use of hashtags may gain traction and allow for the facilitation of 

individual and collective identity within the Kānaka community, there can be downfalls.  The use 

of hashtags can be surface level.   To an untrained eye, hashtags seem as if the person using it is 

part of the community or communities being affected and understands the implications of the 

hashtag.  One downfall of simplifying a social movement to a hashtag is that people sometimes 

use hashtags to get “likes” without ever doing outside research of the purpose and intent of the 

hashtag.   

 The role and relationship Kānaka have with ʻāina leads to the concept of pono.17 ʻĀina 

and kalo will sustain the Hawaiian people, and the Hawaiian people will take care of ʻāina and 

kalo.  This continuous circle of “mālama aku, mālama mai”18 is what truly defines pono.  This 

circle keeps balance and without balance the system collapses.  Without pono the ʻāina cannot 
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sustain us and since we as Kānaka are an extension of ʻāina, we ourselves won’t be able to 

thrive.  When pono is achieved life exists in harmony.   

Methodology 

 

This researched used a multi-methodological approach.  A qualitative study was shaped 

by the engagement of various archival materials from a variety of repositories while integrating 

social media material.  These social media platforms express an array of different perspectives 

that allow for an accessible avenue to knowledge.19  I propose that social media platforms are a 

similar form of repositories.  According to Carlson, “Social media as a ‘new frontier ’is where 

Aboriginal people, like many others, are busy seeking new ways of representing and identifying 

ourselves to each other - and others - in a global amphitheater.”20  Although the identity we 

portray on these media platforms are a result of our beliefs, they are still susceptible to criticism 

similar to offline interactions. 

Interviews were conducted to gain perspectives on how social media platforms help with 

the promotion of mālama ʻāina.  Four adult volunteers, ages 18 and older, were chosen based 

upon how active they are on social media and how they demonstrate a strong commitment to 

ʻāina.  These participants were recruited through a convenience sample using snowball sampling 

methods and interviews lasted about 30 minutes to 1 hour in duration.  These participants were 

interviewed and asked a set of questions via Zoom due to COVID 19 regulations.  The questions 

asked were to help get a better understanding of how people are using social media.  

The interviewees come from different upbringings, different educational backgrounds, 

and they approach aloha ʻāina differently in their everyday lives as shown on their social media 

platforms.  I did this purposely to show others that there are many different ways in which ʻāina 

can be promoted.  Interviewee one expresses their love for land through fashion.  Their clothing 
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and other items acknowledge the different akua, wahi pana, and ‘ike that inspire them.  

Interviewee two promotes ea,21 community building, and resistance.  Interviewee three’s social 

media shows the relationship of āina to kānaka through the practice of kilo.   Interviewee four’s 

social media shows the relationship of kānaka to ‘āina through the physical labor of mālama 

ʻāina.  My own auto-ethnographic experiences of being on Mauna a Wākea will also be included.   

These invaluable “lived” experiences serve to shape and support the claims of what mālama 

ʻāina is, looks like, and how it can be applied and implemented in current time.   

 In a video that circled amongst Facebook, Dr. Hōkūlani Holt and Dr. Pualani Kanakaʻole 

Kanahele talk about what kapu aloha means and how “we as Kānaka can pull kapu22 aloha23 

from our kūpuna in times of distress.”24 Holt says that when we are put in positions that test our 

ability to maintain kapu aloha, we need to remember where we come from because although we 

come from kūpuna who “strongly believed in things they also believed in ʻohana and 

community.  If we can remember that, we can maintain kapu aloha.”  This mindset of how we 

can use ʻāina and our kūpuna to realign ourselves reflects our understandings of mālama ʻāina.  

Our kūpuna were very passionate in everything they did, whether it be working in the fishponds 

or warfare.  With this passion comes responsibility as well; they knew the importance of ‘ohana 

and ʻāina and used both as their foundation.  Creating a strong foundation continues to be 

important to Kānaka today because it allows for us to reground ourselves in times of hardships. 

Social media has become a vehicle for Kānaka to reclaim connection to ʻāina by way of 

communicating with one another and conveying information related to ʻāina. In this respect, 

social media has necessarily become a part of how we build our strong foundations as Kānaka 

mālama ʻāina.    
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Chapter Outlines 

 

Chapter one explores the ancestral understanding and origins of mālama.  In this chapter, 

I focused on the origin story of Papa and Wākea and how the lessons embedded in this moʻolelo 

teach us why mālama ʻāina is so important to Kānaka Maoli.  Hāloanaka, who is a decendant of 

Papa and Wākea, becomes the first kalo plant.  Hāloa, Hāloanaka’s brother, becomes the first 

human, in which all Kānaka can trace their moʻokūʻauhau25 back to.  This emphasizes the 

practice of mālama aku, mālama mai mentioned in my Theoretical Framework.  I also expand on 

the sense of kuleana.26   Kuleana is a multi-layered approach of our understanding and action 

upon the different reciprocal relationships Kānaka have between themselves, ʻāina, and their 

community. 

Chapter two highlights the negative impacts of social media and the benefits of social 

media by exploring how cultural understandings of mālama ʻāina are reflected through different 

social media platforms (i.e., Twitter, Instagram, Facebook). The interviewees were asked a set of 

questions to gather information on how their cultural understandings of mālama ʻāina are 

reflected through social media and why they use social media as an outlet to promote ʻāina well-

being.  They were also asked to descibe the pitfalls, if they saw any, and how they overcame 

those.  Examining the negative impacts of social media allows for my audience to consider both 

sides so that they can make their own decisions as to how they want to use different social 

platforms.  

Lastly, chapter three explores how people who use social media see their relationship 

with ʻāina.  The same interviewees were asked another set of questions as to why their 

relationship with ʻāina is important and how social media can be used to nurture that reciprocal 

relationship between ʻāina and Kānaka.   
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Chapter 01-Kilo ʻĀina: Navigating Ancestral Understandings of ʻĀina 

 

ʻO Ke Kahua Ma Mua: (Re) Grounding Ourselves In ʻĀina  

 

Through a Hawaiian lens our natural resources are viewed as finite because of our 

familial connection due to our relationship with our akua27 and ʻāina. Kūpuna28 knew that there 

were, and still are, limits and bounds to our natural resources across ko Hawaiʻi pae ʻāina.29 

From the moʻolelo of Papahānaumoku (Earth Mother) and Wākea (Sky Father),30 I am able to 

introduce the relationship of akua, ʻāina, and Kānaka.  Wākea and Papa are decedents of the 

ʻŌpūhonua lineage and are half-brother and half-sister.31  As her name credits, Papahānaumoku 

gives birth to many of the islands across ko Hawaiʻi pae ʻāina through her union with Wākea.32  

Lononuiākea is the eldest, then ʻIhikapulaumāewa, then Kanaloa, Olōloimehani (this was a union 

with Lua, not Wākea), Kamāwaelualani, Kaunu, Lehua, and Kaʻula.33  

They also had a daughter, Hoʻohōkūkalani, who gave birth to a premature child named 

Hāloanaka.  After Hāloanaka was born, he was buried in the earth and outgrew the first kalo34 

plant.  Hāloa, Hāloanaka’s younger brother, was then born and became the ancestor for all of the 

Hawaiian people.  In Hawaiian society, it is the responsibility of the younger sibling to respect 

their older sibling and it is the responsibility of the older sibling to take care of the younger 

sibling.35  

If we take a look at the Kumulipo, which is a mele koʻihonua,36 we can see the 

connections of the heavens and earth, the ocean and ʻāina, the ʻāina and Kānaka, and Kānaka and 

akua.  These relationships continuously grow and repeat themselves in a cycle; returning back to 

sky and earth, who are akua.  Starting with the first eight wā37 we see that the beginning of life is 

created in pō.38  Pō, at its core, symbolizes the beginning of time.  Ao,39 or the last eight wā, is 

where we see Kānaka being born.  Each of the sixteen wā heralds the birth of specific classes of 
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flora and fauna.  For every life form born in the sea there is a matching form on land.  These 

relationships to ancestors and deities bring life to understanding the depth and breadth of mālama 

ʻāina.  The clarity of this understanding is the impetus that leads to the kuleana embedded in 

mālama ʻāina.  

The word “mālama” has multiple meanings and multiple uses.  The definitions offered by 

The Hawaiian Language Dictionary include: to take care, tend, care for, preserve, protect, save, 

maintain; to keep or observe, as a taboo; to conduct, as a service; to serve; honor; as God; care, 

preservation, support, loyalty.40  The word “ʻāina” is defined as land or earth, but relays a deeper 

meaning.  According to Hawaiian scholar and cultural practitioner Carlos Andrade, ʻāina 

originates from the word "ʻai,” which is widely interpreted as “that which feeds.”41 Not only 

does ʻāina sustain us physically, but it also leads to our connections to the spiritual, mental, and 

cultural realms.  

 Multiple layers of meanings embedded within mālama ʻāina and the relationships that 

form the basis of a Hawaiian worldview can be observed through the manner in which our 

kūpuna and aliʻi cared for the akua and ʻāina.   Kānaka understood their role in life because of 

their reciprocal relationships with akua and ʻāina.  Kekuewa Kikiloi’s article Rebirth of an 

Archipelago: Sustaining a Hawaiian Cultural Identity for People and Homeland emphasizes the 

importance of ʻāina and its role to help Kānaka sustain their identities as Kānaka. The akua Papa, 

or Papahānaumoku, plays an important role by giving birth to the Hawaiian archipelago because 

they are now “conceived as living entities and afforded the same value and distinction of human 

life, capable of being siblings to people.”42 Kikiloi states that “the ʻāina sustains our identity and 

health by centering our attitudes, instincts, perceptions, values, and character within the context 

of our sacred environment.” 43 The ʻāina makes up who we are and allows us to identify 
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ourselves in the most humbling way.  The concept of mālama ʻāina allows for Kānaka to be 

centered in all aspects of life.  Being able to center yourself mentally, physically, emotionally, 

and spiritually is a huge step to becoming pono.  This Hawaiian worldview allows Kānaka to 

engage in an environment where reciprocal relationships create strong foundations.   

 ʻĀina can also be used as a metaphor for ‘ōlelo,44 ʻohana, culture, and oneself.  The 

kuleana45 to mālama ʻōlelo is manifested in perpetuating ʻōlelo in your daily life.  Since language 

carries, transmits, and sustains culture, it is essential to engage in practices that ensure the 

continuation of our mother tongue.  Daviana McGregor explains kuaʻāina are the “keepers of 

Hawaiʻi’s sacred lands who are living Hawaiian culture.” This statement emphasizes how ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi can be used to reconnect Kānaka with ʻāina.  McGregor says that “Ke haʻawi nei au iā 

ʻoe. Mālama ʻoe i kēia mau mea. ʻAʻohe mālama, pau ka pono o ka Hawaiʻi”46 were words that 

kūpuna used to pass down ʻike while emphasizing the importance of mālama ʻāina.  Continuing 

ʻike kūpuna amongst generations sustains a continuation of kuleana. This continuation of 

kuleana was not only to uphold that ʻike but to act on it as well.  By having the privilege of 

taking on these responsibilities, Kānaka are able to execute their customs and practice as tenants 

of the land. 

 Highlighting the importance of ʻāina and place can have a positive impact on those who 

are in education.   Looking at Kanoelani Nāone’s dissertation,47 she states that Native Hawaiian 

children are not up to par with their western counterparts when it comes to western standardized 

testing.  She continues and argues that the current education system does not incorporate 

traditional Hawaiian styles of learning, specifically putting ʻāina, community, and language as 

the foundation.48  Nāone strongly promotes the use of Kānaka scholars like Lilikalā 

Kameʻeleihiwa,49 Jon Osorio,50 and Kapā Oliveira51 to support her argument that ʻāina is 
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essential.  Further her research illustrates the relationships between Kānaka and ʻāina by 

referencing stories that confirm people are named after ʻāina, ʻāina are named after people, and 

ultimately how we are so intimate with ʻāina that some of us do in fact become ʻāina. 

This grounding, or (re)grounding, in ‘āina plays an important factor in who we are not 

only as individuals but as Kanaka within our Native Hawaiian communities.  ʻĀina is the source 

that we can continuously look to when we need something to guide us and can be used as a tool 

to better understand the needs of ourselves and our community.  Kānaka are a reflection of ʻāina 

and vice versa; it is this reciprocal relationship between ʻāina and Kānaka that plays a critical 

role in the well-being of Hawaiʻi as an ʻāina and a people.  The foundation Kānaka are able to set 

in ʻāina through kūpuna allow for Kānaka survival. 

I Kua Naʻu: Taking on Kuleana  

 

I grew up knowing that our ʻāina was important and that we should always take care of 

her.  My brother and I were always told by our parents, “be back home before the sun goes 

down” when we would go outside to play.  So, we would stay outside for as long as we could 

and watch the colors of the sky turn from blue to hues of red and pink.  We were practicing kilo 

at its simplest form without even knowing it.  We would also pick Lehua from our ʻŌhiʻa Lehua 

and other flowers around our neighborhood to give to our mom, but “not too much because we 

don’t want to be rude and just take, take, take.”  We were practicing mālama ʻāina at its simplest 

form without even knowing it.  These cultural practices were there, and they were taught, but the 

intentions and deeper understandings of mālama ʻāina were not.    

My piko is buried in the ahupuaʻa of Waikahekahe, in the moku of Puna, on 

Lononuiākea.  Puna, which falls on the rain belt and consists of a forested region, is on the east 

side of Lononuiākea and between the two moku of Kaʻū and Hilo.  Puna is associated with the 
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god Kāne, who is the god of sunlight, freshwater, verdant growth, and forests.  The ʻōlelo 

noʻeau, “Puna, ka ʻāina i ka houpo o Kāne,” which translates into “Puna the land in the bosom of 

Kāne,” shows that relationship between akua and ʻāina.   Aspects of Kāne can be seen 

throughout Puna; from the rise of Kānehoalani at Kumukahi, to the lowland forests located along 

the East Rift Zone. Implications that Puna is a place of freshwater can be found throughout the 

different ahupuaʻa in Puna.  The definition of Puna itself means, according to The Hawaiian 

Dictionary, spring of water.  Some ahupuaʻa that have water in their translations, include but are 

not limited to: Waikahekahe meaning flowing water, Puua meaning rain hill, and Waiakahiula 

meaning water of Kahiula.  Kapoho, which means the depression, is an ahupuaʻa that have these 

depressions filled with warm, underground water.   Without being aware of its importance, I 

witnessed first-hand the intricacies of what a reciprocal relationship with ʻāina looks like from 

the examples Kāne set forth.  

While going over kuleana, moʻokūʻauhau, and pilina ʻāina, and with my interviewees, I 

realized that there can be a lack of cultural understanding that can causes people to one (1) not 

realize their kuleana and two (2) not realize the importance of ʻāina and mālama ʻāina.  As 

someone who learned these concepts only as I started my undergraduate coursework at 

Kamakakūokalani, I wanted to highlight these understandings, or lack thereof.  Highlighting the 

gaps in ʻike kūpuna was not to criticize others or to be condescending, if anything it does just the 

opposite.  I think it highlights the lack of resources and access to resources that create a 

Hawaiian worldview.  

 Interviewee 4 agreed that the lack of understanding causes people to not realize kuleana 

and importance because they too were guilty of it.  Their connection to ʻāina and their sense of 

kuleana was scarce until they learned the moʻolelo of Hāloanaka in its deepest form.  From that 
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exposure to cultural understandings, they were able to delve deeper into what that moʻolelo 

meant and how it summarizes and encompasses the core values of Kānaka Maoli.52 Their 

journey to living, breathing and being mālama ʻāina started from that moʻolelo.  

This emphasizes the moʻolelo of Hāloanaka and Hāloa and the fundamental component 

of understanding kuleana.  This moʻolelo and other ancestral origin stories, such as the 

Kumulipo, set the foundation for what our pilina to ʻāina was and is.  Within that moʻolelo that 

has been passed down orally through many different generations, we see that Kānaka not just 

come from ʻāina but also have that relationship to ʻāina that is very similar to an older and 

younger sibling with Kānaka being the younger sibling and Hāloanaka, the ʻāina in general, 

being the older sibling.  

Losing sight or not understanding the importance of that reciprocal relationship of older 

siblings and younger siblings was also a topic of concern.   

The root of all disconnects with Kānaka…Kānaka meaning people not even Kānaka 

Maoli meaning Hawaiians, it is just people in general.  People just take, take, take from the 

earth…whereas Kānaka Maoli it is community driven and ʻāina driven…ʻāina comes first on 

decisions…[Kānaka] interact with ʻāina in a pono way that keeps things balanced.53  

 

This concept of pono is what drives the relationship between ʻāina and Kānaka deeper.  By 

feeding ʻāina, which can be cleaning and picking up rubbish, chanting to ʻāina or dancing for 

ʻāina so we can honor to the different akua who are embodied in ʻāina, it allows for ʻāina to give 

back to us.  

 Without that Kānaka wouldn’t have the same integrity with ethics and pilina to ʻāina 

because the familial component and the connection to it wouldn’t be so personal.54  They 

continue to talk about our pilina to ʻāina: 

Kuleana and that connection through family really brings us a lot deeper… kind of the 

same way we would care for our tūtū is the same way we should be interacting with ʻāina and 

that’s a huge component to what makes Hawaiian people unique.55  
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The kuleana that Kānaka have and feel the need to fulfill comes from the passing down of ʻike 

kūpuna.  Kuleana is translated to “responsibility” and in some ways the term “responsibility” has 

negative connotations as if it is something that becomes a burden to do.  However, kuleana is 

also translated into “privilege” or “right.”  We as Kānaka are privileged to mālama ʻāina and we 

have a right to exercise the practice of mālama ʻāina.  For majority of Kānaka, “mālama ʻāina is 

a kuleana passed on to us by our kūpuna” and because we have “a pilina to it [ʻāina] it is up to us 

to continue that relationship and upkeep it in a healthy manner so that future generations can also 

live off this land and continue that pilina ever forward into the future.” 56 

 Under the current circumstances of U.S. occupation of Hawaiʻi57 and the inevitable shift 

to a western dominated societal structure, we as Kānaka have been removed from our ʻāina in 

ways that have left many Kānaka disconnected with ancestral lands. The kuleana tied to these 

ʻāina have become strained.  In the era of technology, social media has become a means of 

reconnecting Kānaka to ʻāina by providing platforms for Kānaka to share information and ʻike 

with fellow Kānaka.  Social media can be used to continue our inherent kuleana towards ʻāina by 

allowing its users to express their love of land regardless of physical location.  

ʻO Wākea noho iā Hoʻohōkūkalani, hānau ʻia ʻo Hāloanaka: Looking at Genealogical Ties to 

ʻĀina  

  Although every Kānaka has the same moʻokūʻauhau to ʻāina, not all have the same 

personal moʻokūʻauhau.  The way we engage with ʻāina stems from our personal lives: how we 

were raised, what we were taught by our ʻohana, or even what we learned ourselves over our 

lifespan.  Like stated before, it was not until I started studying at Kamakakūokalani as an 

undergraduate student did I create my own moʻokūʻauhau to ʻāina and execute my kuleana.  I 

knew ʻāina was important and I was fortunate enough to have an education where that was 

taught, but truly understanding that concept and knowing what my role towards mālama ʻāina 
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came later.  For me, education and access to educational resources, like this thesis, is how I 

fulfill my kuleana in mālama ʻāina and how I perpetuate my moʻokūʻauhau.  

It is very common for Hawaiian children to be raised by their kūpuna and learn ʻike 

kūpuna from the generations before them.  For some, having exposure to ʻike kūpuna at a young 

age kickstarts their interest in aloha ʻāina and mālama ʻāina because their “kūpuna taking the 

time to physically show and tell them moʻolelo of different wahi pana that [their kūpuna] used to 

be in definitely made [them] have that connection and that is important.”58  Being able to follow 

the footsteps of your kūpuna is familiar cultral practice for Kānaka.  Kauikeaouli, or 

Kamehameha III, was the Mōʻī59 of ko Hawaiʻi Pae ʻĀina and once said “Nā wai hoʻi ke ʻole o 

ke akamai?  He alanui i maʻa i ka hele ʻia e oʻu mau mākua?”60  This brings light on the crucial 

role and leadership that kūpuna play in our everyday lives.   

Others grew up in rather “western households” and did not have the influence of kūpuna.  

These people learned how to create their own moʻokūʻauhau and a pilina with ʻāina based off of 

what felt right to them.  Interviewee 2 grew up in Kukanono, Kailua, which is the same ʻili as 

Ulupō heiau.  

Being in close proximity to that land…undoubtedly influenced me in terms of 

appreciation for that place because it is somewhere, I could go often and whether or not I 

understood its [cultural] importance, I knew it was important because it’s somewhere I could 

exist. 61  

 

Being able to explore ʻāina without boundaries and self-discover is something unparalleled.  It 

provides a space to intimately draw upon the different elements and akua within ʻāina.  This 

helps propagate relationships with ʻāina in a way of understanding reciprocal relationship 

because we are then aware that ʻāina is alive and has personality.  This personality dictates how 

we interact with ʻāina and how she62 interacts with us.  
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For some, growing up surrounded by ‘āina was what led to their personal moʻokūʻauhau 

and connection.  Not all islands part of ko Hawaiʻi Pae ʻĀina are ʻāina accessible.  Some areas 

are victim to development and urbanization where connection to elements, deities, and nā akua 

themselves are extremely difficult.  For Kānaka who live areas such as ʻAiea, they can see the 

difference between past and present times due to the occupation of the American Military.  Pearl 

Harbor, or Puʻuloa, had eight (8) loko iʻa; however, six (6) loko iʻa have been destroyed.63 

Currently, Puʻuloa is surrounded by the United States Navy installation with its shipyard, four 

dry docks, maintenance supply center, public works center, ammunition depot, and 12 miles of 

docks.64  

Other places, like Koʻolaupoko on the windward side of Olōloimehani, can offer an array 

of connections. Focusing on the ahupuaʻa of Kahaluʻu in the district of Koʻolaupoko, where 

Interviewee 4 was raised, Kānaka can truly get a feeling of the many different elements that are 

still alive.  These elements, whether they be Kānehoalani as the rising sun, Lono as the rain, or 

even Kanaloa as the ocean himself, have helped Kānaka understand these elements and the 

cycles of mālama ʻāina.  This has led to a deeper understanding of akua and the way they work to 

maintain their portion of mālama ʻāina has helped those create their moʻokūʻauhau and pilina 

ʻāina.  With this knowledge of elements and how they contribute to mālama ʻāina, this Kahaluʻu 

native says that they started to learn ways of maintaining pono by respecting and acknowledging 

the different elements that surrounded them.   

Things started to unfold a lot easier and that relationship with ʻāina got really strong and 

seeing the elements respond …is something that many people do not experience...when you 

kāhea and you need something, and you ask the right akua they bless you with the time to 

receive and that is confirmation for everything.65   
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Getting to the point of confirmation is not always easy or achievable, but it’s that familial 

connection and welcoming ʻāina into your home as family that has solidified foundations and 

have helped to take on the kuleana of mālama ʻāina.66 
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Chapter 02-Haʻi Moʻolelo: Expressing Pilina ʻĀina Through Social Media 

 

E Nihi Ka Hele: Tread(ing) Lightly Through Social Media 

 

 When we think of social media we automatically think of platforms like Facebook, 

Instagram and Twitter.  These platforms, along with others, facilitate the creation or exchanging 

of thoughts, opinions, and other forms of expression through the networks and communities 

created.  Social media services are readily available at a touch of a button, whether it be web-

based applications on your laptop or applications that you can download on your smartphone or 

tablet.  Engaging with these interactive platforms, individuals, communities, and organizations 

can share, create, and discuss self-curated or user generated content with the online world.  

SixDegrees, which was launched in 1997, is known as the first social media site.  Although it 

only lasted four years, SixDegrees was created in attempt to identify real people using their real 

names.  It allowed its users to sign up with their email address, create an individual profile, and 

add friends to their personal network. Thereafter, we have websites such as Myspace, Facebook, 

YouTube, Twitter, Tumblr, and Instagram. 

 There are many different types of social media that are used for different things 

depending on how you want to express your ideas.67  There is post based social media (e.g., 

Myspace, Facebook, and Twitter) which means that the purpose of these platforms is about 

posting words and what you’re thinking, feeling, or doing at the time.  There is image based 

social media (e.g., Instagram, Snapchat, Tumblr) which means users are able to share pictures or 

videos with their followers and they have the option to like or comment on the post.  Lastly, 

there is video based social media (e.g., TikTok and YouTube) that allow its users to create 

videos and video clips.  Some, if not all, social media platforms have the same socially 

interactive attributes (e.g., a heart for liking, a thought bubble for commenting, a box made out 
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of arrows for reposting, a single arrow to send, and an envelope for direct messaging).  By 

having the same attributes, it makes users more inclined to engage in various platforms due to 

familiarity.   

 Signing up for a social media accounts has its benefits.  For example, by signing up for 

Twitter you can share your thoughts and opinions, or you can retweet information posted by 

other users.  Twitter allows its users to follow others so you are able to befriend someone who 

may have similar interests as you which can cause those points of interest to be shared quickly 

and effectively through their retweet option.  Twitter encourages self-curated and user generated 

content with its online community; however, there are some details you should know as a social 

media user.  Like all social media platforms, there are Terms of Service that control user access 

and use of that particular platform.  These terms include who may use these services, privacy, 

content on the services, disclaimers and limitations of liability, and a general disclaimer.68  

 By using Twitter, it is understood that users are giving “consent to the collection and use 

(as set forth in the Privacy Policy) of this information, including the transfer of this information 

to the United States, Ireland, and/or other countries for storage, processing and set by Twitter and 

its affiliates.”69    If we take a look at Twitter’s privacy policy,70 we can see that they partake in 

behavioral modification techniques.  When you log into twitter, even if you’re just looking at 

Tweets, Twitter knows the type of device you’re using and your IP address.  They use this 

information to keep your account secure and to show you more relevant Tweets, people to 

follow, events and ads.  In addition to the information that you share with Twitter, they also use 

your Tweets, Likes, Retweets, and content you’ve read to show you more relevant content.  

 Google’s invention of targeted advertising set the path for surveillance capitalism.  

Targeted advertising is directed towards consumers with certain characteristics focusing on 
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demographics (e.g., economic status, age, education level) or psychographics (e.g., based on the 

values, opinions, or lifestyle of the consumer).  A psychographic focus can also include 

behavioral characteristics such as browser and purchase history.  Google Ads, previously known 

as Google AdWords, took on a “new approach…[by] turn[ing] its collection of behavioral data 

and its computational power…toward the single task of matching ads with queries,”71 which 

created ads to “target” individuals.  

 Surveillance Capitalism is a type of capitalism based on gathering all information 

possible from users and using it to control behavior.  It starts with the discovery of behavioral 

surplus.  To achieve service improvements more behavioral data are rendered than required 

which in turn creates predictions of human behavior that are then sold to business customers that 

have an interest in what people will do in the present and the future.  Algorithms focus on data 

that track the kind of links that are clicked, the types of videos that are watched, and the time it 

takes for a person to move on from one thing to the next.  What was once called advertising is 

now being understood as continuous behavior modification.72 Social media can create revenue 

by its behavioral modification techniques, but it is also the process in which damages society. 

 Why should this concern us as social media/ digital users? Jaron Lanier’s book Ten 

Arguments for Deleting Your Social Media Accounts Right Now expresses different ways in 

which social media’s business model inherently reinforces bad content and behaviors. These ten 

arguments explore how social media businesses are able to do just this.  His introduction to the 

book draws an analogy between humans, dogs, and cats.  As we know, dogs are loyal and 

dependable. They are easily trained and can be predictable.  Cats, on the other hand, are not 

predictable and don’t take to training reliably.  He states that we as social media users are afraid 

of turning into dogs and that we are “falling under stealthy control.”73  The purpose of the book 
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is to be more catlike and “remain autonomous in a world where [we] are under constant 

surveillance and are constantly prodded by algorithms.”74  Implications of losing autonomy and 

behavioral modification seem unlikely, especially when social media platforms allow for the 

freedom of speech, or the freedom of posting, if you will.  However, companies are able to 

harness ad targeting platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter, and heavily influence behaviors 

and decision making.   The obvious pitfall of social media is the constant dissemination of 

information which make us less inclined to independently pursuit truth and facts of our own 

independent research to inform our own opinions on the given matter.  Are these really the 

downfalls of social media?  Some may say yes while others have more to add 

 When it comes to posts on social media, one should be aware of the content being 

expressed.  With access to the internet by the touch of a button or a swipe of a finger, users 

should be more eager to do research, even in its simplest forms.  One pitfall, according to 

interviewee 2 is that “people will come uninformed, or they’ll come with these preconceived 

notions of ʻāina…or the value of ʻāina or how ʻāina should be owned… or what people’s 

relationship to land should be.”75  Like people, ʻāina is forever changing due to many different 

factors.  Whether it is the way ʻāina is being cared and loved for by Kānaka or environmental 

factors like the amount of rainfall or wind, these factors have a positive or negative impact on 

how ʻāina responds.  As Kānaka who have kuleana, being able to have a fluid relationship with 

ʻāina allows us to be able to learn, adapt, and grow in our pilina ʻāina.  Having preconceived 

notions, of anything, may make fluidity difficult. 

Although access to resources and information are at hand while on the internet, some 

engage in conversations with the intention of stirring the pot.76  This is not new to social media 

platforms, as users can see others “picking fights” just because they do not agree with what was 
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said or how it was said.  This causes animosity towards others and brings forth defensive 

responses.  In person interactions require a certain type of behavior that is expected while 

engaging with others.  However, when interacting online, people have the benefit of anonymity 

and “some people take advantage of that and use that to be harmful to others …due to the 

different levels of accountability between what you say online and what you say in person.”77 

Other times, it is Social Media Bots, or Bots for short, who stir the pot.  Bots, according to the 

Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, are: 

Programs that vary in size depending on their function, capability, and design; and can 

be used to do various useful and malicious tasks while simulating human behavior.  

These programs use artificial intelligence, big data analytics, and other programs or 

databases to imitate legitimate users posting content.78  

 

Bots are used for many reasons.  They can be used for promoting entertainment or to facilitate 

company to customer interactions while online shopping.  They can also be used to propagate 

hate speech and harassment so social media users become overwhelmed and deactivate their 

accounts. 

 On top of users picking fights and Bots propagating hate speech, information can also get 

“misconstrued really fast and if [someone] is posting out of emotion it gets pretty tricky to read 

through and correctly pull out what are facts and what are feelings,”79 due to the engagement of 

different ages, values, beliefs, or thought processes.  Although social media has become a place 

for users to openly express their feelings and thoughts, it can be difficult to understand intentions 

because of these virtual interactions done across different generations.  A prime example of 

posting with feeling can be seen during the 2019 Kū Kiaʻi Mauna marches.  Many kānaka across 

ko Hawaiʻi pae ʻāina and those who are diaspora stood in solidarity against the Thirty Meter 

Telescope (TMT) which was proposed to be built on Mauna a Wākea.  This sacred piko80 is the 

embodiment and the namesake of our ancestor-akua to whom all Kānaka trace our genealogies.  
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Throughout this time, Kānaka and allies spoke up against the desecration of our piko and avidly 

expressed what the pilina between themselves and Mauna a Wākea meant.  This quickly 

circulated multiple social media platforms and became part of popular culture.81   

While there were Kānaka and allies advocating for Mauna a Wākea, there were also those 

who were pro-TMT.  The pro-TMT community attempted to dismantle Kū Kiaʻi Mauna rhetoric 

with numbers and statistics backed up by Eurocentric science.  This community created their 

own social media platforms and advocated for the telescope by expressing how much of a 

positive impact TMT would bring to the local community and economy.  Distinguishing what 

was feeling and what was fact became difficult to do.  Some users said that posting just facts or 

posting without feeling is hard but doing just that is what sets the difference.82  

Posting with intention and tact or using their platform to vent…acknowledging the fact 

that it does make a difference in viewers and what people see and how they feel about 

certain mālama ʻāina issues...can be twisted really quickly depending on who posts it and 

that is a huge thing that needs to be figured out as a Lāhui.83 

 

Navigating through social media and figuring out how to effectively get information out to others 

can be the deciding factor in what information is understood or misunderstood. 

Mālama Kaiāulu:  Maintaining Relationships Through Virtual Communities  

 

 The use of social media platforms allows for indigenous voice to be heard.  Sharing 

content such as stories, videos, and pictures can provide pathways in which indigenous people 

can connect with others and declare their identities.  If we refer back to authrs Rice et al. and 

their review, they state the following:  

The sharing of information online related to Indigenous identity and culture also provides 

opportunities for transmitting intergenerational knowledge within and between 

Indigenous communities, an important aspect of Indigenous culture.84  
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 Through social media platforms we can see reflections of individuals and their relationship to 

ʻāina, their ʻohana,85 and themselves.  Stories, pictures, and videos that circle through social 

media creates an archive that can allow intergenerational knowledge to be immortalized.   

 While looking at the work of Bronwyn Carlson, she describes social media as the “new 

frontier.”86  She finds that Facebook is a popular vehicle in which Aboriginal people are able to 

“build, display, and perform Aboriginal Identities” and that it is used as a “self-representational 

tool to communicate Aboriginal identity to other social media users in online communities.”87  

Social media allows not only Aboriginal and Indigenous communities to represent and identify 

themselves to each other, but it also allows them to do so on a global scale.  By having access to 

a global audience, Indigenous communities are able to promote Indigenous movements and 

gather allies.  We saw this happen during the #NoDAPL movement which brought to light the oil 

pipeline that ran through the homeland of the Sioux people of North Dakota, here in Hawaiʻi 

during our #KūKiaʻiMauna movement, and in Canada during their #IdleNoMore movement 

which highlighted issued facing First Nations and Inuit people.88 

On Twitter we can see that underrepresented communities create their own virtual 

communities to build, display, and perform their identities.  There are communities like 

#KanakaTwitter, #MahuTwitter, #PasifikaTwitter, and #PolyTwitter.  All in which allow 

members and allies of these communities to be up to date with current issues, ʻāina movements, 

politics, or even something as simple as figuring out where to buy locally sourced, Kanaka 

owned food.  When asked about the importance of #KanakaTwitter, users expressed how 

invaluable this community was.  

A brilliant collective of the Hawaiian community especially the younger generations. A 

space for collaboration, community, and intelligent discussions about topics from 

liberation to love and a safe place for so many diaspora and young Hawaiians to 

reconnect to the culture. 
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Many diasporas are able to use #KanakaTwitter and other similar virtual communities to help 

them reconnect with family and reconnect to their piko.  One diaspora says that this virtual 

community opens opportunities where “pili can be established and built no matter where [they] 

are physically.” This emphasizes the importance of relationships in a Hawaiian Worldview.  

Relationships with self, others, and ‘āina are a fundamental part of Kanaka identity and by 

having spaces to express, create, and learn identity is momentous to ka Lāhui Hawaiʻi.89 

Hilo ʻIa a Paʻa: Weaving ʻĀina, Kānaka, and Social Media  

 

During my interviews, I asked my interviewees how their pilina to ʻāina was expressed 

through social media, which platforms they preferred, and how those platforms helped with the 

promotion of ʻāina well-being.  A copy of the questions asked during the interview process are 

provided in the Appendix.   These specific questions were created to grasp a better understanding 

of exactly how social media platforms can be used to capture Indigenous knowledge.  Half of my 

interviewees preferred using post based social and the other half preferred image based social.  

By using these platforms to express pilina ʻāina and promote ʻāina well-being, Kānaka are still 

able to fulfill their kuleana to mālama ʻāina by the touch of a button.  Although there is no way 

to truly encompass the breadth of mālama ʻāina than by huli ka lima i lalo,90 technology and 

social media offer an alternative that can be just as efficient and rewarding. 

Kānaka can express their love of land through art, music, hula, and now through social 

media.  As previously stated, there are different social media platforms for different types of 

media.  Although these platforms have now become more cohesive in ways users can engage, 

some of their specific features are favored over others.  This is important because it matters how 

information is executed when it comes to ‘āina.  Since ʻāina cannot speak for herself, it becomes 

the kuleana of Kānaka to speak up and protect her.  When posting on social media platforms the 
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creator, more than not, must think about how their post will be seen by their followers, how their 

followers will process their information, and how their followers will respond.  Depending on the 

audience and the content needed to get across to users, a visual representation on Instagram may 

take precedence over the cognitive behavior needed to navigate Twitter and vice versa. 

When it comes to personal Instagram accounts users are more willing to be raw and 

vulnerable because they are able to control who sees such things.  If you go into Settings  

Privacy  Account Privacy, you are able to turn your account to private.  This ensures control 

over who follows you because other users have to request to follow, and you have the option to 

deny or accept.  This matters in how and what users share on their social media.  Although these 

platforms are meant for sharing thoughts and expressions publicly, some are protective of what 

they put online because of their professional or family lives.91 

Interviewee 1 has a personal account where they are comfortable with expressing their 

pilina ʻāina through written word and an array of pictures.  They also have a business account to 

promote ʻāina well-being through their clothes.  Both accounts are used to share and reiterate the 

importance of having a pilina with ʻāina and resource management; however, both accounts have 

different content on them.  The personal account is able to be used as a virtual journal.  Writing 

and posting content that may not necessarily make sense to everyone who follows but makes 

sense to the account holder and allows them to look back time and time again to a certain 

memory.  The business account is used to cater to the masses that are looking to buy 

merchandise.  Their ideas for their merchandise are deeply rooted in the foundation of Hawaiian 

culture and language and that is what draws consumers into wanting to express their identity as 

Kānaka and ʻāina advocates.92  
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If we focus on this particular business account, their main goal is to help Kānaka see the 

different perspectives of what it means to mālama ʻāina.  In general, people think that picking up 

rubbish on the beach or recycling their plastic bottles are all that constitute as mālama ʻāina.93 

Yes, that is great but let’s go beyond that. What does it mean to have pilina ʻāina?  What 

does that look like? So, using social media as a tool to facilitate these discussions about 

perspectives on what aloha ʻāina can look like...on what mālama ʻāina can look like...it is 

not always this one thing like planting kalo...just getting Kānaka out of the box with that 

is what I’m really trying to do…also, breaking down walls around ceremony and 

ritual…normalizing ritual in our everyday life because it is such a Kanaka thing.  It is 

such a Kanaka Maoli and Indigenous thing to have ceremony…to have ritual…to have 

times where we communicate with our kūpuna, our ʻāina, our akua, and our ʻaumākua.94  

Mālama ʻāina is multi-facetted and accordingly, there are number of ways to engage in aloha 

āina.  Social media help facilitate these discussions regarding the expansive nature of mālama 

‘āina by allowing users to maintain relationships across ko Hawaiʻi Pae ʻĀina in various 

capacities. This increases social and political connectivity and impact by continuously 

connecting communities and providing the means in which Kānaka can “‘reterritorialize’ and 

‘Indigenize’ the information and communication space.”95   

 Indigenizing information can help Kānaka users see ‘āina through a Hawaiian lens.  “It 

might not be my kuleana to.... teach you these things but I’ll show you…our ʻāina and hopefully 

you get motivated by just a small glimpse of it,”96 says interviewee 4.  They use their personal 

account to educate and help motivate others to (re)connect with ʻāina.  Although they do not 

necessarily write informational posts and their posts take a little bit of deeper thinking to 

understand, the users who do understand and are able to respond and spark that conversation.  An 

example they gave was a post they created with fish they caught and their caption being a couple 

of moon phases.  If you do not know the Hawaiian lunar calendar, you are not going to know 

what the caption is referencing to; but if you do know the lunar calendar you can assume that 
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those moon phases are good fishing nights based on the post.  The caption was just two words 

and that is how they like to keep things.   

 This short but thought-provoking picture caption could have easily been replaced with a 

“#luckyweliveHI” that can be cataloged with the other countless Hawaiʻi environment pictures 

of videos exploited on social media.  However, interviewee 2 affords their followers a glimpse of 

their ancestral understandings and how it is applied in their everyday life.  By offering such a 

glimpse, they breathed pieces of our culture back into what could have been another photo of 

“living in paradise” that social media users become desensitized to.  In this way, they have used 

a platform that influences users to post the best of what they have to offer to influences the same 

users to become more aware of their cultural knowledge and understandings.  Maybe even 

influencing them to want to know how to identity the different moon phases for other types of 

fishing practices or other cultural practices like farming 

Through photos and posts, users can reinforce the importance pilina ʻāina and mālama 

ʻāina.  Kānaka have grown closer to certain Hawaiian practices simply because of what they 

have seen online.97  Social media benefits those who do not understand ʻāina to reach out and be 

inspired.  Interviewee 4 says that they have had friends reach out to them regarding certain ʻāina 

practices intrigued to know more. 

Those practices were prehistoric…. only found in Bishop Museum…only our kūpuna...  

The problem may be Kānaka not taking on their kuleana...it is beneficial to know that 

there are people out there that can help and if you are interested those people can get you 

to that point...without social media that would not be possible.98 

 

Being a kiaʻi for ʻāina has solidified a lot of Kānaka in where they stand with ʻāina and political 

movements.  For interviewee 2, being a kiaʻi during the Kū Kiaʻi Mauna movement has been a 

pivotal point for them and their stance as a Kanaka Maoli.  Prior to the movement they have 



 29 

 

 

never been to Mauna a Wākea nor have they done anything of that capacity. They were 

protecting a place that they have never been and yet still knew it was important.99  Their kūpuna 

come from Lononuiākea so their ancestral ties to protecting Mauna a Wākea is embedded in their 

moʻokūʻauhau. 

Mauna a Wākea was not only important to them on a personal level, but also on a social 

and cultural level.  “I know how important Mauna Kea is to our culture and a whole.... really 

overwhelming part of it for me was putting myself out there to protect this land,” they said in 

regard to the type of emotions they felt reflecting on their time on the Mauna.  From this moment 

in time, they understood why mālama ʻāina is the foundation in which ka Lāhui Hawaiʻi builds 

upon.  The uniqueness and energy a wahi pana like the Mauna gives has validated the efforts of 

all kiaʻi both past and present.100 

This has inspired them to continue using social media, especially Twitter, to promote the 

protection of all ʻāina across ko Hawaiʻi pae ʻāina.   

There are a lot of people who are not able to go to these wahi pana.  They may have wahi 

pana in their immediate area, but they do not necessarily have the resources to go to wahi pana 

such as Mauna Kea.  If they live on, let’s say Oʻahu or Kauaʻi, social media is a good way for me 

to speak up on these issues of ʻāina and help them understand why they need to care for these 

places.  Like I said, I have never been to Mauna Kea and when I was there it really broadened 

my understanding of how important it was...social media is a way to bring people closer to ʻāina 

and to help them work through that distance but still feel connected.101 

 

This type of ʻāina advocacy is another way of giving ʻāina a voice where there might not have 

been otherwise.  Another way of ʻāina advocacy is being able to connect to other ʻāina and other 

Kānaka.  Social media allows Kānaka from across ko Hawaiʻi pae ʻāina to voice their support, 

donate money, and share particular issues regarding ʻāina.  Users are able to connect, 

communicate, and organize around protecting what needs to be protected.  Social media plays a 
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very integral part in the protection of ʻāina in terms of connecting Kānaka and ensuring that 

Kānaka have those relationships necessary to connect them to that ʻāina.   

 Twitter plays as a huge facilitator in these connections.  Twitter allows for certain types 

of discussions that aren’t necessarily propagated on other platforms such as Instagram and 

Facebook.  Since Instagram is photo heavy, which is great for that type of audience, twitter is 

text heavy and allows for thoughts and opinions to be easily accepted.  Twitter also uses photos 

to compliment the text, but the character limit forces its users to be succinct in their thoughts and 

opinions.  With technology so accessible to us, disseminating thoughts and opinion through 

various social media platforms such as twitter has become so seamless. 

 This effortless initiation of conversation helps perpetuate mālama and aloha ʻāina 

rhetoric.  It allows for the continuation of educating people who are not able to be at a certain 

wahi pana or be there to protect ʻāina.  While having everyone show up to a particular ʻāina to be 

kiaʻi and advocate would be a huge success for a movement, it is not realistic.  Using Twitter or 

other platforms allows those who are unable to be present a way to still contribute.  It facilitates 

the building of reciprocal relationships and Kānaka are able to reach out in need openly while 

others are able to respond openly.  Spreading awareness and building connection with other 

Kānaka is what helps build these relationships and builds people’s love for that ʻāina.  Especially 

with Kānala you wouldn’t otherwise connect with or have the opportunity to participate and 

contribute to the protection of a particular ʻāina with. 

 Mauna a Wākea is a great example of this virtual community building.  Many people 

have not been to Mauna a Wākea, so social media was one of the things that allowed others to be 

looped in.  For some, if you did not attend a Hawaiian Immersion school or did not have that 

sense of Hawaiian teaching, understanding the importance of certain wahi pana can be 



 31 

 

 

challenging.  Social media and the community it can build is a way to fill in those gaps of 

knowledge.  It offers a way outside of being at a particular place for people to build their love of 

land by connection them to that land through pictures, posts, and texts without them physically 

being there.102  During this movement, Kānaka would post things such as oli and mele or pictures 

of Native flora and fauna that reside on the Mauna.  This not only educated others on the cultural 

and environmental importance of keeping Mauna a Wākea safe from desecration, but also 

(re)connected Kānaka to the Mauna. 

 In addition to using social media as a virtual community, it can also be used as a journal.  

Interviewee 3 states that they use twitter as their journal as it helps keep all of their thoughts in 

one place.103  They use Twitter as a way to keep up with the practice of kilo.  Kilo is the practice 

of observing and examining the natural elements around you.  This was used in everyday life for 

things such as: building loko iʻa, fishing, farming, planting, and even childbearing.  By doing so, 

Kānaka are able to gather information and assess situations prior to making a decision. If the 

clouds were dark and the wind was picking up, would you go down to the loʻi and start 

harvesting kalo?  More likely than not your answer would be no.  Kūpuna were alert and aware 

of their natural surroundings and used kilo to help guide them.   

 Twitter as a kilo journal allows interviewee 3 to keep track of all of their kilo so that they 

are able to go back and analyze different patterns.  “To kilo for one day is great, but you have to 

kilo over multiple days to understand the patterns of weather, the flow of water, and how it is 

moving,”104 they said.  Inspired from a mutual friend, interviewee 3 says that they are a modern 

day moʻopuna utilizing modern day technology to continue the practice of their kūpuna.  They 

have noticed that while using social media as their kilo journal, other Kānaka are able to post the 

things that they notice during their kilo.   
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 Enhances my kilo because not only am I kilo-ing my space, but at the same time I get 

these kilos of other spaces across the pae ʻāina which is really helpful. I have this [kilo] thread 

with some people from my hālau and they are across different areas of Oʻahu, and some people 

are on Kauaʻi and Hawaiʻi Island so that is another way that we get to kilo across the pae ʻāina 

and just observe those weather patterns in a bigger area.105 

 

Since it is impossible to be at multiple places at the same time, this thread allows for Kānaka to 

be in the same place at the same time and allows for the different types of discussions that take 

place in response to the content within the thread.  By having this opportunity, those who kilo or 

want to learn how to kilo are able to navigate through the different weather patterns each island 

has to offer by the look of a screen.  Through this sharing of kilo via technology from different 

islands in which you cannot be a part of, this act contextualizes the kilo in your specific place. 

This contexualization then informs your own kilo and its information based off of the wahi that 

you are present in and are practicing kilo from. 

Similar to in-person ʻāina based work and interactions,  digitally based ʻāina work and 

interactions weave together concepts of ancestral knowledge systems, community building, and 

advocacy.   By weaving these together virtually, users are able to contribute to a wide range of 

perspectives on the intersection of these issues which better enables us to identify issues and 

evaluate situations.  Identifying different issues pertaining to ʻāina and Kānaka can further our 

understanding of the relationship between Kānaka have to ʻāina.  This in turn can be the driving 

force that shapes and informs how we nagivate ʻāina and social media. 
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Chapter 03- Pilina ʻĀina: Perpetuating Connection to ʻĀina 

 

He Aliʻi ka ʻĀina; He Kauwā ke Kanaka: The Importance of Pilina  

 There are three wahi that were integral in shaping me into the person I am today: 

Waikahekahe, Keaukaha, and Mānā.  Piko are the literal link between infant and mother, but 

they also symbolize the connection to all kūpuna.  Proper disposal of piko is an important 

practice for Kānaka.  It is said that if a rat found and ate someone’s piko, the baby would have 

thievish nature like a rat.106  As previously mentioned, my piko is buried at Waikahekahe.  This 

physical connection to ʻāina was chosen for me by my parents in hopes that I would thrive.   

Keaukaha is a Hawaiian Homestead located in the moku of Hilo.  With family living on 

Desha Avenue, this ʻāina is where I spent majority of my childhood.  It is where I first learned 

how to swim and ride a bike.  It is where my love for reading and learning started (I went to 

Keaukaha Elementary School).  It is where I solidified my pilina to self and to family outside of 

my parents.  Keaukaha is a place where I have experienced extreme loss and heaviness, but it is 

also a place where I have felt pure joy and happiness. Taking a look back at Carlos Andrade’s 

definition of ʻāina as “that in which feeds,” this ʻāina has fed me physically, mentally, 

emotionally, and spiritually.  It is a place I chose to lay roots and a pilina that I continue to 

nourish.  Having roots does not mean that you are anchored to one place and my pilina to this 

ʻāina shows that you can have pilina ʻāina to multiple wahi.   

Not only can you have pilina ʻāina to multiple wahi, but pilina ʻāina can always be 

created at any point of time.  Mānā on Lononuiākea is my kulāiwi.107  My fourth and fifth great 

grandmothers and my fifth great grandfather are buried here.   It is ʻāina I have learned to love 

through research rather than experience.  This is evidence that you can establish pilina to ʻāina 

that you did not have a connection to previously.   
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Irrespective of access to aloha ʻāina, you can always have a medium – social media.  For 

those who have never had a direct connection to ʻāina, social media can be the medium and even 

the conduit for mālama ʻāina.  Since mālama ʻāina looks different for everyone, social media is 

essential for those Kānaka who do not have direct access to ʻāina to cultivate, maintain, and even 

grow pilina ʻāina.  This proves critical, particularly for diasporas, Kānaka growing up in a place 

different from where their ʻohana is from; Kānaka growing up in Eurocentric households.  Pilina 

ʻāina is indicative of how you contribute to and perpetuate mālama ʻāina and so it becomes 

painfully clear how dissociation from ‘āina, either through being diaspora or otherwise removed 

from ‘āina, deteriorates pilina ‘āina and the sustainability of mālama ‘āina. In this way, social 

media serves as a necessary tool for Kānaka, regardless of location, to cultivate, maintain, and 

perpetuate pilina ‘āina.  

Mālama ʻāina cannot be compartmentalized and as this process has indicated, it is fluid.  

The ways in which people do and go about things are constantly changing.  Ideas and thoughts 

are ever evolving and so do the products that come as a result.  If we can change the way we 

work so we are more efficient, we can change the way we look at creating pilina ʻāina and how 

we mālama ʻāina.   

Having pilina with ʻāina has played a very important role in the lives of my interviewees.  

For interviewee 1, their pilina with ʻāina is important because that is their foundation.  When 

ʻāina is at her best, interviewee 1 feels at their best as well.  It is very important to them to have 

their children exposed to pilina ʻāina at a young age because they want practices like giving 

hoʻokupu to be normal and become a habit.  This is all in hopes that when their children have 

children these practices continue.  Interviewee 2 also said that they perpetuate their pilina to 
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ʻāina so that their children are able to enjoy the same benefits they had and continue carrying the 

Lāhui forward. 

The continuation of cultural practices over generations is something that is innate for 

Kānaka.  Our kūpuna descend from a people heavily influenced by oral traditions and this is how 

cultural knowledge was transmitted.  This practice today is twofold, we perpetuate the oral 

traditions of our kūpuna and continue to transmit ancestral knowledge and it is an act of 

resistance.  Noenoe K. Silvaʻs book Aloha Betrayed Native Hawaiian Resistance to American 

Colonialism refutes the idea that our kūpuna accepted the erosion of their culture and loss of 

their nation.  She explains that speaking our mother tongue, practicing cultural traditions, and 

standing firm in aloha ʻāina show that we are actively resisting the occupier’s agenda.108   

Interviewee 3 says that their pilina with ‘āina is important to them because it has shaped 

them into the person they are today.  Without pilina ʻāina they would be missing a part of 

themselves and that with having that relationship it makes them complete.  Their pilina ʻāina has 

become part of their spirituality which in turn allows them to understand where they come from 

and who they are, not only as an individual but as a Kānaka part of ka Lāhui Hawaiʻi.   

There are many different reasons why having a pilina with ʻāina is important: ʻāina is 

ʻohana, it is moʻokūʻauhau, it is ancestral knowledge.  For interviewee 4, they believe that ʻāina 

is not only land and it is not just, but it is ʻohana, moʻokūʻauhau, and ancestral knowledge.  

Having a pilina with ʻāina for them is important because they know that they are a part of ʻāina. 

If I did not have a sense of belonging to it, I do not think I would value it as much...I care 

about Hawaiʻi more than any other place because I am a part of it...it is a lifestyle and it 

doesn’t just mean caring for land.  Mālama ʻāina can be as simple as choosing a certain 

practice that interacts with ʻāina and getting close with that...having that dependency on 

ʻāina...that strong relationship I have, no one can take it away and that is why it is 

important.  If I had nothing, I would still have ʻāina and ʻāina would be more than enough 

for me to live and thrive and that is something worth committing to. 109 
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Mālama aku, Mālama mai: Social Media Nurturing Pilina ʻĀina  

The final question I asked my interviewees was if they thought that social media can 

continuing to nurture their relationship with ʻāina.  Some were confused with the question.  In all 

honesty, it was a difficult one to come up with.  How can platforms that exploit vanity be a 

medium in which our relationship with ʻāina can continue to grow and flourish?  The same 

platforms that partake in data mining and data sharing are the same platforms we can use to 

promote aloha and mālama ʻāina.   

Whether it be a relationship that was already created prior to social media or a 

relationship that has just started, social media nurtures relationships with ʻāina by perpetuating 

aloha and mālama ʻāina rhetoric.  Having a space that you can connect with other people who are 

ʻāina minded and ʻāina oriented is important.  It allows for multiple hands, bodies, and minds to 

come together to move ka Lāhui Hawaiʻi forward.110   It connects people with ʻāina that they do 

not already have a pilina with as well.  An example from interviewee 2 were the Hanapēpē Salt 

Ponds on Kauaʻi.  They have never been there before, but through online interactions and the 

education on the issue that they have gotten from Kānaka who are pili to that ʻāina.  Throughout 

that journey, they have gained an appreciation for that land and understand the importance of 

why it needs to be protected in a way that they probably would not have had if they had not 

interacted with those people who are from that ʻāina and have that connection.  Social media can 

be used as a tool to advocate for ʻāina and understand why it is important even if they do not 

have a personal connection with that specific ʻāina. 

Despite being unorthodox, social media can offer a different form of reciprocal 

relationships.  The person posting ʻāina on their social media and the person viewing it can both 

benefit from the post in circulation.  An intimate relationship between ʻāina and the person 
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posting can occur due to the direct interactions of not only taking a picture but creating the 

caption and hashtags that complete the post.  The user may have hopes that their post can create 

dialogue and inspiration on discussions that involve ʻāina.  On the receiving end, it takes that 

deeper understanding of mālama ʻāina to appreciate the post and be able to engage in a 

conversation with the other user.  This reciprocal relationship of understanding and acting upon 

comes from both users, regardless of who created the initial post. 

The community that social media offers enhances relationship with ʻāina.  Interviewee 3 

highlighted the importance of the conversations they have because of social media with other 

Kānaka who participate in kilo.  “It definitely enhances my ability to understand the weather 

patterns across the different islands and to understand what is happening in Hilo today is 

probably going to happen in Oʻahu tomorrow,” they said.  This encourages them to put down 

their phone and go outside to deepen their sense of kilo.   

Being an active social media user myself, I decided to focus this use of modern 

technology and how it advances ʻike Hawaiʻi.  Kamanamaikalani Beamer’s book, No Mākou Ka 

Mana Liberating the Nation, focuses on ʻōiwi agency.111  His work asserts that our aliʻi and 

kūpuna were in control of their own agency in the midst of American imperialism.  Through 

archival research, Beamer highlights how our kūpuna appropriated Eurocentric concepts and 

technologies for their benefit, which in turn strengthened and maintained the Kingdom of 

Hawaiʻi.  If our kūpuna used modern tools and ideologies to advance their Lāhui, then we in the 

21st century can do the same. 

 With this appropriation, we can triumph over the many pitfalls mentioned in Chapter 

Two.  Kilo was an obvious tool our kūpuna used to get a better insight of natural elements and of 

ʻāina.  This seamless act allowed them to navigate their everyday lives more efficiently and 
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sustainably to ensure the longevity of their wahi and the resource that sustain them.   Social 

media platforms are but one tool in the twenty first century Kānaka’s arsenal to engage in aloha 

ʻāina and contribute to the future of ka Lāhui Hawaiʻi.112 

Social media cannot replace actually being on and learning from ʻāina; however, with this 

technology it can be used to advocate aloha and mālama ʻāina.  In the midst of modern 

capitalism, ʻāina that you are not familiar with can be advocating for using social media. It also 

allows users to broaden their perspectives and broaden their appreciation for ʻāina in ways that 

they don’t necessary have otherwise because if they are not seeing it online, then it is easy to 

have an out of sight out of mind approach.   Social media has become a good constant reminder 

of what ʻāina needs care and when it needs care and in a way that makes sure we don’t forget 

that ʻāina is in threat or that ʻāina needs protection.   
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Conclusion 

 

There was an incident about three weeks before I started my first semester as a graduate 

student at Kamakakūokalani that solidified my stance as an ʻāina advocate, as if I needed to 

solidify it any further.  This incident, regarding my brother, has been the motivation and constant 

reminder I needed throughout my studies.  On November 6, 2017, I posted on my Instagram a 

black and white picture of my mother, Lorena-Joy Kapiʻolani McKeague daughter of Melva 

Kapuakela Robinson and Allen Clessen McKeague, holding a kalo plant above a road filled with 

parked cars.  The caption, “To all the women, children, and men who have guided me to where I 

am today, this is dedicated to you #Eola,” acknowledges the generations before me and the 

generations that I am privileged enough to be a part of.  This post was initially a creative piece 

that was assigned in my HWST 603 class.  The purpose of this assignment was to create 

something that we could look at to remind us why we are doing what we are doing.  

Kalo represents Kānaka’s genealogical tie to ʻāina.  My mother holding kalo represents 

my ties to ʻāina.  My father is an ally,113 so my mother is the only direct connection and tie that I 

have.  Her holding it above a paved road filled with parked cars represents the idea that with the 

right intentions, Kānaka can thrive.  It may be difficult, and nothing comes easy, but with love 

for self, culture, and Lāhui, the foundations that Kānaka can create and the goals that Kānaka can 

achieve are unlimited.  This picture has been my screensaver on my laptop for three and a half 

years.  Serving as a constant reminder that the effort I put into my Lāhui will only strengthen my 

Lāhui and whatever sacrifices I may need to make will be because it will benefit my Lāhui.   

My tūtū, Melva Kapuakela Robinson daughter of Angeline Kapuakela Parker and 

Wellington Robinson, grew up in a very Eurocentric household; emphasizing Eurocentric 

education and Eurocentric ideas of what a woman should do.  With this, my tūtū was an 
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excellent seamstress, cook, and knew how to manage a household.  These ideologies got passed 

down to my mother, who in no doubt has the exact same customs and ways of my tūtū.  Not 

knowing any different, my mother raised me and my brother the same as she.  Quite frankly, I do 

not blame any of them.  The cultural and historical trauma caused by previous events in our 

kūpuna’s history definitely played a factor.  However, I think my mother did the best she can 

with what she knew and had.  As stated before, Hawaiian values were very much a part of my 

daily life whereas having a Hawaiian viewpoint in all that I did was non-existent until I had the 

means to learn about it and make my own decisions.  This has caused me to emphasize the 

importance of kuleana and pilina ʻāina throughout my work.   

Looking back to Chapter One, we can see where moʻokūʻauhau plays a factor towards 

our relationship with ʻāina.  The moʻolelo of Papa and Wākea and the Kumulipo highlight the 

intimate connections of our past while building a better future.  It gives Kānaka a sense of where 

we came from while creating a sense of pride.  Understanding our moʻokūʻauhau helps gain a 

greater understanding of the challenges our kūpuna and ʻāina faced, which in turn can inspire and 

be the driving force for advocacy.  Looking at the interviewee’s personal ties to ʻāina made me 

take into account that personal moʻokūʻauhau is just as important, or maybe even more 

important, than genealogical ties.  Although each interviewee connected their moʻokūʻauhau to 

ʻāina through lineal descent they each express their kuleana to ʻāina and ka Lāhui Hawaiʻi on 

social media differently. 

Chapter two expresses the concerns of social media, from surveillance capitalism to 

preconceived notions of ʻāina, both from academic research I have done and from my 

interviewees.  Despite the pitfalls, I followed up with academic research and interviews to 

demonstrate the productive side of social media.  There are definite negatives to social media; 
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however, I believe that this thesis demonstrates that the positives out weight those negative 

features.  The many different facets of technology and social media can be used to advance the 

ancestral origins of mālama ʻāina and the promotion of ʻāina well-being.  If we can appropriate 

technology to achieve goals that are defined by us and centered around ʻāina, then we can use 

technology as a form of aloha ʻāina to educate, build community, and create safe places to 

promote ʻāina well-being.  The questions asked for chapter two were to get a gage of the 

different ways ancestral understandings and mālama ʻāina were being reflected through social 

media.  Each interviewee came from a different moʻokūʻauhau, a different knowledge system, 

and express their kuleana and advocacy in different manners. 

Chapter three started off with my connections to three different wahi that have shaped me 

into the Kanaka and women I am today.  The connection to these wahi all started at different 

points in my life.  My connection to Waikahekahe started at around one years old when my 

parents buried my piko under a banana tree in our front yard.  Moving over to Keaukaha in Hilo 

Hanakahi, I was about 4 years old when this connection started.  This stemmed from family and 

the amount of time I spent as a child there.  This is the first wahi I choose my myself to make a 

connection to due to the intimate relationships I built with myself and my family.  The last wahi I 

talked about was Mānā on Lononuiākea.  When I started doing genealogical research on my 

mother’s side, it led to Mānā.  This is a familial tie that I hold close to me.   

The purpose of expressing my different piko was to show that relationships to ʻāina does 

not have to be fixed; the relationships we create with ʻāina can be fluid and versatile.  They can 

also always be created over again in different times and different places.  This led me to how 

Kānaka can create relationships to ʻāina via social media.  Social media is one of the tools in 
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which we can advocate for ʻāina and it allows Kānaka from any upbrigning,  from any 

background, and from any location to cultivate and maintain their pilina ʻāina.   

As for my interviewees, their pilina with ʻāina is what creates the foundation they have in 

for their personal lives.  ʻĀina is the one thing that they come back to after a rough day and 

allows them to reset their negative thoughts.  It allows them to connect deeper to themselves 

because ʻāina is part of them and they are a part of ʻāina.  Being able to continue familial 

relationships and cultural practices of advocating for ʻāina has become an integral part of their 

lives and every action they do start with the thought of how it will impact ʻāina. 

This thesis, I hope, allows other Kānaka to feel confident in who they are and where they 

stand as ʻāina advocates.  It is clear to see that my pilina with ʻāina started at a later age and the 

ways in which I mālama ʻāina are different than the expectations of said practices.  I can count 

the number of times I have done loʻi, māla, and loko iʻa work on one hand.  I did not have access 

to ʻāina or the resources to lead me there.  Do I think that my love for land is any different than 

someone who grew up working loʻi? No.  Do I think that my pilina with ʻāina is any different or 

less significant than someone who continues to mālama loko iʻa? No.  The pilina that I have 

created with ʻāina may be minuscule in terms of physical labor, but the mental and spiritual labor 

is very much there.  

 Although consequential, the physical labor of mālama ʻāina is not the extent of our 

cultural practices.  The action of making lei, being in the ocean or spending time up ma uka are 

just a couple examples of ways in which Kānaka are able to continue cultural practices that are 

tied to ʻāina.  Having multiple ways of being on and in ʻāina allow for Kānaka to be able to 

approach the many different challenges and success of ʻāina through different mediums.   
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With that, I want to leave readers with three recommendations of how to use social media 

consciously: 

1. Social media shows the limitations of your own work 

2. Always be open to building solidarity  

3. Social media is a curated presence so make sure that your information 

can be accessible to all.  

 

Number one emphasizes the importance of the saying “ʻaʻole pau ka ʻike i ka hāhalu hoʻokahi.”114  

There is a diverse audience on all social media platforms; some are academic scholars who have 

dedicated their research to a certain subject, some are students eager to learn and express their 

knowledge, and some are community members sharing the knowledge their family passed down to 

them.  Users come on social media platforms with invaluable knowledge that can be instrumental to 

creating well-rounded relationships.  

 Building solidarity, especially for Kānaka, is pivotal.  It creates a bigger us, a bigger community.  

Building more of an expansive solidarity can bond users together not only virtually but in real life as 

well.  Naturally, Kānaka are a collective people so solidarity is just one of many ways to practice and 

follow cultural practices.  It really does take a village to support and uplift a community and because we 

are all part of that “village,” being in solidarity and standing together, in the end, we can uplift one and 

we can uplift all.  Is is especially important because if we want solidarity from non-Kānaka,  we must be 

in solidarity with our own. 

 Due to the diversity of social media, users need to keep in mind how accessible the information 

they put into circulation is.  It is one thing to share opinions, thoughts, and at times scholarly work, but if 

the majority are unable to comprehend what is being put out there is still exclusivity.  There may be a 

fine line between comprehension and being ready to receive ancestral knowledge, but all Kānaka are 

entitled to learn aspects of Hawaiian culture.  Access to ancestral knowledge is crucial for the 

continuation of cultural practices, helping Kānaka build their identity, and shaping the future of ka Lāhui 
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Hawaiʻi.  Without access, those who are unfamiliar with navigating certain types of work may find it 

difficult to learn and some might even be put off by it.  Although there are several aspects of Hawaiian 

culture that may be kept from the masses or even shared with the masses, denying entry into these 

spaces where ancestral knowledge is kept is wrong.  

 These three recommendations, I hope, allow people who want to join social media, the newbies, 

and even the old timers some food for thought.  There is absolutely no one way to navigate social media 

nor one way to use it, but by being conscious of yourself and your audience it can help promote that 

sense of community. 

ʻĀina itself promotes overall well-being due to the reciprocal relationships and 

generational relationships that are given to us.  This familial tie allows Kānaka to nurture not 

only themselves but their ʻohana and kūpuna as well.  Technology can promote ʻāina advocacy 

and new ways to mālama ʻāina through education and the circulation of conversations that occur.  

By combining the two, I believe that when technology is used to advance ʻāina it can heal and 

push for well-being due to the connections that are created between others and self.  
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Appendix 

 

Interview Questions 

 

1. What are your ancestral understandings and origins of mālama ʻāina? 

2. What is your pilina with ʻāina? 

3. How is your pilina with ʻāina expressed through social media? 

4. What social media platforms do you favor? 

5. How do those platforms help with the promotion of ʻāina well-being? 

6. Why is your pilina with ʻāina important? 

7. How do you think social media can continue to nurture your relationship with ʻāi 
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