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ABSTRACT 

Ecology, the study of relations between living organisms and their surrounding 

environment is the composition for which this research study encompasses. The thesis topic 

presented in this narrative, draws attention to the ecology of ideas inspired by the ecological 

system of wet-land taro cultivation, referred to as loʻi kalo. Speaking primarily to an ʻŌiwi point 

of view, the ecology of ideas foregrounds the basis of this work in an exploratory study to 

understand how and in what ways we connect to and rationalize our unique sensibility to the 

natural world. This thesis uses the metaphor of loʻi as a framework for understanding a Hawaiian 

worldview. It emphasizes the epistemological bases of Hawaiian identity and ancestral intellect 

as it relates to the holism of environmental well-being and human experience.  

This study engages its readers in a process that introduces the concept of Hawaiian deities 

and their elemental manifestations eminent in loʻi kalo and highlights the agency these akua and 

their kinolau have within the functionality of loʻi and the broader ecosystem. This study layers 

two lenses: (1) an environmental understanding of loʻi and (2) an honoring of cultural beliefs and 

ancestral consciousness. These layered lenses construct a holistic understanding into ‘Ōiwi 

thought that draws parallels between Hawaiian thought systems and that of loʻi. This thesis 

offers an approach for cultivating best practices to restore and maintain ʻāina in its cultural 

integrity. It is consistent with ʻŌiwi philosophy in cooperation with the functionality of the 

natural environment from which our cultural practices stem. This approach is culturally 

grounded and encourages a heightened competency of our natural surroundings and relationship 

to them. The symbol of loʻi presented in this thesis narrative serves as a microcosm of the kind 

of world that can be achieved, should we try. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Hoʻokahe Wai, Hoʻoulu ʻĀina  

The last stretch of ʻauwai1 finally restored and as the ‘ohana2 stepped back to grasp the 

realization of their efforts come to fruition, the empty spaces of the century old canal gradually 

began to fill with the cool, refreshing stream waters of Mānoa. At the sight of this, kūpuna3 

Harry Kūnihi Mitchell uttered the phrase of what would become adopted as the name of a 

growing grassroots hui4, and further understood, as a growing philosophy that has and continues 

to inspire sentiments of aloha ʻāina5 in the hearts of those who have come to know this humble 

ʻiliʻāina,6 Kānewai. Hoʻokahe wai, hoʻoulu ʻāina. Lifted from the lips of this Maui kūpuna, a 

man whose lineage so deeply rooted in Keʻanae7 traditions of taro farming, these words were 

 
1 Mary Kawena Pukui and Samuel H. Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, Rev. and 
enl.ed (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 1986), 33: ditch, cannel. 
 
According to Chicago Style formatting, dictionaries are considered reference material and are not included in the 
bibliography. However, I choose to include the Hawaiian Dictionary as a primary source in my bibliography and 
treat it like a book to honor the work done by scholars, Mary Kawena Pukui and Samuel H. Elbert, in all they have 
done to ensure the perpetuation of the Hawaiian language. The work that Pukui and Elbert have contributed within 
this piece of scholarship surpasses the capacity of a dictionary; and for the purpose of this paper, will be given the 
deserved recognition of such an influential primary resource.  
 
2 Ibid., 276: family, relative, kin, group. 
 
3 Ibid., 186: grandparent, ancestor; starting point, source. The term as it appears in this context is used to describe 
elders of an older generation regardless of direct familial relations.  
 
4 Ibid., 86: club, association, organization, society, alliance. 
 
5 Aloha ʻĀina, literally translated to mean, “love for the land”, serves as a philosophy for the way in which we, 
Kānaka ʻŌiwi, Native Hawaiians, relate to, rationalize, and express our inherent devotion and love for the natural 
environment and all that encompasses it. Aloha ‘āina sits at the core of an epistemology that is Hawaiian. It is an 
ideology inseparable from one’s inherent understanding and innate being as natives of this land. 
 
6 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 97: a division of land smaller than 
an ahupuaʻa, subdivided in turn into moʻoʻāina. Kānewai is the ʻiliʻāina found within the ahupuaʻa of Waikīkī. Kona 
is the moku (district). Oʻahu is the mokupuni (island). Hawaiʻi is the paeʻāina (island archipelago). 
 
7 Keʻanae is a small peninsula located on the eastern coast of Maui. Majority, if not all, residents who live in 
Keʻanae are lineal descendants of these lands and share a genealogy rooted in Keʻanae. The area is considered by a 
small, rural community where many traditional practices of sustainability and sustenance remain intact. Taro 
farming is one of these practices still prevalent in Keʻanae.  
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spoken as an acknowledgement of the events unfolding in that very moment. Hoʻokahe wai, 

hoʻoulu ʻāina. Make the water flow, make the land flourish. And perhaps, as is the magic of 

kūpuna, a simple statement seemingly speaking to the events of the present, holds a timeless 

weight foretelling the future of what has yet to transpire. The irrigated ʻauwai long untouched by 

the embrace of the streams flow, slowly inched with the familiar sensation of cool liquid. At first 

slow. Then steadily. The body of water building momentum on a course towards ‘āina8 until it 

was as if it had always been. Paving a path of remembrance. 

I remember the first time I stumbled across Kānewai. It was an introduction enticed by 

curiosity, and perhaps in a deeper sense, one encouraged by a subconscious notion of belonging. 

As I reminisce about the events that led me to this special place and its people whose lives are 

forever intertwined with the ʻike I have gained from Kānewai, I cannot help but feel at loss for 

words in the realization of the power of alignment. The saying, “the stars have aligned,” may 

sound cliché, and even more so, in the simple telling of a girl and a loʻi.9 But what can I say? I 

have always been sentimental to the idea of timing and purpose. Everything comes in its own 

time. Everything has a purpose. A simple truth I have come to realize in life.  

Feeling as if the stars have aligned during times of transformation perhaps is not too far-

fetched when I think about the people I have descended from. A heritage that links my own 

existence to origin stories that celebrate the union of celestial beings. One connected to 

astrologists and way-finders who journeyed the vast ocean expanse, guided by nothing more than 

a profound sense of the dancing rituals of voyaging stars scattered across a timeless sky. A 

heritage that links me to a people whose ceremonies, seasons, and sense of time are all marked 

 
8 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 11: land, earth. 
 
9 Ibid., 209: irrigated terrace, especially taro. The term “loʻi kalo” is used to describe cultivated wet land terraces of 
taro.  
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by the alignment of atmospheric phenomena and earthly cycles. When something significant 

happens, I cannot help but feel as if the guiding stars of my life have achieved an alignment of 

sorts. An alignment of time, space, and purpose.  

From the south shores of Maui to the same facing shores of Oʻahu, I had just graduated 

highschool and was entering my first year in college. It was an exciting time to venture into the 

realm of “new.” New island. New school. New friends. Filled with a renewed sense of 

independence paired with my usual sense of adventure, I was ready to take on the path I was 

carving out for myself. (In other ways, I was merely finding my way to the path that has always 

been there.) At the time, I was teeming with the excitement of experiencing so many new things; 

and strangely, it was the excitement of things new that also brought with it the sudden realization 

of the reality that “new” meant different. And what was strikingly different about my new reality 

was that the environment I found myself surrounded by was not the Maui I knew and was 

accustomed to. It was this abrupt awareness that had me longing for the familiarity of home.  

My last class of the day had just finished and as I walked over the crosswalk on my way 

back to the university dormitories, the heat from the asphalt beneath my feet began to warm the 

rubber of my worn-out Locals slippers. The dry heat of summer still lingered well in the air. 

Sweat rolled down from my brow and a sticky layer of humidity clung to my body. In that 

moment, I was completely astounded by how hot I was! I did not know my body could react to 

heat in this way. I was shocked. I grew up in Kihei, a place where the sun shines 24/7 absent of 

lingering rain clouds and passing showers. A place where the moisture in the air is almost non-

existent in comparison to the bitterness of salt freely drifting in the wafting breeze set into 

motion by the energy of crashing waves beating rhythmically against the sandy coastline. Where 

I am from, heat is something I knew and functioned well with. So, my surprise as I crossed the 
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heated asphalt was not so much of the fact that it was hot. August in Hawaiʻi... I would honestly 

be more surprised if it was not. My shock stemmed from the fact that I was reacting to heat in a 

way I had never experienced before. It was the realization that this heat felt different. I was 

astonished by how conscious my body seemed to be as I was experiencing a different kind of 

heat when heat was all I knew—or so I had thought. My body was so attuned to what heat ought 

to feel like that in the moment of experiencing a new sensation of a familiar element, my body 

triggered an alarm in head to pay attention. It was in this moment that I began to realize just how 

much one’s body is conditioned to the particulars of a place. And more so, that places had 

“particulars.” This was the first real lesson I learned having moved away from home. My first 

day of school and I was already learning more about myself and my attunement to ʻāina.  

I continued the walk back to my dorm room and amidst the noise of passing cars and the 

conversations of eager first-year students strolling to and from class, my ears were drawn to the 

distant sound of flowing water. Weightless liquid passing over steady stones. A sound barely 

audible when competing against the mundane chaos of social norms. The gentle melody of 

flowing water and its rhythmic frequencies caught my attention and held fast to it. The fact that I 

was experiencing a new sensation of heat probably made the sound of flowing water that much 

more prevalent as it traveled to my ears while I listened intently and wondered of its source.  

I was consumed by the mysterious sound of flowing water in the city. My naïve self, 

having just moved to the island would have never imagined there to be a stream running in a 

place I associated with as “town.” My curiosity encouraged me to go and investigate. Allowing 

my senses to lead the way, I scrambled through a bit of overgrown brush staggering my weight 

and shuffling my feet side to side careful not to fall as the loose soil crumbled beneath my feet. 

At the end of the trek, I was brought to the edge of what I soon learned was a segment of Mānoa 
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stream. Little did I know, this stream fed a piece of land storied with moʻolelo10 of grassroot 

movements of cultural awakening, cultural resiliency; and ultimately, aloha ‘āina. Eager to get 

my feet wet, but mindful of my presence in this new space, I took a moment to observe the 

streams’ flow. I watched. I listened. And I felt. Only then did I move forward taking a step into 

the water. What I initially mistook as a segue through the bushes chasing wai,11I now realize was 

a life journey that continues to be in every way enriching. The teachings that have stemmed forth 

since has filled and shaped many parts of my life in ways unknowingly needed. 

From that moment on, I frequented the area getting to know the place; and in time, the 

place me. I became kamaʻāina12 to these waters, the land it flowed through, and the many people 

who care for it. In the following year and for subsequent years thereafter, I became a part of the 

ever-growing Kānewai ‘ohana. I began working there as a limahana13 learning, growing, and 

fostering long-lasting relationships. This small oasis tucked away between the university 

dormitories and roadway traffic of Honolulu connected me to many others committed to the 

restoration and cultural vibrance of this ʻāina. It is here where I learned of the story of Kānewai, 

and it is here where the ʻōlelo noʻeau,14 hoʻokahe wai, hoʻoulu ʻāina, became embedded into 

memory. 

 
10 Ibid., 254: story, tale, myth, history, tradition, literature, legend. 
 
11 Ibid., 377: water or liquid of any kind other than sea water. Within the context of this research and throughout the 
rest of this narrative, wai will be used as the term for freshwater. 
 
12 Ibid., 124: acquainted, familiar; native-born, one born in a place. 
 
13 Ibid., 206: labor, laborer, worker, employee. 
 
14 Ibid., 268: wise or entertaining proverb, saying. 
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The story of Kānewai is at its core, a story of aloha ʻāina. Similar to my own journey 

having found this puʻuhonua,15 the organization who now cares for this ʻāina, Ka Papa Loʻi o 

Kānewai, was first started in the 1980’s by a group of university students who, similar to me, 

were drawn to the area and unknowingly stumbled upon the richness that is Kānewai. These 

students were members of the Hawaiian Language club, Hui Aloha ʻĀina Tuahine. At the time, 

Kānewai was an abandoned piece of land that was overgrown and unrecognizable as a place 

holding any significance. The curiosity of these students having been drawn to the place along 

with the growing desire to know more about who this place was, led them to the discovery of an 

old agricultural irrigation system. It was this find that brought in to focus the realization that the 

neglected land they had stumbled upon was actually the remnants of a historic loʻi kalo system.  

With the guidance of kūpuna Harry Mitchell, Eddie Kaanana, and many others, the 

students began to restore Kānewai back into a place of productivity. The first task that was 

addressed was the restoration of its water. Employing an attitude of huli ka lima i lalo,16 the 

group turned their hands towards ʻāina and began restoring the headwaters of the loʻi. 

Reconstructing the poʻowai17 enabled water to flow into the ‘auwai, and eventually towards the 

lowlands of the loʻi where kalo once grew. The freshwater of the stream traveled through the 

poʻowai and through the old familiar canal of the ‘auwai. Standing witness to the restoration of 

 
15 Ibid., 358: place of refuge, sanctuary, asylum, place of peace and safety. 
 
16 Mary Kawena Pukui. ʻŌlelo Noʻeau: Hawaiian Proverbs and Poetical Sayings. (Honolulu: Bishop Museum 
Press, 1983), 10: The phrase, “huli ka lima i lalo” is a shortened excerpt of the ʻōlelo noʻeau, Aia no ka pono—o ka 
hoʻohuli i ka lima i lalo, ʻaʻole o ka hoʻohuli i luna. Pukui provides the following translation and interpretation of 
the proverb; “That is what it should be—to turn the hands palms down, not palms up. No one can work with the 
palms of his hands turned up. When a person is always busy, he is said to keep his palms down.” Huli ka lima i lalo 
as an attitude refers to the conscious effort of an individual or group of people committed to the physical labor 
needed to achieve a task.  
 
17 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 342: water source or head, dam. 
The poʻowai is a vital component of the loʻi system. It is the start of the irrigation system of a loʻi and the source of 
water that feeds into the farmed wet-land areas. 
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these waters, it was in this moment that kūpuna Harry uttered the words, “Hoʻokahe wai, 

hoʻoulu ʻāina.” Hoʻokahe wai, to make the water flow. Hoʻoulu ʻāina to make the land grow. In 

its entirety, the phrase can be translated to mean, “When the water flows, the land thrives.” 

Resonating strongly with the progress and aspirations of what the students had hoped to see 

transpire, they adopted the ʻōlelo noʻeau as the founding organization name, Hoʻokahe Wai 

Hoʻoulu ʻĀina. 

One of the beauties of ʻōlelo noʻeau is its ability to transcend the barriers of time and 

space for which the words become applicable to past, present, and future endeavors of one’s life. 

Initially, hoʻokahe wai, hoʻoulu ʻāina was said to signify and celebrate the opening of Kānewai’s 

water way with the understanding that the release of water would initiate abundance. At that 

specific time, hoʻokahe wai spoke to the opening and flowing of water, while hoʻoulu ʻāina 

spoke to the results of its flow—the nourishment of land. Thus, in the instance of that particular 

event, kūpuna Harry’s words honored and highlighted the nature of growth in its literal sense of 

wai as an element that initiates growth.  

When the phrasing is viewed with a different set of lenses, the ʻōlelo noʻeau reaches new 

depths that shines light to the multidimensions of Hawaiian thought. Delving into the expanse of 

Hawaiian language and thought, hoʻokahe wai, hoʻoulu ʻāina dually represents more than just the 

literal action of enabling the land to thrive through the release of water. In this phrase, wai can 

also be understood as a metaphor for many things, and therefore, the way in which this word is 

perceived alters the meaning of the phrase in its entirety.  

Another perspective I offer you to consider is the layered definition of wai as the 

representation of the waiwai18 or wealth present in our lives. The expression of one’s wealth is, 

 
18 Ibid., 380: valuables, value, worth, wealth, importance. Waiwai, or wealth in the Hawaiian worldview is equated 
to one’s access and ability to utilize and care for our precious freshwater resources. Embedded within the word 
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like many other things, relative to each person. Knowledge is often expressed as one’s greatest 

riches and will be used here in this narrative as the kind of wealth aspired to achieve. 

Specifically, what this narrative emphasizes is ʻike kūpuna,19 ancestral wisdom and its 

relationship to ‘āina as the foundation of intellectual thought. Therefore, reexamining the ʻōlelo 

noʻeau, the layers in which the phrase is repackaged and now understood is based on how 

ancestral knowledge is perceived as a force that gives life and maintains the well-being of our 

natural environment. When we open our minds or our poʻo20 (like the poʻowai of the loʻi kalo) to 

traditional concepts and ancestral wisdom, we enable ʻike and the reservoir of knowledge to 

kahe,21 to flow as does the water in a stream. The waiwai of our ancestor’s knowing flows 

through that of our own. The bridging of the two knowledge sets empowers us to better 

understand and act upon our inherent relationship with the natural resources we are afforded. 

Through these refined lenses, hoʻokahe wai, hoʻoulu ʻāina represents the inspired prosperity of 

our precious natural resources that can be achieved when guided by the waters of ancestral 

insight.  

 

 

 

 
itself, waiwai, is the emphasis of wai—freshwater. The redundancy of “wai” found in the translation of the word is 
telling of the cultural perception of wealth and prosperity celebrated in the Hawaiian worldview. Water being that 
which sustains life; is thus, the upmost representation of an individual’s wealth. The presence of water is equal to the 
promise of life, and life, above all, is one’s greatest fortune. 
 
19 Ibid., 96: to see, know, feel, understand, knowledge and 186: ancestor. These words combined, ‘ike and kūpuna, 
refer to the specific knowledge set that stems from Hawaiian ancestral ways of knowing and relating to the world. 
‘Ike kūpuna is the epitome of a Hawaiian epistemology. 
 
20 Ibid., 341: head. 
 
21 Ibid., 111: to flow. 
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Research Topic  

The philosophy that hoʻokahe wai, hoʻoulu ʻāina imparts has guided my own aspirations 

as a caretaker of Kānewai to reexamine the ways in which we can encourage a healthy ecosystem 

of loʻi kalo by allowing a consciousness honoring ancestral teachings to flow from one’s mind to 

one’s action. Specifically, this study is built around the three arenas of akua,22 kinolau,23 and 

ʻāina as they relate to and influence the functionality of loʻi systems. This narrative aims to 

illuminate the interconnectedness of a Hawaiian cultural consciousness that is embedded within 

the natural environment.  

When looking at the operating system of loʻi, there are many aspects that can be 

discussed. In their own capacity, each is significant and vital to the overall function of loʻi. For 

the purpose of this paper, the scholarship presented will address just three of the many elements 

of loʻi: the movement and channeling of water, the fertilization and composition of soil, and the 

evolving stages of kalo24 as it grows and matures. The focus issued to these three aspects are by 

no means meant to exclude nor neglect the many other elements found in loʻi. Rather, the 

selectiveness of the scope of this research has been purposefully set in order to ensure that each 

element will be given the attention needed to construct a fully developed narrative that honors 

the unique significance they each lend towards loʻi. 

The chapters to follow aim to reconstruct an understanding of the ecosystem of loʻi kalo 

when Hawaiian gods are identified and recognized as elemental deities reflective of natural 

 
22 Ibid., 15: god, goddess, spirit, divine, supernatural, godly.  
 
23 Ibid., 153: many forms taken by a supernatural body, as Pele who could become a flame of fire. 
 
24 Isabella Abbot. “The Staple Crops, Kalo and ʻUala” in Lāʻau Hawaiʻi: Tranditional Hawaiian Uses of Plants. 
(Honolulu: Bishop Museum Press, 1992). Also known as taro and scientifically as, Colocasia esulenta, kalo was 
once the staple food crop in Hawaiʻi. Traditionally, the crop is genealogically celebrated as the ancestor of Kānaka 
ʻŌiwi. Kalo serves both as a source of food and cultural sustenance for those who claim its origin story.   
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processes. Grounded in this perspective, this study is intended to bridge a Hawaiian 

consciousness with an environmental ecology of loʻi. This narrative offers an alternative vantage 

point for arriving at a holistic understanding of the ecological workings of loʻi systems. Placed in 

the context of loʻi, an environmental ecology is linked and expressed through a Hawaiian 

consciousness. Deconstructing loʻi systems at a cultural level will allow for a heightened sense 

of consciousness, and an enriched sense of integrity for how one can best manage natural 

resources. The knowledge gleaned from a conscious understanding of the intimate relationship 

between akua, kinolau, and ʻāina will be presented in this research as guiding forces that 

strengthen current land stewardship practices. 

Metaphorically, Hawaiian gods can be thought of as knowledge systems. Each akua acts 

as a vessel of a particular knowledge set with the ability to take on many different forms and 

physically manifest into elements found in nature. Akua in this narrative can be viewed as 

embodied knowledge systems, while kinolau exist as our tangible grasp to these knowledge 

systems. The pairing of these elements, akua and kinolau, constructs a perspective that 

recognizes the cyclic nature of ʻāina. Kānaka ʻŌiwi25 are able to regain a consciousness that 

aligns with ancestral knowledge. When views are then shifted towards natural resource 

management, the ways in which we conduct ourselves in the process of mālama ʻāina26 will be 

influenced by Hawaiian ancestral knowledge systems drawn from the akua and their kinolau, 

thus, bridging the physical engagement with that of embodied consciousness. The significance of 

 
25 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 127: human being, popluation and 
280: native. The term, Kānaka ‘Ōiwi, will be used interchangably throughout this paper to refer to the indigenous 
people of Hawaiʻi. 
 
26 Mālama ʻĀina, literally translated to, care for the land, is a phrase that will be used to express the action of taking 
care of the land and the feeling of responsibility one might have in expressing a deep sense of servitude towards the 
well-being of the environment.  
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this research topic is its ambition to reposition and place ancestral knowledge and indigenous 

thought at the forefront of practice. 

 

Research Questions 
 

The question posed in this thesis research examines the need to reintroduce cultural 

thought into land management practices. Placed in the context of loʻi systems, the study explores 

how akua and kinolau function both as a cultural lens of viewing and relating to the natural 

world, and a lens that can be used to understand how to best manage natural resources. 

Moreover, a series of questions emerge and can be strung together to build upon this narrative 

theme that is visualized as an operating system: (1) Which akua and their kinolau can be found in 

the function and productivity of loʻi kalo?; (2) What attributes are gleaned from the akua and 

represented in their kinolau?; (3) Applying an understanding of the functions these particular 

akua and kinolau possess, how might we interpret their involvement with loʻi to recognize 

natural processes occurring in this ecosystem?; (4) How does the relationship between akua, 

kinolau, and ʻāina influence our perspective of natural resource management? Specific focus on 

akua and kinolau identified in wetland taro cultivation will serve as a way to examine the ways 

in which cultural consciousness contributes to the well-being of ʻāina, the perpetuation of 

traditions, and thus, of Kānaka ʻŌiwi. These questions pave the way for the development of 

further thoughts, encouraging discussion in terms of how to approach and manage natural 

resources so that they align with culture.    
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Theoretical Framework  

The lens used to evaluate the contents of this research stems from a foundation grounded 

in Hawaiian ancestral knowledge, referred to as, ʻike kūpuna. As Kānaka ʻŌiwi, we are born into 

a rich reservoir of knowledge reflective of the wisdom and lived experiences of those who have 

come before. This pool of knowledge celebrates and honors moʻokūʻauhau27 and the moʻo-ing of 

moʻolelo.28 Found in both words, moʻokūʻauhau and moʻolelo, is the word moʻo.29 Moʻo, as is 

the nature of many words in the Hawaiian langauge, carries multiple meanings. Particularly in 

this narrative, moʻo is defined as succession. The moʻo-ing of kūʻauhau30 and the moʻo-ing of 

ʻōlelo31 refers to the succession of genealogies and traditions linked to lineages that inform my 

research.  

The first methodolgy to be adopted into this study is the Moʻo methodology. Using the 

basis of moʻokūʻauhau and moʻolelo, my research explores origin stories and the telling of these 

traditions. This methodology encompasses the transmission of oratory knowledge systems and its 

ability to be received and implemented into today’s practices as elements of culture that inform.  

The second methodology that will be utilized in this research process is the Huli 

methodology. Huli can be defined as change; to change as an opinion or manner of living, as 

well as, to explore and study.32 The exploratory study of akua and kinolau calls for the huli of 

intellectual thought, becoming fluid in one’s thinking and processing. Fluidity in this sense 

enables an individual to become open minded to the many ways things can be interpreted and 

 
27 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 254: genealogical succession. 
 
29 Ibid., 253: succession, series, especially a genealogical line, lineage. 
 
30 Ibid., 171: genealogy, pedigree, lineage.  
 
31 Ibid., 284: language, speech. 
 
32 Ibid., 89: to turn, to change as an opinion or manner of living, to look for, search, explore, seek, study, investigate.  
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understood. As a researcher examining oral stories and traditions, it is important to analyze and 

make sense of the purpose, function, and meaning of the akua or element under study. In doing 

so, the meaning and significance of these deities contribute towards ascending to a deeper 

understanding of how ʻāina can be interpreted and made sense of, drawing connections and 

solidifying links between consciousness and practice. Through these analytical lens, we 

deconstruct to reconstruct an understanding of a universe that is unique to the place and space we 

occupy as Kānaka ‘Ōiwi.  

Placed in the context of farming, huli is the term used to describe the taro top or shoot 

used for planting kalo. When kalo is ready to be cultivated the crop is gathered and cut at the 

base and top of the shoot, thus separating the ʻiʻo33 and lau.34 These parts are cooked, cleaned, 

and consumed. With the bottom and upper portions of the kalo separated and made proper use of, 

what remains is the middle section—the huli. The huli is huli-ed and turned back into the rich 

soil where it is able to regenerate and produce more kalo. This natural cycle of food production 

reminds us that each and every kalo today carries with it a genealogy—a moʻokūʻauhau that 

honors origin and continuance. The continuum of the life of kalo is made possible by the huli as 

both an ancestral crop and an action. Huli is represented in this narrative as a metaphor for the 

continuation of ancestral memories and ʻike kūpuna. The driving force that elevates my research 

stems from the resurgence of ancestral knowledge carried over generations. Cultivating ancestral 

insight, we are fed by the meat of our existence as it relates to the natural world. The Huli 

methodology paired with the Moʻo methodology focuses on the transfer of and perpetuation of 

ancestral knowledge. Combined, these theoretical frameworks honor ancestral memories, 

 
33 Abbot. “The Staple Crops, Kalo and ʻUala.” 24: the corm or meat of the kalo that is eaten.  
 
34 Ibid., the leaf of the kalo.  
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ancestral knowledge, and the continuance of these repositories. We draw from this type of 

knowledge to enhance our own understanding of the environment and gain a better interpretation 

of our role in becoming active agents in our spiritual consciousness as it relates to activities 

centered around land management processes. 

 

Methodology and Approach 

 Our epistemology as Kānaka reminds us of the simple fact that knowledge is sacred. 

Therefore, accessing knowledge requires sacred conduct. The body that constitutes this research 

is held together by the fabric of ancestral wisdom exploring the conscious and subconscious 

realms of kini akua35 and natural life cycles reflective in the environment. This research is 

mindful to approach the gathering of knowledge and dissemination of the information received 

through the process of pule.36 Thoughtful pule is necessary in order to maintain and align the 

integrity of this work with integrity of the content at hand. This narrative explores the 

intelligence derived from a Hawaiian consciousness. The practice of pule helps to guide the 

research to access, reason, and articulate the depth of consciousness required of the research 

study. 

 The approach for piecing together this narrative undergoes a similar process to the way a 

loʻi is constructed. Clearing the path and preparing for the transformation of land and abundance 

to take place begins first with pule. For work on ʻāina, and now, for the work composed in this 

narrative, we set our intentions and ready the space for productiveness through prayer. 

 

 
35 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 153: The countless spirits and 
gods; the multitudinous spirits.  
 
36 Ibid., 353: prayer, to pray, worship. 
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Chapter Summaries 

This narrative is a living document. The chapters of this work mimic the flow and natural 

ecosystem of a functioning loʻi. Starting with the poʻowai and ending at the hoʻiwai,37 the 

chapters are pieced together as individual parts of loʻi and read as a bodily system aimed at 

cultivating ancestral wisdom and perspectives intended to be implemented into practice. As a 

whole, this study is meant to bridge an environmental ecology of loʻi to cultural consciousness 

that is Hawaiʻi. Building upon one another, each chapter functions as an element that when 

pieced together, constructs a holistic understanding of loʻi kalo.  

Chapter 1 reconstructs an ‘ōiwi relation to the natural world and introduces the reader to 

a reservoir of rich knowledge that can be explored through keen observation and insight. The 

poʻowai, the main source of water that feeds into the loʻi, becomes the main source of intellect 

that feeds our perception of how to access knowledge and implement them during this journey.  

Mimicking the function and movement of the ʻauwai, Chapter 2 explains how we can 

channel ancestral knowledge and lessons into moʻolelo. The telling of moʻolelo enables stories to 

become fluid as they are retold and remembered.  

Chapter 3, as is true for each loʻi, has at least two eyes which feed into the patch—the 

makawai.38 Chapter 3 layers the lens of an environmental understanding of loʻi with a lens that 

honors cultural belief and ancestral consciousness and delve into the metaphors of science. In 

 
37 Made up by two words, hoʻi and wai, the term hoʻiwai is used to describe the final section of the wet-land 
agriculture system where the water and nutrients that flow through the last taro patch is returned to the source of its 
flow, the stream. The hoʻiwai is essential in keeping a harmonious balance amongst all living things dependent on 
this water resource. The implementation and ideology of a hoʻiwai is reflective of a Hawaiian conscious 
understanding of pono exchanges.  
 
38 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 228: small outlets for water 
through banks of taro patches; small water ways, water sources. 
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this chapter, we analyze the function of various elemental akua. These layered lenses construct a 

holistic understanding of loʻi kalo.  

Having arrived at a conscious understanding of the environmental and spiritual ecology 

of loʻi, Chapter 4 encourages its readers to hoʻi,39 and return to a pono40 process of land 

management. In doing so, we honor and celebrate the akua and kūpuna of the land. 

The discourse of this study aims to identify the engagement of akua and kinolau that are 

present when analyzing water flow, soil processes, and kalo growth in order to bring forth a 

holistic perspective of wetland taro cultivation. The holistic understanding that is to be gained 

connects an environmental ecology of loʻi with a culturally grounded consciousness of the native 

ecosystem. Drawing from the archive of Hawaiian ancestral memories and ‘ike kūpuna, the 

proposed thesis study offers a narrative that aspires to highlight the agency of akua as elemental 

beings who contribute to the overall function and cyclic nature of the natural environment. By 

deconstructing our perception of akua and kinolau within the context of loʻi systems, we are able 

to reconstruct a more holistic perspective of ‘āina and our kuleana41 to maintain and ultimately 

preserve these sacred resources. This process of deconstruction and reconstruction transcends 

into teaching lessons that can be directed to inform land management practices. The lessons and 

knowledge systems that are bound to akua are ancestral treasures that inform current and future 

generations. The scholarship presented in this discourse encourages its readers to seize hold of 

these treasures and implement them into current engagements, placing culture at the forefront of 

practice. 

 
39 Ibid., 75: to go or come back. 
 
40 Ibid., 340: correct or proper procedure, moral, righteous, just. 
 
41 Ibid., 179: privilege and responsibility.  
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CHAPTER 1: POʻOWAI 

Go Check da Poʻo Part I: Flow  

 There are many different parts of a loʻi that constitute for the sophistication and ingenuity 

of this uniquely designed, wet-land agriculture system. Individually, each component plays a 

specific role and serves a particular purpose for the space they hold. Collectively, these pieces 

function as a singular cohesive unit that is responsible for encouraging and maintaining the 

primary health and productivity of the wet-land ecosystem. In this perspective, the operating 

system of loʻi can similarly be likened to the inner workings of the human body.  

 The human body is comprised of a complex system of organs working harmoniously to 

fulfill the duties of a specific task. The many different units within the human body are integral 

to the overall flow of energy necessary for the whole to function properly and achieve its primary 

purpose. The state of one part of the body influences the bodily system as a whole. Like the 

human body, the systematic body of a loʻi acts as a vessel that preserves and sustains life. The 

parts of a loʻi can be imagined as vital organs responsible for the continuous flow of energy. 

Each independent part of the loʻi has a rippling effect that influences the rest of the loʻi as a 

whole. The units within this system that will be discussed in this discourse is designed to 

encourage and manipulate a steady flow of water. Directed towards areas of cultivated patches, 

the movement of water is engineered to ensure that life within the boundaries of the loʻi, as well 

as the ecosystem outside its reach, is enriched. Though it may be that each part of the loʻi shares 

the same overall role in irrigating water essential for the sustainment of a healthy ecosystem, one 

portion of the system is placed with the utmost regard.  

 Every kalo farmer is likely to agree that aside from the kalo itself, the most important part 

of a loʻi is the poʻowai. Poʻo, meaning head. Wai, referring to freshwater. Combined, the words, 
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poʻo-wai, is understood as the headwaters of a stream, a spring, and more specifically in this 

case, the headwaters that feed into a loʻi. Loʻi, a wet-land agriculture system, is dependent on 

just that—wet land. Meaning, in order for loʻi to be loʻi, and more importantly, in order for kalo 

to grow as kalo should, the presence of water is imperative.  

 What sets the poʻowai apart from the rest of the system is that while the other aspects of 

loʻi are designed to facilitate the flow of water, the poʻowai is the source of water itself. The 

locale of the poʻo42 is the area where the headwaters gather before it is channeled to the other 

areas needing its flow. Without the establishment of the poʻowai, the rest of the loʻi system 

become obsolete. In this context, the poʻowai can be thought of as the pulse of the body that 

keeps everything in motion. It is the main source of power that drives the system into operation 

and influences how it functions. 

 The poʻo being the part of the loʻi that dictates how the rest of the system operates, is 

therefore the area where attention is most needed. If you have ever spent a day working at a loʻi 

or if you have ever encountered a group of farmers talking amongst themselves about how their 

loʻi are doing, most times you will hear phrases like, “Eh, go check da poʻo!... Hū, da watah low, 

gotta go look da poʻo… So, what, how’s da poʻo?... Hui, call up da gang! We go clear da 

poʻowai.”At one time or another, I have heard these phrases and even recall being the one 

calling them out. The well-being of the poʻo influences the well-being of everything else. 

Whatever flows through the poʻo feeds the rest of the body. If the headwaters of the system is 

clogged from debris, whether it be natural ones like fallen twigs and leaves after a heavy storm 

or a strong gust of wind, or whether the clog is caused by remnants of human debris such as 

trash, food, clothing, etc. (trust, I have seen it all!), any blockage experienced at the poʻowai 

 
42 The term, poʻo, is a shorten version of poʻowai and in some instances will be used interchangeably to refer to the 
headwaters of a loʻi. 
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affects the growth of kalo. If the poʻo is clogged, the stream water will cease to flow and the kalo 

will suffer. If pollutants from upstream find its way through the poʻo, the water becomes tainted, 

at times murky, and again, the kalo will suffer. This is why the first task of the day as a kalo 

farmer is usually spent at the poʻowai. 

 Most of my mornings at Kānewai were spent strolling the path upstream towards the 

poʻo. Walking alongside the ‘auwai to my right and Mānoa stream to my left, I would venture 

mauka43 towards the poʻo of Kānewai loʻi. Silently and intently walking, I would soak up the 

crisp morning air. A sweet, scented mix of sunlight and dew left glistening on the leaves of lāʻī44 

and lauaʻe45 growing along the banks of the ʻauwai. Cherishing the freshness each morning 

offered, I would slowly venture further towards the poʻo all the while observing the waters flow. 

How fast, how slow is the water traveling? How clear, how murky is it? Has the water line drop? 

How much less is it? Did it rise? By how much more? Observing even the slightest subtleties 

about the nature of the stream, the ʻauwai, and equally of the surrounding elements constructs an 

ongoing narrative bringing to life a glimpse of insight to the happenings of this particular 

ecosystem, what might have occurred above and what it might be causing below. Everything is 

connected.  

 Observance of a place and being fully present while in it allows oneself the space to 

acknowledge connections and wonder. Opening pathways such as these, give room for the 

potential to gain a sense of understanding. The potential to gain a sense of understanding. Being 

in a space does not mean that the understanding of it is realized, nor is it something that is 

 
43 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 365: inland, upland, towards the 
mountains.  
 
44 Ibid., 190: ti leaf, contraction of lau kī. 
 
45 Ibid., 194: a fragrant fern, Phymatosorus scolopendria.  
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instantaneous. If this were the case, we would all be experts in the numerous engagements of our 

lives with little to question of the world. Rather, life is cyclic—a string of timely exchanges. 

Give and take. And when you take you give. Situating yourself within a place that gives and 

opens itself entirely to the wandering eye, allows you the potential to gain a sense of 

understanding and learning should you reciprocate the exchange and give fully of yourself to a 

place, as the place has given fully of itself to you.  

 The walk upstream to the poʻowai is communicated not by words, but by a string of 

exchanges giving of one another’s presence. Once at the poʻowai, a few shifts of some pōhaku46 

and a hand to remove any debris causing the blockage, and soon enough balance is restored. The 

water commences to flow becoming clearer and clearer as it travels towards the patches. Making 

the effort to, “go check da poʻo,” ensures that the entire system flows as it should bringing 

clarity to once muddied water, momentum to once stagnant flow, and ultimately, the potential for 

growth.  

 

Go Check da Poʻo Part II: Clarity  

 As the function of loʻi and its components can be compared to the human body, the same 

can be said of its reverse. The human body and its processes can be similarly likened to loʻi. 

Specifically, what is explored in this section is the way systems of thought and human 

consciousness can be navigated and treated as one would the poʻowai of a loʻi. The poʻowai, the 

main source of water that feeds into the loʻi, becomes the main source of intellect that feeds our 

perception of how to access and implement knowledge. As discussed in the previous section, a 

clogged or polluted poʻo hinders the other components of loʻi and ultimately disrupts the 

 
46 Ibid., 334: rock, stone, mineral. 
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growing process of kalo. In pursuit of cultivating abundance, farmers regularly return to the 

source to ensure that the headwaters are cared for and well. 

 Applying the same notion in the context of cultivating thoughtful insight and a holistic 

understanding of one’s place and relation to it, the poʻowai is a metaphor for the rich reservoir of 

ancestral knowledge that is accessible should we only tap into it and welcome its flow. Ancestral 

wisdom comes from a place reflective of natural processes and environmental connections. Our 

kūpuna sustained and fostered intimate relations with the natural world. Our genealogy as 

Kānaka ʻŌiwi is rooted to the natural world tracing back to its very conception and the elemental 

features that stem forth thereafter. It only makes sense that our grasp of understanding and 

rational is rooted in it as well.  

 The connection between ourselves and the natural environment gives birth to an innate 

ability to tune in to the natural and tap into ancestral knowledge systems. Through keen 

observations and lived exchanges with the environment, we are able to build connections and 

discern important lessons. The issue, however, is that just like the poʻowai of loʻi, one’s flow can 

be disrupted. Sometimes a dry season is upon us where the poʻo is blocked and reservoir ceases 

to flow, and other times, the turbidity of the stream increases making muddied waters difficult to 

make clear.  

 As is the regular routine of taro farmers, it is important to return to the source and make 

adjustments enabling insight to flow freely. In doing so, the body’s system of thought moves 

fluidly and feeds our understanding of the world, and therefore, our participation with it. The 

challenge presented in these current times is the drift between people and place that has altered 

humanity’s engagement with the natural world. Many things contribute to this disheartening fact. 

In systemic ways long rooted in foreign desires of greed, self-interest and the pursuit of mass 
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assimilation and erasure of native people, Kānaka and other indigenous people around the world 

have been displaced from their native lands and continue to endure the lasting historic trauma of 

it. Knowledge and understanding stems forth from experience. When the removal of people from 

their native place occurs, the tangible grasp to that space is removed enacting the severing of 

experience. How then do we come know a place and understand our connection to it if we were 

never able to experience it?   

 In what might seem in comparison, smaller ways, the trendy technological consumption 

of the masses has drawn eyes and held attention longer to screens than eyes and attention has 

remained to the living world. As a 21st century Hawaiian living in a generation of speedy 

innovation and technology, whether it be in its extremes or in its subtleties, we all fall 

somewhere on this spectrum of drifting at one time or another. Native American educator and 

scholar Dr. Gregory Cajete addresses the tapering attention society grants towards environmental 

realities as an occurrence provoked by the over consumption of modern technology. Cajete 

writes,  

The tragedy of modern society is that everyone falls into the trap of abstraction. The host 
of modern technologies that only mirror ourselves to ourselves hypnotizes perception and 
attention. While our bodies have been tuned to the sounds of birds and the changing 
qualities of natural environments, our socialization makes us oblivious to our natural 
sensibilities… We are no longer able to participate with nature with our whole being—
we cannot hear its subtle voices or speak the language of nature. Herein lies the disregard 
modern people feel for nature—when something no longer exists in your perceptual 
memory it also no longer matters.47 

 
Cajete describes the impaired natural sensibilities modern society has to nature as having fallen 

into the “trap of abstraction” and credits this fall to the looking glass of modern technologies that 

perpetually mirrors “ourselves to ourselves.” The idea of abstraction is perhaps most commonly 

 
47 Gregory Cajete. “Sense Perception and Creative Participation” in Native Science: Natural Laws of 
Interdependence. (Santa Fe, New Mexico: Clear Light Publishers, 2000), 22.  
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triggered when associated with an abstract painting. When we walk through a museum and see a 

painting hanging on the wall, the textured canvas decorated with strokes of different lengths, 

depths, colors—long strokes, short strokes, soft ones, jagged ones—the composition of the 

painting appears almost absent-minded. This lack of realism becomes more apparent when 

contemplating the seemingly random shapes and colors of the piece in comparison to the 

painting it hangs next to whose composition we so clearly recognize as a Midwestern American 

couple holding a pitchfork.48 When examining the painting whose composition we cannot place 

into explicit meaning, we deem it abstract. In visual arts, what makes the painting abstract is the 

way elements of the piece are pulled away from their literal representation. Intently crafted by 

the artist, the painting undergoes an artistic distancing of sorts where shapes and forms are 

removed from their confined meanings and are left to interpretation.   

 The reference to abstract visual arts in the context of Cajete’s remark on the abstraction 

of modern society due to the consumption of technology may seem arguably indifferent to one 

another, however, what binds the two is the distancing that each have befallen to. Being trapped 

in abstraction, as Cajete describes, reveals the distancing of a society to natural sensibilities to 

the world. Just as the literal meanings of an abstract art piece are pulled away from the image it 

constructs, society has pulled away from the natural world; thereby isolating themselves to 

construct meaning of a world they are now removed from. In this light, Cajete describes the way 

in which the mechanics of abstraction is applied in societal constructs to distort perception and 

invoke distance to natural realities. 

Commenting to a greater extent the consequences that occur as a result of the distancing 

between people and the natural environment, Cajete notes that society no longer participates with 

 
48 The painting referred to in this example is the iconic 1930 painting, “American Gothic,” created by artist Grant 
Wood. 
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nature with one’s whole being. As opposed to engaging with the environment through use of 

inherent sensibilities engrossed in a deep connection to the natural world, society’s attention and 

perception have evolved to reflect the modern world they are most engaged. Over time, it is the 

“reality” that we have become conditioned to normalize. Cajete closes with the remark that, 

“when something no longer exists in your perceptual memory it also no longer matters.” The 

goal of this narrative and more broadly speaking, the goal I imagine life to be in pursuit of, is to 

once again draw forth meaning and relations to our world, so that it matters. If as Cajete says, 

something matters when it lives in memory, and the only way to remember something is to 

experience it, our task then becomes to seek experience—so much so that it becomes consecrated 

in memory.  

When was the last time you took a moment to sit outdoors and, well… just sit? Quiet the 

hands from impulsively swiping and scrolling through an electronic device, a muscle reflex we 

have become accustomed to. A quick flick of a finger, like a stroke of a magic wand, and within 

seconds, we are portalled through the stillness of pixilated moments and 15-second motion 

pictured snippets, offering a glimpse into the lives of friends, loved ones, and oftentimes 

strangers from corners of the earth we have never once stepped foot in, yet are welcomed into. 

The interface49 that technology enables has given us the ability to instantly tune in to the 

happenings of people’s worlds apart from our own, forging sentiments of emotional connection 

in the absence of physical ones. This sort of power truly is incredible. In current times such as 

these we find ourselves in, where the prospect of the population’s health is influenced by the 

 
49 The word interface is defined as the ability to, “interact with another system, person, organization.” The term is 
most commonly used in reference to computing systems. The root of the word, “inter,” is a prefix meaning, 
“between.” Adapting to the world’s ever-growing industrial progression, technological systems have been placed 
between, and at times, in place of human-to-human interaction. The intended use of the word inserted in this 
narrative highlights the lack of personal engagement when material systems are placed in between face-to-face 
interaction. 
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world’s collective ability to social distance, I imagine many would agree that technology has 

prompted itself to become a means of both essential need and reassuring comfort.   

  In acknowledging my own consumption of this kind of virtual engagement, I often ask 

myself just as I have asked you, “When was the last time you took a moment to sit outdoors and, 

well… just sit?” Surrendered myself to the happenings of nature to simply be? Be still. Still to 

the silent subtleties of life. Be attentive. Attentive to the activities of ʻāina. The accessibility to 

partake in worlds apart from my own, I recognize, has created a distance in my ability to tune in 

to the very simple and cyclic happenings of the natural world occurring right in front of me. This 

of course is not to say that technology is the root of the problem, nor does it suggest that one 

cannot foster an intimate relationship with the environment whilst engaged with technological 

trends.  

In this instance, I am reminded of Dr. Kamanamaikalani Beamer’s idea of ʻŌiwi optics,50 

presented as a means to highlight the agency that Kānaka ʻŌiwi held in spaces thought to be 

lacking or without. Introducing the concept, Beamer uses the metaphor of a kalo farmer and a 

sickle. The sickle is a foreign tool that was introduced to Hawaiʻi by Japanese immigrants during 

the rise of the island’s plantation industry. Though not of Hawaiʻi origin, when used by the kalo 

farmer, the tool can be appropriated to simplify strenuous work and enhance the productivity of 

the farmer’s crop yield. The outcome of the labor remains very much Hawaiian despite the 

foreign, Japanese-introduced tool. In short, technology can be seen in the same light. As modern 

day Kānaka, we cannot help but participate in two perceptibly contradicting worlds— one 

steeped in lasting tradition and the other filled with modern advancements. The ability to 

 
50 Kamanamaikalani Beamer. No Mākou ka Mana Liberating the Nation. (Honolulu: Kamehameha Publishing, 
2014), 11. Beamer applies this device to a period in Hawaiʻi’s history, that in doing so, offers a vantage point that 
can be used to understand and rationalize major events, bringing forth a narrative that is reflective of the native 
agency aliʻi and Kānaka upheld and maintained within the Kingdom.  
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transverse two worlds and make use of introduced technology need not diminish one’s 

connection to culture; at times it can be used to amplify it. Just as we see in the example of the 

kalo farmer and sickle, technology too can be wielded as a tool to enhance one’s capabilities, all 

the while, maintaining a sense of agency. The trick, and perhaps for some, the challenge, is to 

find balance in its use as not to distance oneself completely from inherent cultural sensibilities.   

So again, the point of the matter is that I do not assume technology to be the root of the 

problem. What I address here rather, is the realization of a personal need to weigh out and 

balance my own sensory usage to lessen the distance between myself and the realities of nature. 

Mimicking the way we engage with the speedy and streamlined consumption of media, it is quite 

easy to enact those same conditioned behaviors to the way we engage with everything else in 

life. Rather than hastily browsing through a pixilated screen, I work on strengthening my 

attention span to remind myself of how it is important to linger. Rest the eyes and steady the 

mind long enough to linger upon simple things, like the way sunlight seems to dance between the 

shadows of billowing branches. Let the warm embrace of the sun linger against my bare cheek 

long enough for me to begin to wonder, “How is it that I can feel you here when you are all the 

way up there?”  I linger on the way the sound of flowing water echoes in the streambed, toying 

with thoughts about the way she travels, the way she feeds, the way she sustains.51  

Lingering this way, I am given time to be present. Time to reawaken innate sensibilities 

to these everyday occurrences that otherwise go unnoticed. The feeling is enriching. So now, as I 

embrace the time I have sitting here in the presence of the natural, I realize there is much to be 

seen, much to be heard, to be felt, and soon, to be understood. Returning to the source and 

 
51 Kameʻeleihwa, Lilikalā. Nā Wāhine Kapu: Divine Hawaiian Women. (Honolulu: ʻAi Pōhaku Press, 1999), 34. 
Following the citation page of her publication, Kameʻeleihwa provides a list of female deities that she collected. The 
author identifies freshwater as a female goddess. Kameʻeleihiwa accredits scholar, Samuel Kamakau’s 1964 
publication of Ka Poʻe Kahiko page 311 as the original source.     
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tapping into these innate sensibilities invokes the flow of understanding and encourages a sense 

of clarity. 

 

‘Ōiwi Sensibilities: Sensory Perception 

 The clarity that is achieved by tuning into natural sensibilities of the world, refines one’s 

perception to fully embrace all that we engage with. Our thoughts, behaviors, the way in which 

we understand, interact, and contribute to life is directly influenced by our sensibilities to the 

world surrounding us. In this context, sensibilities refer to our awareness and responsiveness to 

our surroundings. Whether conscious of this fact or not, the perception we carry of our 

surroundings has the power to guide our feelings, emotions, and therefore, our receptiveness 

towards the happenings occurring around us daily. The thread that invokes this awareness of and 

reaction to the world is triggered by our senses. The basics of human senses, that is, sight, smell, 

taste, hearing, and touch, feed our bodies unique sensory perception of the places we hold space 

to. These sense organs are what stimulate and draw forth emotions, feelings, the ability to 

understand, react and ultimatley, engage with the world.  

At whatever capacity it may exist, each and every one of us utilizes these set of 

sensibilities to guide our unique participation with life. I emphasize the word, “unique,” because 

what influences a person’s sensibilities is particular to the material and non-material culture a 

person is exposed and conditioned to. Material culture are the physical aspects of one’s social 

reality. Plants, animals, people, resources, clothing, and all other physical pieces that inform 

culture. Non-material culture highlights the ideological structures arising from the physical 

aspects of an environment. Morals, beliefs, values, traditions, stories, language, and all other 

pillars of culture that exist beyond the physical. The physical attributes of an area vary from 
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place to place. Ideology, a reflection of place, also varies accordingly. The variation between the 

social realities of a people and place are different for everyone. Therefore, the conditioning to 

one’s reality, derived from these forms of culture, trigger a set of sensibilities unique to the 

individual.  

Exploring this concept, this document aims to highlight a particular kind of sensibility 

that we, Kānaka ʻŌiwi, operate through and engage in life with. Here in this discourse, this 

concept will be referred to as ‘Ōiwi sensibilities. The word ʻŌiwi is defined as native or 

indigenous. Kānaka ʻŌiwi, meaning native people. Manu ʻōiwi—native bird. Meakanu ʻōiwi—

native plant. In efforts to expand the notion of what it means to be ʻŌiwi, or what it means when 

we say something is ʻŌiwi, we can dissect the word into two parts and explore their meanings 

separate from one another; ʻō and iwi.  

The root word embedded here is the term, iwi, defined as bone.52 In the Hawaiian 

perspective, iwi and matters concerning bones are held with the upmost regard and reverence. It 

is understood that in the passing of a person at death, the mana53 of the individual is preserved in 

the bones. When an individual, especially one of high rank passes, it is customary for the bones 

to be carefully returned to, and more importantly, hidden within the ʻāina and safe from harm. 

Iwi are reverenced with a high degree of care due to its sacredness as the vessel of ancestral 

 
52 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 104 “The bones of the dead, 
considered the most cherished possession, were hidden, and hence there are many figurative expressions with iwi 
meaning life, old age.” 
 
53 Ibid., 235. Pukui and Elbert define mana as, “supernatural or divine power, authority, privilege.” *A note to the 
reader: though definitions for this term is provided, the cultural significance and depth of truly understanding its 
meaning lives far beyond the words used to describe it. Like many words in the Hawaiian Language, the meaning of 
the word is not always encapsulated fulling into knowing as they may appear in English translations, simply being 
that language, at its roots, is a reflection of culture. American culture and Hawaiian culture do not always mirror 
elements of the other so precisely leaving room for the depth of understandings to be lost in translation. Mana is 
something that is not static, so the definitions used to define the word should be treated in the same light. 
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mana. The cultural understanding imbued in matters concerning iwi exist in a handful of ʻōlelo 

noʻeau and can be found in Hawaiian language words that give reference to its significance.  

- Na wai e hoʻōla i nā iwi? Who will save the bones? Who will care for one in old age and 
in death?54 
 

- Maʻaneʻi au me ʻoe a waiho nā iwi. Here I am with you until leaving the bones.55  
 

- Mai kaulaʻi wale i ka iwi o nā kūpuna. Don’t dry out the bones of the ancestors. Do not 
discuss your ancestors too freely with strangers, for it is like exposing their bones for all 
to see.56  
 

- Ola nā iwi. The bones live. Said of a respected elder who is well cared for by his family.57  
 

- Kuʻu ēwe, kuʻu piko, kuʻu iwi, kuʻu koko. My umbilical cord, my navel, my bones, my 
blood. Said of a very close relative.58  
 

- Hoʻi hou i ka iwi kuamoʻo. Return to the backbone. To return to the homeland or family 
after being away.59  
 

- Kō kō iwi ʻāina hānau. Your own land of birth.60 
 

- Kulāiwi; native land, homeland.61  

When examining the figurative expressions and terminologies associated with iwi, the common 

theme that resonates through each is the recognition of familial connection, thoughtfulness in 

caring for one’s ancestors, and the layered relationship between people and land. Presented in 

 
54 Ibid., 104. 
 
55 Ibid. 
 
56 Pukui. ʻŌlelo Noʻeau: Hawaiian Proverbs and Poetical Sayings. (Honolulu: Bishop Museum Press, 1983), 225: 
ʻŌlelo Noʻeau (ʻŌN) #2069. 
 
57 Ibid., 272: ʻŌN #2488. 
 
58 Ibid., 207: ʻŌN #1932.  
 
59 Ibid., 109: ʻŌN #10. 
 
60 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 105. 
 
61 Ibid., 179. 
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this light, the word iwi brings to surface an understanding of genealogy, preservation of ancestry, 

and attachment to land.  

When found at the beginning of a word, as in ʻō—iwi, ʻō is described as a similitude 

prefix and is translated to mean “somewhat” or “-ish.” Tūtū Pukui gives the example, ʻōaʻa, and 

breaks down the word to mean, “somewhat fiberous.”62 Aʻa meaning fibrous and ʻō, alluding to 

the nature of that which is being described. ʻŌ in this context is meant to describe something to 

be of the likeness to or resemblance of whatever word it precedes. Utilizing the insight Pukui 

lends, when we reexamine the composition of the term ʻŌiwi in its disected parts, ‘ō—iwi, we 

begin to delve into a deeper analysis on what is meant when someone or something is ʻŌiwi, and 

more specifically, what it means to be in a state that is most closely related to the likeness of our 

very bones.  

This discussion offers an analysis that draws attention to the depth of what is meant when 

we use or even claim the title, ʻŌiwi. What is understood when looking at the word in its parts 

and layering these multiple descriptions on to one another is the idea that ʻŌiwi speaks to the 

state of being or processing qualities that reflect the very fragments of our bones. Reflected in 

our language and mirrored in cultural practices previously discussed, bones in the Hawaiian 

perspective are rooted in the realization of three main themes, (1) an understanding of genealogy, 

(2) the preservation of ancestry, and (3) an attachment to land. To be ʻŌiwi, is to be rooted in the 

very things that has forge these bones into existence. Genealogy. Ancestry. ʻĀina. It is these 

things that make up the essence of who we are as a people, and more specifically, who we are as 

natives of this land. 

 
62 Ibid., 274. 
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In this context, we expand a notion of understanding a substantial part of who we are 

when emphasizing an ʻŌiwi sense of being that is grounded in genealogy, ancestry, and ʻāina. 

This of course, is but my humble interpretation of the word. This analysis is presented in this 

narrative as a way to frame a specific outlook when introducing the idea of ʻŌiwi sensibilities. 

This discussion sets the foundation for understanding an ʻŌiwi sensibility that guides an 

indigenous understanding, rationale, and interaction with the world that is guided by genealogy, 

honors ancestry, and is strengthened by an attachment to land.  

 

ʻŌiwi Sensibilities: A Kānaka Affinity to the Natural  

An ʻŌiwi sensibility is the receptiveness to the things that resonate so deeply with the 

fabric of who we are as native people. A tapestry woven together by place, identity, and the 

interconnectedness of the two that forges the instinctive commitment to aloha ‘āina. In this light, 

an ʻŌiwi sensibility refers to an innate consciousness and receptiveness to these foundational 

pillars that feed our unique perception of place and interaction within the space. Pukui and her 

co-author, E. S. Craighill Handy, articulated the depth of this sort of receptiveness as one that is 

triggered and linked to deep-seated notions of “oneness” with the living environment.  

A Hawaiian’s oneness with the living aspect of native phenomena, that is, with spirits and 
gods and other persons as souls, is not correctly described by the word rapport, and 
certainly not by such words as sympathy, empathy, abnormal, supernormal or neurotic; 
mystical or magical. It is not “extra-sensory,” for it is partly of-the-senses and not-of-the-
senses. It is just part of natural consciousness for the normal Hawaiian—a “second 
sense,” if you will, like the Keltic “second sight”—but it is not “sight” only, or 
consciousness. Psychic, in its original Greek meaning as referring to that which related to 
the soul, is the word that we prefer to use.63 
 

 
63 Mary Kawena Pukui, and E.S. Craighill Hardy. The Polynesian Family Systems in Kaʻū, Hawaiʻi. (Honolulu: 
Mutual Publishing, LLC., 1998), 117. 
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In this excerpt, Pukui and Handy address two important points that speak to a Kānaka ʻŌiwi 

sense of relation. The authors highlight that ingrained in our natural selves as Kānaka are (1) the 

ability to connect deeply to all aspects of the living world, and more notably, (2) the oneness to 

this world is not something that exists detached from us nor is it a subject veiled by the notion of 

mystic or unusual. A Kānaka’s sensibility to the wholeness of the world is simply a part of the 

make-up of who we are. Pukui and Handy encourage us to realize that there is no separation 

between our relation to self and relation to the natural. It is an understanding, as they have noted, 

related to the soul that has been etched into our very bones. This thought that Pukui and Handy 

leave us with encapsulates the concept of an ʻŌiwi sensibility.  

An ‘ōiwi sensibility encompasses an awareness and responsiveness triggered by an 

emotional attachment to the natural environment that echoes Pukui and Handy’s idea of oneness. 

This affinity to the natural exists at several levels. At the most basic of levels, our attachment to 

the natural environment derives from the notion of dependency. An inarguable truth we cannot 

stray from. The air we breathe, the food we eat, and all the in-betweens that support our 

existence are byproducts of natural processes and phenomena that humans alone cannot 

manifest. As island people, this undeniable truth resonates even further as the remote and unique 

isolation of our islands require an intuitive human dependency to nature that calls for the use and 

meticulous appropriation of natural resources to function as a means of survival. The ingenuity 

of a people so deeply in tuned with nature has the capacity to elevate this human dependency 

towards nature from one of survival to that of thrivance.  

In the case of our Hawaiʻi kūpuna, we see evidence of a society that did not simply 

survive the circumstances of their environment. They thrived in it. Long before the introduction 

of modern agricultural technology, Kānaka farmed lands and raised beds of food crops. They 
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farmed the seas and raised ponds of fish, yielding a substantial acreage of food, an innovated 

aquacultural system seen nowhere else outside of Hawaiʻi. Kānaka fished the ocean and 

developed creative, adaptive techniques to “fish” the uplands and diversify one’s source of 

protein, a practice known as lawaiʻa manu.64 The ability to maximize and leverage one’s 

resources to create regenerative abundance in ways like these are exceptional examples of how 

the existence of a society can move across the spectrum from simply surviving to thoroughly 

thriving.    

We are fed, nourished, and sheltered by the resources afforded to us in the environment. 

The human connection to the natural environment is tied to the notion of dependency. However, 

our attachment to the natural world as Kānaka does not cease to exist at a level of pure need. In a 

deeper sense, ʻāina and the natural elements feed and provide cultural sustenance. In this sense, 

Kānaka invoke and operate at a deeper level of emotional attachment to the natural world when 

recognizing the environment as homeland and as kin. Therefore, shifting from notions of 

dependency to that of interdependency where a reciprocity of belonging, lineage, and ancestry 

are exchanged.  

  

 
64 Kepā Maly. He Moʻolelo ʻĀina: A Cultural Study of the Puʻu o ʻUmi Natural Area Reserve and Kohala-Hāmākua 
Mountain Lands, Districts of Kohala and Hāmākua, Island of Hawaiʻi. (Hilo: Kumu Pono Associates, 2004), 23. 
Lawaiʻa manu is the traditional practice of “fishing” for birds in the upland areas of an island. In a cultural study 
conducted by Kepā Maly, he shares a number of traditional accounts describing the practice, an activity prominent 
in the Hāmākua-Kohala mountian regions where practitioners took advantage of the thick mist and condensation 
from the clouds to conceal their nets. Lawaiʻa manu is the term used for both the action of fishing for birds and the 
person engaged in the practice. Another term perhaps more commonly used is, kia manu. Pukui and Elbert define 
kia manu as “birdcatching by gumming” as opposed to lawaiʻa manu, “birdcatching with a net.”  



 

 34 

Feeding Sensibilities: ʻĀina as Homeland, ʻĀina as Kin 

 Identifying ‘āina as homeland deepens a person’s connection to the environment of which 

home is attached to and reinforces a rapport of belonging. Identifying ʻāina as homeland denotes 

a deeper connection between people and environment when land is recognized as being more 

than just dirt and soil, but rather, home. The idea of home comes with it attached feelings of 

security, reliance, and belonging. A home nurtures. It is the foundation of an individual’s 

upbringing and character. When the concept of home is then shifted towards land, the land 

becomes the active agent that shapes the individual. It is the land and the surrounding elements 

that entices a sense of security, assures reliance, and stimulates a sense of belonging within the 

core of the individual. This simple yet powerful recognition of ʻāina as homeland strengthens an 

individual’s connection to place and understanding of identity unique to their upbringing.  

Examining how ʻāina as homeland and the layered affiliation to ʻāina as kin contributes 

to one’s identity we can explore Dr. Kekuewa Kikiloi’s research, Rebirth of an Archipelago: 

Sustaining a Hawaiian Cultural Identity for People and Homeland. The basis of Kikiloi’s piece 

is rooted in the resurgence and retrieval of ancestral wisdom and historic documents regarding 

the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands. Paired with the authors’ own first-hand accounts having 

grown intimate to these kūpuna atolls during extended visits to the islands, Kikiloi begins to 

construct a narrative that aims to elevate the consciousness of native identity. Kikiloi opens his 

work with the question, “Can Hawaiians achieve well-being without sustaining their cultural 

identity?”65 This question challenges its readers to contemplate the interconnectedness of 

cultural identity and well-being. Can one exist in the absence of the other? In efforts to seek 

answers to the question, Kikiloi reverts to the origin stories of the land we identify as home.  

 
65 Kekuewa Kikiloi. “Rebirth of an Archipelago: Sustaining a Hawaiian Cultural Identity for People and Homeland” 
in Hūlili: Multidisciplinary Research on Hawaiian Well-Being. Vol. 6. (Honolulu: Kamehameha Schools, 2010), 73. 
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The existence and identity of a people are rooted in the existence and identity of the 

islands whom people have established as home. In this light we are mirrored reflections of one 

another. The approach then becomes to understand the identity of our islands so that we can then 

become reacquainted to elements of our own. In doing so, deep-seated foundations that shape 

Hawaiian identity and existence are revealed. The study conducted by Kikiloi examines the 

formation of the Hawaiian archipelago, placing specific attention to the older and lesser-known 

Northwestern Hawaiian Islands. These coral islands sit far beyond the eight “main” Hawaiian 

islands; Hawaiʻi Island, Maui, Kahoʻolawe, Lānaʻi, Molokaʻi, Oʻahu, Kauaʻi, and Niʻihau. In a 

very literal sense, what is out of sight has also been placed out of mind for most of Hawaiʻi’s 

population. The oversight that is placed towards these islands consequently result in a general 

lack of knowledge concerning its significance that widens the gap between people and place. 

In efforts to bridge this gap, Kikiloi’s research relies heavily on the transmission and 

interpretation of traditional oral stories and calls for a return and use of Hawaiian geography. Dr. 

Carlos Andrade, a retired Hawaiian Studies Professor with a doctorate in geography, 

deconstructs the roots of geography—which, in the field of academia, has been pre-dominantly 

Eurocentric. Andrade’s piece, Hāʻena Ahupuaʻa: Towards a Hawaiian Geography, uses the 

ahupuaʻa66 of Hāʻena and the lessons he has learned as a native of the area to shed light on the 

inner workings of an ʻŌiwi geography. Andrade asserts that, “A Hawaiian geography is one that 

reflects the voice, metaphors, models, and perspectives of the aboriginal people whose 

antecedents can be found in the darkness of Pō, whose homeland encompassed the vastness of 

 
66 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 9: land division usually extending 
from uplands to the sea, so called because the boundary was marked by a heap (ahu) of stones surmounted by an 
image of a pig (puaʻa). Hāʻena is an ahupuaʻa located in the Haleleʻa district on the island of Kauaʻi.    
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the liquid desert now known as the Pacific…”67 What Andrade points to is that a Hawaiian 

geography is rooted in an epistemology that is Hawaiʻi. Additionally, Andrade advocates that a 

Hawaiian geography meets the following criteria: 

 A Hawaiian Geography is about being Hawaiian! 
 A Hawaiian Geography is about more than just a collection of places. 
 A Hawaiian Geography is about genealogy. 
 A Hawaiian Geography is about spiritual connections. 
 A Hawaiian Geography is about aloha ʻāina. 
 A Hawaiian Geography is about land. 
 A Hawaiian Geography is about tension. 
 A Hawaiian Geography is about the struggle for cultural autonomy. 
 A Hawaiian Geography is about representing Hawaiian life ways on the land.68 
 
Andrade lays the framework for engaging with geography that differs from Eurocentric standards 

of accessing knowledge about an environment. Moving away from representing land parcels 

through the use of colorful lines, symbols, and numbers, a Hawaiian geography is expressed 

through culture, language, chants, stories, and the naming of the places.  

The list that Andrade provides parallels that of Kikiloi’s work—who explores the 

Northwestern Hawaiian Islands. By returning to a Hawaiian model of geography, Kikiloi is able 

to make evident the connections a Hawaiian geography lends towards cultural sustenance. 

Although expressed in different ways, homeland to Kikiloi and Hawaiian geography to Andrade, 

the core element that sustains both stances are the underlying concept of land. Both scholars 

identify land as a base of Hawaiian identity. Genealogy, spirituality, and the sentiment of aloha 

ʻāina are themes that are unravel in Kikiloi’s discourse as he explores the interconnectedness of 

cultural identity and well-being. Similar to Andrade’s Hawaiian geography approach, Kikiloi 

exerts efforts into recovering origin stories to reclaim the ancestral names of the Hawaiian 

 
67 Carlos L. Andrade “A Hawaiian Geography or a Geography of Hawaiʻi?” in Hāʻena Ahupuaʻa: Towards a 
Hawaiian Geography. (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2001), 268. 
 
68 Ibid., 271. 
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archipelago. Weaving these approaches together, Kikiloi illuminates what was once a dimly 

painted portrait of the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands and offer a narrative that highlights the 

cultural significance embodied in these landscapes. The work Kikiloi offers helps to return a 

conscious understanding of these kūpuna islands into minds of its people that will in turn, bring 

back into focus our relationship to them. 

There are various origin stories that tell of our beginnings, and that in doing so, tells of 

our becomings. These stories link Kānaka to place and place to Kānaka. Thus, feeding our 

attachment and sensibility to the natural environment. In efforts to illustrate the influence an 

exchange of lineage and ancestry has towards a person, let us first examine one account linking 

the Kānaka back to the birth of the islands. One of the origin stories that Kikiloi references in his 

research details the formation of the Hawaiian Islands preserved in the form of chant. The event 

is expressed as, Ua hānau ka moku—Born was the island. In the lyrics of the chant the creation 

of Hawaiʻi’s islands are poetically described in the same way a human would be conceived. This 

is evident through the word choice of hānau—to be born or to give birth.69 In this account the 

islands are not portrayed as inanimate objects that appeared by circumstance or were created, 

which would then result in the phrase, ua hiki ka moku—appeared was the island, or ua haku ka 

moku—created was the island. Rather, the formation of the archipelago is expressed as beings 

conceived and birthed into existence. 

Ua hānau ka moku 
 Born was the island— 
 
 A kupu a lau, a loa, a ʻao, a muʻo  
 It budded, it leafed, it grew, it was green 

Ka moku i luna o Hawaiʻi 
 The island blossomed on tip, was Hawaiʻi 
 
 ʻO Hawaiʻi nei nō ka moku 

 
69 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 56. 
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 This Hawaiʻi was an island 
 
 He pūlewa ka ʻāina, he naka Hawaiʻi 
 Unstable was the land, tremulous was Hawaiʻi 
 
 E lewa wale ana nō i ka lani, 
 Waving freely in the air 
 

Lewa honua 
 Waved the earth 
 
 Mai i Ākea ua pāhono ʻia 
 From Ākea it was fastened together 
  
 Mālie i ke aʻa o ka moku me ka honua 
 Quiet by the roots was the island and the land  
 

Paʻa ʻia ka lawa ealani i ka lima ʻākau o Ākea 
 It was fast in the air by the right hand of Ākea  
 
 Paʻa Hawaiʻi lā a laʻa, 
 Fast was Hawaiʻi, by itself— 
 

Hawaiʻi lā ʻikea he moku 
 Hawaiʻi appeared an island.70  
 
Analyzing the composition of this chant, Kikiloi expresses that the underlying lesson we learn 

from its lyrics is that the “islands are conceived as living entities and afforded the same value 

and distinction as human life, capable of being siblings to people.”71 The formation of the islands 

is described as a regenerative lifeform capable of reproduction. The act of birthing joins Kānaka 

to islands as beings who undergo the phenomenon of hānau. Understanding homeland as living 

beings capable of invoking life in a way similar to humans feeds a renewed sensibility to how we 

 
70 Kikiloi. “Rebirth of an Archipelago: Sustaining a Hawaiian Cultural Identity for People and Homeland,” 81. It 
should be noted that the original source of this chant referenced in Kikiloi’s work is cited as a resource that comes 
from Abraham Fornander’s work entitled, “Fornander Collection of Hawaiian Antiquities and Folklore,” (1916-
1920, Vol. IV, p. 363).  
 
71 Ibid., 82.  
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view life on these islands to be. Reassociating our islands in this way shifts the way we value and 

engage with them.  

Ua hānau ka moku is an example that illustrates an ʻŌiwi sensibility to homeland at an 

island level evident in examining the birth of the island archipelago. Exploring further, we see 

the same perspective imbued onto natural features of an island when examining an account that 

details the formation of Hawaiʻi’s sacred mountain, Mauna a Wākea.72   

O hānau ka mauna a Kea,      
 Born of Kea, was the mountain 
  
 ʻOpuʻu aʻe ka mauna a Kea.     
 The mountain of Kea budded forth 

 
ʻO Wākea ke kāne, ʻo Papa,     

 Wākea was the husband, Papa 
  
 ʻO Walinuʻu ka wahine     
 Walinuʻu was the wife 

 
Hānau Hoʻohoku he wahine,     

 Born was Hoʻohoku, a daughter, 
  

Hānau Hāloa he aliʻi     
 Born was Hāloa, a chief, 
  
 Hānau ka mauna, he keiki mauna nā Kea…   
 Born was the mountain, a son of Kea… 

This mele hānau73 is a part of a longer composition written for Kauikeaouli entitled, “No Kalani 

Kauikeaouli Kamehameha III.”74 Its lyrics poetically sanctifies the chiefly lineage of 

 
72 Mauna a Wākea translates to “Mauna belonging to Wākea” or “Mauna of Wākea.” Mauna a Wākea is used 
interchangeably to refer to Hawaiʻi’s largest volcanic mountain, and notably Hawaiʻi’s sacred piko, Mauna Kea. 
 
73 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 244: song or chant. Mele hānau 
refers to a birth chant. 
 
74 “No Kalani Kauikeaouli Kamehameha III” appears in Joseph A. Salazar. Multicultural Settler Colonialism and 
Indigenous Struggle in Hawaiʻi: The Politics of Astronomy on Mauna a Wākea. (Joseph A. Salazar, 2014), 156-157. 
A conversation on Salazar’s work will be discussed later in this section. Though the appearance of this mele 
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Kauikeaouli and links his birth to the formation of Hawaiʻi itself. The first line of the excerpt 

reads, “O hānau ka mauna a Kea. Born of Kea, was the mountain.” In the same way the first 

chant we examined described the archipelago to be formed through the phenomenon of 

birthing—ua hānau ka moku, here in this mele, mountains are similarly understood as beings 

capable of conception—hānau ka mauna. Moving from on island level to now natural features of 

the island, the poetic text encapsulate a Kānaka understanding of the reproductive cycle of the 

natural world through the shared experience of birthing.   

The lines of the two chants examined in this narrative reveal the way our kūpuna 

connected with the environment and illustrate an ʻŌiwi sensibility to the natural world when we 

mirror human-like attributes onto nature. Our islands are born and expressed in a way similar to 

our own, therefore, islands are like Kānaka. Our mountains are born and expressed in a way 

similar to our own, therefore, mauna are like Kānaka. The practice of mirroring human 

commonalities onto nature should also encourage us to acknowledge the truth of the statement in 

its reverse. As human-like as our islands are to us, we should understand that we in turn are 

island-like, mauna-like, and thus, ʻāina-like. Supporting this claim, we can look to the ʻŌlelo 

noʻeau; “Eia Hawaiʻi, he moku, he kānaka… Here is Hawaiʻi, an island, a man…”75 We are one 

and the same. The distinction of ʻāina rendered human-like transforms our sensibility to the 

islands through an understanding of commonality. Ua hānau ka moku, O hānau ka mauna a Kea, 

and Eia Hawaiʻi, he moku, he kānaka are ways we can and should begin to orient ourselves in 

our engagement with the world. When we acknowledge the kinship that exists between 

 
references Salazar’s work, it should be noted that the original source of this mele cited by Salazar accredits Pukui 
and Alfons L. Korn’s 1973 publication, The Echo of our Songs.  
 
75 Ibid., 81. Kikiloi cites “Fornander Collection of Hawaiian Antiquities and Folklore” (1916-1920, Vol. II, p. 10) as 
the original source. 
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ourselves, our homeland, and elements of the natural environment by extension, we can interpret 

how our islands should be reared and rendered as living beings and kin. This assertion is 

furthered explored when recovering traditional place names.  

As a people of oral traditions, names are the embodiment of stories, memories, and 

identity. The significance of names is reflective in key elements of our Hawaiian culture. Our 

kūpuna gave names to everything and celebrated them in songs, chants, and the telling of stories. 

They recognized elements of the environment not as “things” but as beings of their own 

personhood. Though in this context I speak primarily to the actions of my own Hawaiian 

ancestors, the intimacy of acknowledging places by name is not exclusive to Hawaiʻi alone. It is 

a practice done by many other indigenous peoples around the world.  

Robin Wall Kimmerer, a Citizen of the Potawatomi Nation, a professor, a scientist, and 

author of Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of 

Plants, recounts cherished childhood memories camping in the Adirondack region of northern 

New York. She recalls waking up to crisp summer mornings gazing out towards her father as he 

stood at the edge of the lake with the family coffee pot in hand. Every morning he would brew 

up a fresh pot of coffee, and as the author details, she would watch her father pour the first 

serving onto the bare earth making an offering, “Here is to the gods of Tahawus.”76 Tahawus, is 

the ancestral name of the highest peak in the Adirondacks mountain range. Translated, it means 

“Cloud Splitter.” Kimmerer shares that it is a name that speaks to and invokes the peaks true 

nature, unlike its more popularized name, Mount Marcy—named for a governor who has never 

once ventured onto her slopes. Amongst her Potawatomi people, Kimmerer describes that, 

 
76 Robin Wall Kimmerer. Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of 
Plants. (Canada: Milkweed Editions, 2013), 34. 
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“There are public names and true names. True names are used only by its intimates…”77 When 

you call upon a place by its true name, as the author had observed her father doing in ritualized 

mornings since days of her youth, you speak from a state of knowing intimately the place you 

call by name and the people who came before. Reflecting on these memories and the 

relationships that have sustained, the author states that, “When we call a place by name it is 

transformed from wilderness to homeland.”78  

Through the simple act of bestowing names and recognizing the natural world by the 

individuality of each name, we honor and maintain a deeper relationship with the environment 

where elements of nature are understood to have integrity in their own identities. The 

significance of names, the giving of names, and the continued use of these names honor the 

intimacy that exist between people and their resources. In this way, the manner in which we 

engage with our environment shifts from the way an individual would perhaps engage with an 

inanimate object, to one that recognizes the personhood and integrity of that being. The memory 

that Kimmerer shares highlights the intimacy that flourishes when acknowledging the true name 

of a place. Calling upon a place by name has the ability to lift the veil so that we see our 

environment as homeland, pulling us closer to a devoted affinity to the natural world.  

In Kikiloi’s expedition to recover the ancestral names of the Northwestern Hawaiian 

Islands, he reflects on the power of names in a way that echoes Kimmerer’s sentiments. He 

writes, 

These place names are important cultural signatures etched stories that document how  
 our ancestors felt about a particular area, its features, or phenomena. They help to   
 transform once empty geographic spaces into cultural places enriched with meaning and  
 significance. It is an ongoing reciprocal relationship with the ʻāina that solidifies both the  

 
77 Ibid. 
 
78 Ibid. 
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 emotional and spiritual attachment between people and place. This relationship is a vital  
 element for our ongoing survival.79  
 
In this way, place names are viewed as repositories—a historic documentation of stories. The 

true sustenance that is archived in place names is the cultural integrity and identity of native 

peoples to these places. It is a sustenance that Kikiloi describes as solidifying “both the 

emotional and spiritual attachment between people and place.”80 Allowing ancestral names to be 

returned to the memories of today’s community and the lands of which these names belong to, 

triggers a resurgence of consciousness and empowerment.  

 The true name of the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands is Papahānaumokuākea, whose 

genesis is attributed to two akua81—Papahānaumoku and Wākea. Papa who gives birth to 

islands, and Wākea, the vast expansion of the sky. The true name of the Hawaiian archipelago 

invokes the story of Papahānaumoku and Wākea’s union, hence the name, 

Papahānaumokuākea—a combination of Papahānaumoku and the shorten variation of Wākea, 

Ākea. Papahānaumokuākea is a name that honors the union of Papa82 and Wākea as ancestors of 

the Hawaiian archipelago. Kikiloi asserts that,  

The union of this couple results in not just the “birthing” of the archipelago but also the 
“birthing” of a unified Hawaiian consciousness—a common ancestral lineage that forges 
links between the genealogies of both land and people. 

 
79 Kikiloi. “Rebirth of an Archipelago: Sustaining a Hawaiian Cultural Identity for People and Homeland,” 75. 
 
80 Ibid. 
 
81 The concept of akua can be similarly equated to the understanding of a higher power termed globally as god/God; 
however, the term akua in itself embodies much more than the one-dimensional view of a supreme almighty power. 
Yes, the equivalent of the worship of and the understanding of akua as a higher power can be similarly compared to 
that of the worship and understanding of god/God; however, what differs between the two is the entity in which the 
worship is being placed. Rather than putting faith in a single god/God, Hawaiians acknowledged a multitude of 
gods—some 40,000 Hawaiian gods. These gods, however, are recognized as deified, elemental features and cycles 
of the environment; termed akua. Moreover, what differs in a Kānaka way of understanding akua is the 
acknowledgment that these defied beings are both gods and ancestors. Grounded in this worldview, Hawaiians 
understand their place in the universe as being genealogically liked to akua. 
 
82 Papa is the shortened variation of Papahānaumoku.  
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 What Kikiloi affirms in this statement is the foundation of a Hawaiian consciousness that shapes 

a worldview as it relates to understanding place and identity when genealogy is intertwined. As 

descendants of the island archipelago, the origins of our beings celebrate an ancestral lineage that 

is interwoven in the creation of the islands themselves. In the other example mentioned, “No 

Kalani Kauikeaouli Kamehameha III,” this lineage is woven into the formation of sacred 

mountains. In later lines of the composition that reads, Hānau Hāloa he aliʻi. Born was Hāloa, a 

chief, we see the shared lineage extended onto the birth of Hāloa,83 born as a kalo and celebrated 

in origin stories as the first Kānaka. These creation stories preserved in the form of mele 

connects the Kānaka to place through genealogy. Andrade details that accessing stories of our 

beginnings,  

 …gives us a sense of being connected to the land of our birth in a way that binds us  
 closer than any kind of bond of stewardship, dominance or patriotism can do. A Hawaiian 
 geography would highlight and promote these genealogical connections by bringing back 
 into consciousness of contemporary Hawaiians, the richness of the relationship with the  
 ʻāina that were known by our ancestors.84 
 
Both Kikiloi and Andrade articulate the resurfaced awareness of the genealogical connections 

tied to land as a consciousness enriched in cultural identity. This cultural consciousness allows 

Kānaka to reclaim a genesis linked to the formation of the world we partake in. It is a 

consciousness that allows an individual to recognize a genesis that links the birthing of human 

life to the birthing of whole formations of great landscapes such as the archipelago of Hawaiʻi.  

This unified Hawaiian consciousness that Kikiloi expresses, manifests a spiritual and emotional 

 
83 Martha Warren Beckwith. “Papa and Wākea” in The Kumulipo: A Hawaiian Creation Chant. (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaiʻi Press, 1972), 117-120. Hāloanakalaukapalili was born as a still born child that when buried in 
the ground after his passing, transformed and lived again in the form of the first kalo plant. Hāloa, referred to in this 
chant, is the second child born this time, a man. Hāloa is celebrated throughout Hawaiʻi as the first Kānaka to whom 
Hawaiians can link their genealogies to and see reflected in the origin of kalo. 
 
84 Ibid., 277-278. 



 

 45 

attachment to land as Kānaka to see and recognize it as more than just something we live on, but 

as a sustained relation of homeland and kinship linked through genealogy.  

Genealogy, brought to the forefront of this discussion, Joseph A. Salazar’s writes in his 

work titled, “Multicultural Settler Colonialism and Indigenous Struggle in Hawaiʻi: The Politics 

of Astronomy on Mauna a Wākea,” is a “method for shaping an understanding of the sacred.”85 

The narrative Salazar crafts examines and offers a discussion on the circumstances situated 

around the future of Mauna a Wākea. Through interviews, research, analysis, and observation, 

Salazar reveals the sacredness of Mauna a Wākea as an ancestor to whom Kānaka ʻŌiwi trace 

their genealogies to. Salazar’s work weaves in similar themes presented in both Kikiloi and 

Andrade’s discourse validating the notion of sacredness by highlighting the genealogical tie 

between Kānaka and landscapes.  

The term moʻokūʻauhau that Salazar refers to is the idea of genealogical succession, 

however, unique to a Kānaka sensibility to the world, this succession honors and celebrates 

shared origins of both people and land. This shared origin constitutes the distinction of what is 

sacred. It is one that threads the life of Kānaka, ʻāina, and akua into a tapestry of worldly 

existence. This relationship—the relationship between the physical realm of people, 

environmental landscapes, and elements, paired with the spiritual realm of which deities, akua, 

and consciousness is embedded—forges a link that can be described as sacred. When we identify 

ourselves as an extension of place, we honor a genealogical succession that is recognized as 

sacred. Salazar asserts that the concept of sacredness is foundational to the sole being of Kānaka 

ʻŌiwi. He offers the statement that a “Kānaka ʻŌiwi articulation of the sacred and compositions 

of nature offer insight into indigenous ways of being that are rooted in balance and respect, 

 
85 Joseph A. Salazar. Multicultural Settler Colonialism and Indigenous Struggle in Hawaiʻi: The Politics of 
Astronomy on Mauna a Wākea. (Joseph A. Salazar, 2014), 143. 



 

 46 

genealogical cosmogonies, and ancestral land.”86 The underlying insight we receive from these 

words is the interconnectedness of moʻokūʻauhau and ʻāina as foundations that shape the sacred. 

Reflecting on the major themes of the selected piece, we are informed of the 

interconnectedness of (1) place, when viewing ʻāina as homeland, (2) identity, when 

acknowleding ʻāina as kin, and (3) the embodiment of sacred that feeds a Kānaka sensibility to 

the world. These elements are foundational in influencing the notion of aloha ʻāina—love for the 

land.  

Salazar writes that, “aloha ʻāina is an indigenous Hawaiian relationality to the natural.”87 

Kikiloi shares this same sentiment in concluding that, “aloha ʻāina represents our most basic and 

fundamental expression of the Hawaiian experience.”88 The Hawaiian experience he speaks of is 

the way in which we as natives engage ourselves in life’s activities. It is in our innate nature to 

be conscious of our actions as it will consequently affect the natural resources we are so 

dependent on. The “archipelago and its people bec[o]me inseparable, as the well-being of one 

becomes invariably connect to the well-being of the other.”89 Prevalent in Kikiloi, Andrade, and 

Salazar’s narrative is the ability to identify with natural landscapes, features, and elements as 

ancestors. Therefore, our commitment to love and protect the land is not one solely based on the 

premise on wanting to “do what is right.” Rather, our devotion is strengthened and exerted 

toward the land as one would feel affection, respect, and care towards a beloved family member.  

These sustained relationships that seed this level of love for the land is what drives our 

understanding of kuleana. Salazar states that these,  

 
86 Ibid., 196.  
 
87 Ibid., 204. 
 
88 Kikiloi. “Rebirth of an Archipelago: Sustaining a Hawaiian Cultural Identity for People and Homeland,” 75. 
 
89 Ibid., 76. 
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…linkages and relationships are expressed and passed on to younger generations by way 
of moʻokūʻauhau, which impart an ethical responsibility and commitment, rooted in the 
concept of kuleana (responsibility), aloha ʻāina (love for the land), mālama ʻāina (care for 
the land), and pono (balance).90  
 

In this narrative, kuleana is the responsibility we feel over the productivity and overall well-

being of the environment. The roots of aloha ʻāina stem from identifying our homeland as the 

embodiment of sacred familial relations. When we recognize ʻāina as kūpuna we inherit the 

privileged kuleana of ensuring the prosperity of our lands attributed as the origin of our 

existence. Acknowledging place as homeland or even more so, as ancestors, allows Kānaka to 

identify themselves as descendants of the land through both residency and lineage. When we 

identify our natural surroundings in this way, they become sacred elements that are tied to our 

very existence. What is sacred must be protected and cared for. This notion drives our kuleana to 

aloha ʻāina. Together, place, identity, and the sacred become the embodiment of aloha ʻāina—the 

fundamental expression that guides on ‘ōiwi sensibility to the world.  

 In this worldview, ʻāina as homeland shapes an individual’s connection to place and 

strengthens their claim to identity. The individual’s emotional affinity to the environment is 

elevated, further feeding a person’s sensibilities with it. The ʻŌiwi sensibility to aloha ʻāina and 

engage with the living world in this way is engrained in our DNA, evident in our discussion of 

moʻokūʻauhau. As deliberated in previous sections of this chapter, the challenge we face is our 

ability to remember that this affinity to the natural lives in our bones.  

As Native Hawaiians, each of us has the ability to tap into a preconscious reservoir of  
 past experiences and to access all that exists in a storehouse of knowledge called   
 ancestral memories. Our lives are filled with opportunities and choices that can either  
 allow or inhibit us from embarking on a path of remembering. Our ancestors left us these  

 
90 Salazar. Multicultural Settler Colonialism and Indigenous Struggle in Hawaiʻi: The Politics of Astronomy on 
Mauna a Wākea, 146. 
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 ancient traditions as a legacy, a prescribed map of reference points, to help us navigate  
 our lives and steer us through the uncharted waters the lie ahead in our future.91 

 
As we continue to develop our relationship with ʻāina we embark on our own journey 

paved on a path of remembering. The act of remembering grants us the ability to tap into 

ancestral memories that have been tucked away in our own consciousness. The process of 

remembering allows Kānaka to reconnect with the lived experiences of our ancestors, and as we 

work to retrieve these ancestral memories through the act of remembering, we too are able to 

enjoy the wisdom of our ancestors. Kikiloi touches upon the idea of ancient traditions as 

reference points in which help to navigate our lives in our current spaces. Venturing on a path of 

remembering we are guided by reference points and clues found in aspects of our traditions, such 

as, moʻolelo, oli, mele, and other elements linked to our culture. These traditions forge a 

foundation that enables those who seek to remember, the ability to return to ancestral knowledge 

and traditional ways of knowing. Kikiloi further expresses the priceless significance of ancestral 

memories by again returning to the idea of ʻāina as homeland. These memories entice 

sentimental feelings of belonging as our stories and traditions celebrate and honor shared origins.  

 Stories and traditions about our islands give us a sense of place and belonging,   
 reminding us that this is a lasting home, one that we will remain rooted in forever. It  
 gives us perspective and orientation that help to frame our travels and explorations into  
 new directions. It is this journey of constant movement, growth, and transformation that  
 maintains the cultural  vibrancy of our people—all through remembering. If we choose  
 this path, the past will become alive in us again, and we will begin to undergo a   
 transformation, a rebirth.92  
 
Using the process of remembering we are able to tap into the deep reservoir of ancestral 

memories. These memories strengthen Kānaka ʻŌiwi’s cultural identity articulated by a deeper 

understanding of land. Returning to Kikiloi’s opening question, “Can Hawaiians achieve well-

 
91 Ibid., 74. 
92 Ibid. 
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being without sustaining their cultural identity?,” it is evident that the well-being of Hawaiians 

is inseparably linked to one’s cultural identity. By exploring the rich oratory accounts and 

traditional place names of Papahānaumokuākea we are able to recognize the spiritual and 

emotional attachment Kānaka feel towards their land. The connection between Kānaka and ʻāina 

is solidified in a cultural identity shaped by ʻāina as genealogical relevance becomes highlighted 

as that which sustains our very being. Through research and reflection Kikiloi makes evident the 

ancestral consciousness that is embedded within the ʻāina. ʻĀina being foundational to human 

upbringing, ancestral consciousness is thus ingrained in our own being. This consciousness is an 

empowering force that drives the cultural identity and well-being of Hawaiians. The birthing of 

the Hawaiian archipelago rebirths a Hawaiian consciousness that is built off of the foundation of 

ʻāina. When we embark on the path of remembering we return to an identity that is purely ours. 

It is an identity that is sustained by culture, consciousness, and the continuity of ʻāina.  

The combined elements examined in Kikiloi, Andrade, and Salazar’s work brings to the 

forefront a deepened understanding of place, identity, and the sacred that become foundational in 

influencing our love for the land. The sentiment and claim to aloha ʻāina are birthed from these 

relations. Attitude towards and responsiveness to the environment is guided by an emotional 

sensibility of kinship when we understand and engage with nature as one would involve 

themselves with family. At the core of this understanding is the idea of place and identity that 

contributes to an ōiwi sensibility of kinship that guides one’s thoughts, behavior, and interaction 

with our homeland. Like kalo farmers returning to the poʻowai to encourage flow and inspire 

growth in the cultivated patches downstream, we must return to the headwaters of ancestral 

insight and remember our affinity to the world so that we too can experience and inspire the 

prosperity of growth.  
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Kilo and Makawalu: Developing a Language of Sight 

 Remembering our relations to the environment grounds us in an attunement to our senses 

that enables an individual to tap in and recalibrate what we see, observe, and understand to be 

true in the world. Using an ʻŌiwi sensibility drawn to the occurrences that hold roots to what 

makes-up who we are as Kānaka (, i.e., genealogy, the preservation of ancestry, and attachment 

to land existing in layered affinities to the natural), we enter a space where our bodies ascend to a 

heightened ability to kilo. 

 Kilo is the act of observing intimately. To examine, watch, and forecast.93 Another word 

that appears in this strand of practice is hākilo94 or hākilo pono.95 To consciously observe 

closely. The word kilo refers to the act of observing and is also used to refer to the observer 

skilled in the practice. There were many different branches of kilo. The practice of observing the 

particulars of each branch was a profession held by experts in the skill. Kilo hōkū,96 were 

astronomers and astrologists whose lives revolved around the study of stars. Kilo moana,97 an 

oceanographer. One who studies the open sea. Kilo makani,98 one who observes the winds 

 
93 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 151. 
 
94 Ibid., 49. 
 
95 Mary Kawena Pukui, E.W. Haertig, and Catherine A. Lee. Nānā I Ke Kumu: Look to the Source Volume II. 
(Honolulu: Hui Hānai, 1972), 267-271. Hākilo pono appears in Chapter 7 of the publication and is entitled “ʻIke 
Pāpālua, Na Wānana, a me Hākilo Pono: Extrasensory Perception, Prophecies, and Close Observation.” The author 
dissects the words, hākilo—observe closely, close observation, and pono—right, correct, true condition or nature. 
Combined, it is described as the “close, true, correct observation.” In the context of the chapter, hākilo pono is 
described as a skill and means to strengthen and empower one’s ability to ʻike pāpālua. ‘Ike pāpālua is described as 
the gift of having “double sight” and the ability to make predictions. Both ‘ike pāpālua and hākilo pono concern the 
attunement to sense-observances and the ability to make predictions; however, in this context, hākilo pono is not 
viewed as an inherit gift in the way that ‘ike pāpālua and “double sight” is perceived. Hākilo pono is the act of keen 
and astute observation that an individual with ‘ike pāpālua uses to deepen one’s understanding. 
 
96 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 151. 
 
97 Ibid., 152. 
 
98 Ibid. 



 

 51 

necessary for navigation. Kilo iʻa,99 an individual who observed the patterns of fish in order to 

direct fishermen to bountiful catches. These are but a few examples of the way kilo is used to 

guide practices, and more so, the leadership people entrusted onto the kilo practitioner to follow 

his/her direction. Evident in these examples, kilo was a necessary element that played a vital role 

in traditional Hawaiian society. The survival and productivity of the community depended on 

observing and forecasting natural cycles that would inform when, how, and what practices to 

conduct. Knowing when and what type of food crops to grow depended on observing seasons in 

relation to productivity. Knowing when and where to gather fish from the sea depended on 

observing weather and ocean conditions in relation to marine patterns. When one’s life is so 

intimately bound to the conditions of an environment, as was true of our ancestors’, the 

discipline to kilo is essential to one’s survival.  

 In the context of modern society—a world that offers an array of alternative ways to 

obtain food, shelter, and basic necessities to live, kilo in relation to natural patterns at a level 

demonstrated by the ancestors are not a skill many people are adept at today. The primary reason 

is society’s detachment from place and people’s dwindling reliance on nature for sustenance. 

Tūhoe Māori professor and astronomer, Dr. Rangi Matamua suggests that, 

We are so disconnected to our environment because we don’t need that knowledge to 
live… Our ancestors were intimate with their environment. They knew the intricacies. 
They knew, to such a different level. And we’ve moved away from that. We don’t need 
the environment to live anymore. There is a disconnect with our culture when we remove 
and isolate ourselves from the environment of which we have emerged.100  
 

As Dr. Matamua highlights in this conversation, society has moved astray in a departure from the 

origins of our emergence, shifting notions of a nourished existence that excludes the gifts of the 

 
99 Ibid.  
 
100 “Matariki: The Star of the Year” an oral presentation presented by Dr. Rangi Matamua at Te Herenga Waka 
Marae, Victoria University of Wellington. Oct 24, 2017. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JcNU0Bgjaoc 
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earth. When we place reliance elsewhere and no longer rely on the earth to live, we no longer 

rely on our ability to know the earth. 

 The art of keen observation is accessed through a close relationship with one’s place and 

space. The ability to kilo one’s surrounding is the basis for understanding the condition of place. 

Similar to the saying, “to see is to know,” kilo can be looked at as the process of seeing closely 

so to know well that which is in sight. The parallel between the intricacy of seeing and depth of 

knowing is evident in elements of the Hawaiian Language.  

 In the Hawaiian Language, sight and knowledge share the same word. ‘Ike.101 To see is 

‘ike. To know is ‘ike. They are one and the same. In this example using the vessel of language, 

we construct an understanding of the way our kūpuna thought knowledge to be gained. In a 

similar discussion, Dr. Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Oliveira introduces the concept of “Ancestral Sense 

Abilities,”102 presented in her research as the means for which Kānaka have been able to navigate 

changes in the environment. Utilizing ancestral sense abilities Kānaka are able to “respond to 

these sensory stimuli in ways that contribute to our overall understanding of our world.”103 Dr. 

Oliveira lists ten forms of sense abilities ranging from common sensory devices like hearing, 

taste, touch etc., as well as more intuitive ways of relating to the environment particular to 

Kānaka ʻŌiwi. The first to be introduced in her narrative is the Sense Ability of Sight. In this 

discussion she draws parallels between the way our kūpuna understood knowledge to be 

acquired that is mirrored in the shared meaning of the word, ‘ike. She writes that,  

These multiple meanings are illustrative of a worldview that relies on the sense to gain 
insight. Ancestral Kānaka were so in touch with their natural surroundings that they were 

 
101 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 96. 
 
102 Katrina-Ann R. Kapāʻanaokalāokeola Nākoa Oliveira. Ancestral Places Understanding Kanaka Geographies. 
(Oregon: Oregon State University Press, 2014), 94. 
 
103 Ibid. 
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able to ‘ike maka (observe and identify with one’s own eyes) even the slight changes in 
weather patterns. By utilizing this visual knowledge, they accurately predicted when 
many natural phenomena would occur.104  
 

Particular to an understanding of our world, the sense ability of sight allows a person to gain 

insight. As a Hawaiian Language professor, Dr. Oliveira supports this idea with more examples 

expressed through language that emphasize the concept of visual knowledge and reveals the 

correlation between seeing and knowing.  

- ‘ike maka – observe identify with one’s own eyes 
- ‘ike kūhohonu – deep knowledge or insight  
- ʻikeʻike – a reduplication of the word ‘ike  
- ʻike loa – to know extensively, to be well versed 
- ‘ike kumu – fundamental knowledge  
- ʻikena – referring to scenery and knowledge.  

 
The last terminology referenced is a perfect example that captures the intimacy with which the 

kūpuna held with the natural environment, understanding it to be the foundation where insight is 

retrieved. In the same way that the word ‘ike means both sight and knowledge, scenery and 

knowledge when translated into Hawaiian share the same root word as well, ‘ikena. Oliveira 

states that, “Only a people intimately connected to nature are able to see the correlation between 

scenery (‘ikena) and knowledge (‘ike), coning a single defining word, “ʻikena,” to refer to both 

concepts.”105  

 This analysis of the word alludes to the cultural understanding that the natural scenery, be 

it the landscape, seascape, and skyscape, of our homeland becomes the root of where knowledge 

and insight is inspired. The connections drawn from this discussion urge us to reimagine the 

nature-scapes as one embodied with knowledge. Utilizing the sense ability of sight to observe 

and kilo the environment provides us the footing to tap into a plethora of knowledge. Notably, 

 
104 Ibid., 95. 
 
105 Ibid. 
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kilo has been a practice used to gain ʻike and attune intimately to ʻāina to assist in the adoption 

of productive and pono practices. Though it is a practice our kūpuna thrived in and whose life’s 

abundance emerged from the ability to observe and know well their environment, it is a practice 

society has shifted away from in these contemporary times. In efforts to reposition our role in 

caring for Hawaiʻi’s environment and discerning best practices to manage natural resources, kilo 

driven by an ʻŌiwi sensibility should be placed at the forefront. 

 In the context of understanding intimately the intricacies of an ecosystem in order to 

conclude guiding principles of how one should conduct themselves within these spaces, kilo is 

an effective tool. However, it is only part of a greater process. In addition to taking the time to 

observe with our whole being, we must also analyze and interpret what it is that we see and have 

observed.  

 Similar to the approach scientists take when unearthing some “new,” profound discovery 

of the world, Kānaka ‘Ōiwi have for thousands of years past, employed the same method 

conducted in a manner reflective of native culture. The field of science, a field where “all 

credible knowledge” originates from, is structured upon the instinctual life of native people. 

Scientists observe patterns over an extended period of time, analyze data, and draw conclusions. 

Though contrary to academic literature and scientific publications, life for Kānaka ʻŌiwi and 

other indigenous peoples around the world was not one absent of science. Rather, the core of 

what science entails is embedded most seamlessly into everyday activities of one’s life. Leroy 

Little Bear quotes Albert Einstein in that, “the business of science is “reality,””106 and comments 

further that, “If science is a search for reality and if science is a search for knowledge at the 

 
106 Leroy Little Bear, J.D. “Forward” in Gregory Cajete. Native Science: Natural Laws of Interdependence. (New 
Mexico: Clear Light Publishers, 2000), ix. Leroy Little Bear is the former director of Harvard University Native 
American Program and Professor emeritus at the University of Lethbridge.  
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leading edges of the humanly knowable, then there are “sciences” other than the Western science 

of measurements.”107 Scientists observe objectively. Kānaka kilo intimately. Scientists interpret 

and publish findings. Kānaka makawalu and guide practices.  

 Makawalu as a methodology is a fairly new practice in terms of its use in curriculum 

building and policy making. It is a methodology introduced into practice by the Edith 

Kanakaʻole Foundation (EKF).108 Though the implementation of the term is considerably new, 

the core concept of what makawalu entails is not new at all. Makawalu is defined in the 

Hawaiian Language dictionary as numerous. It is a term descriptive of something in great 

quantities.109 Makawalu in its dissected parts, maka meaning eyes and walu meaning eight, 

literally translates to “eight eyes.” The literal translation of the word, understood as the 

multiplicity of eyes, speaks towards the nature of the papakū makawalu methodology employed 

by EKF. It is a method for understanding the significance of a subject through multiple lenses.  

 Kalei Nuʻuhiwa, a profound cultural practitioner reared under the mentorship and 

teachings of the Kanakaʻole ʻohana uses the practice of kilo and the process of makawalu to aid 

her understanding of natural phenomena. Her choice of study is particular to Hawaiian 

astronomy and astrology. Nuʻuhiwa writes that the makawalu process is a paradigm that, 

“systematically organizes the accumulated knowledge obtained through observations and 

interactions with the natural world and the natural systems over many generations.”110 Speaking 

 
107 Ibid., x. 
 
108 “The Edith Kanakaʻole Foundation (EKF) is a Hawaiian cultural-based non-profit organization established in 
1990 to maintain and perpetuate the teachings, beliefs, practices, philosophies and traditions of the late Luka and 
Edith Kanakaʻole. EKF’s mission is to elevate Hawaiian intelligence through cultural education founded on the 
teachings and traditional practices of Edith and Luka Kanakaʻole.” http://edithkanakaolefoundation.org/index.php 
 
109 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian–English, English-Hawaiian, 228. 
110 Kalei Nuʻuhiwa. “Papakū Makawalu: A Methodology and Pedagogy of Understanding the Hawaiian Universe” 
in The Past Before Us: Moʻokūʻauhau as Methodology. (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2019), 39. 
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to the practice even further beyond the general understanding of multiple perspectives, Nuʻuhiwa 

describes makawalu as a “tumultuous movement,” and writes that “makawalu is more of an 

image of an action, feeling or experience than a simple world.”111 In efforts to illustrate the 

movement makawalu invokes, she uses the imagery of flowing water cascading down a riverbed. 

In this metaphor Nuʻuhiwa paints the picture as such:  

A river is a single body of water in motion; however, when it reaches a drop in the 
riverbed, it becomes a waterfall. At that point, the river becomes thousands of individual 
drops of water. Fundamentally, it is still the same river, but individual components of this 
body of water are now moving out of its original form. That action or movement is the 
imagery of makawalu. The subject starts out as an established entity or topic whose 
original body provides the foundation for the many components to emerge or move out 
from it. As Dr. Kanahele explains: “The knowledge of makawalu or the movement out 
provides the consciousness an accurately tracking cultural progression while knowing the 
source of its origin.”112  
 

The imagery Nuʻuhiwa presents, describes the breath of movement embarked by the 

consciousness of an individual when deconstructing the multiplicity of meanings of a single 

topic or subject. In this light, the practice of makawalu encourages an individual to consider 

multiple lenses of interpretation in efforts to arrive at a holistic understanding of the single topic 

or subject being analyzed. It is a process that is two-fold. It is one that requires the 

deconstruction of the entity (as depicted in the imagery of a flowing river and the thousands of 

water droplets it creates when arriving at a low part of the riverbed) as well as its reconstruction 

(depicted in the reform of water droplets that become a waterfall).  

 The important thing that makawalu incites is the emergence of many components rooted 

still to its original form. The river that flows, the thousands of water droplets, and the waterfall 

are reconstructed elements that have emerged from the same body of water—and at its core, still 

 
111 Ibid., 43. 
 
112 Ibid. 
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water. In this way, the ability to acknowledge the emergence of the multiplicity of a single entity 

opens the line of sight to acquire knowledge in a way that honors the principles of holism.  

 Nuʻuhiwa writes that, “Intentionally investing time and repeated engagement with the 

natural Hawaiian environment over decades is necessary in order to begin building a foundation 

of environmental comprehension.”113 In this discussion, kilo and makawalu are sustained sensory 

devices that can be employed to enhance one’s competency of natural elements and gain a 

deeper understanding of the environment. It is the process of deconstructing our seeing to 

reconstruct a knowing. Kilo paired with makawalu helps to develop this language of sight.  

 Language at its core, is a method for communication. In this narrative, developing a 

language of sight refers to the ability to see the stories being communicated in the things we 

observe and the things that surround us. In very simple and at other times complex ways, the 

environment is in constant communication with us should we become adept to the language used 

by the teller of these stories. This is where an attunement to ʻŌiwi sensibilities and the practice 

of kilo and makawalu come into play.  

 True to our nature as a people of visual and oral traditions, when we look at the natural-

scapes of our environment and its processes, we see and are told a story. Hula114 is a perfect 

example of the expressive outcome of having developed a keen language of sight. The 

performance of hula mimics the movement of natural phenomena and elemental beings to tell the 

story that their lives communicate to us. At one end of the spectrum when water flows down a 

stream toward loʻi, what we see is exactly that—water flowing down a stream. At the other end 

of the spectrum having developed a language of sight through use of one’s whole being of 

 
113 Ibid., 48. 
 
114 Ibid., 88: to dance. There are many different types of hula. 
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observance and sensibilities, a veil is wiped clean and we are encouraged to look beyond the 

surface to see the layered story embedded within the streams’ flow that we experience. No longer 

simply seeing water in a stream, we learn to see the whole story of its being there. Observing the 

flowing water of a stream, we are told the story of its descent from the valley ridges that formed 

a waterfall, and before that, rain droplets freefalling through the strata of the lewa nuʻu,115 the 

atmospheric region where moisture gathers just above the mountaintops. Before that, water vapor 

nestled in the bosom of cirrus clouds of an ao puaʻa.116 And before that, perhaps it was once dew 

accumulated on the morning lau of a kalo it now seeks to return to in the form of a stream’s flow. 

The language of sight is truly the artful language of storytelling in efforts to conceptualize what 

is it that we stand witness to in observance.  

 The dialogue we have shared in this section has aimed to reconstruct an ‘ōiwi relation to 

the natural world so that we become reacquainted to the rich reservoir of knowledge that can be 

explored through keen observation and insight. In doing so, we stimulate our sense organs and 

can employ the practice of kilo and makawalu to develop a language of sight that enables us to 

become attuned to the rich stories embedded within the natural environment. The poʻowai, the 

main source of water that feeds loʻi, is the main source of intellect that feeds our perception of 

how to access these inherent knowledge sets and implement them during this journey. As we 

continue to construct the loʻi in our lives, what this chapter seeks to ask of you, its readers, is to 

take the time to journey to the poʻowai and tend to its flow. Just as the ritualized routine of kalo 

 
115 David Malo. “Name Given to Directions or the Points of the Compass” in Ka Moʻolelo Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian 
Antiquities. (Bishop Museum Press: Honolulu, 1951), 17: atmospheric region where birds fly.  
 
116 Pukui. ʻŌlelo Noʻeau: Hawaiian Proverbs and Poetical Sayings. (Honolulu: Bishop Museum Press, 1983), 153: 
ʻŌN #1416. Kakaʻi ka puapuaʻa i ka mālie, he ʻino. When the piglets follow one after the other in the calm, it is a 
sign of bad weather. When the clouds called ao puapuaʻa or puaʻa, “pig” clouds, follow one another on the 
mountaintops in calm weather, bad weather is to be expected. Ao puaʻa is used in the context as a reference to rain 
clouds. 
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farmers have come to understand the potentiality of growth activated by the maintenance and 

care of the poʻowai, we too must return to the reservoir of ancestral wisdom where we are 

reminded of our affinity to the nature-scapes of our environment that inspire growth and 

invigorate ourselves.  
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CHAPTER 2: ʻAUWAI 
 
Making ‘Auwai: Channeling Lessons through Storytelling 

Emma Kailikapuolono117 Metcalf Beckley Nakuina was a prominent figure in Hawaiʻi’s 

history born into the rank of kaukau aliʻi.118 She held many notable positions as a scholar, a 

cultural advisor, and commissioner of private ways and water rights for the Kona district of 

Oʻahu.119 Nakuina published in the 1894 Hawaiian Annual, a detailed account of customary 

practices concerning water and its agricultural use in loʻi. Her publication, Ancient Hawaiian 

Water Rights And Some Of The Customs Pertaining To Them, highlights the regulation of water 

by first discussing the function, construction, and use of ʻauwai. Nakuina shares that the 

architecture of ʻauwai was generally dug from makai—seaward, towards mauka—the uplands.120 

Though the start of any loʻi begins mauka at the headwater, the real ingenuity of constructing 

ʻauwai begins where it is presumably thought to end.  

 Nakuina’s account prescribes that making ‘auwai is a process that requires you to work 

backwards. Beginning from where the water will exist in their loʻi, farmers will work their way 

 
117 *A note about the spelling of Kailikapuolono. Dear reader, you will have noticed that the name, Kailikapuolono, 
found throughout this narrative is spelt without any Hawaiian diacritical markings; however, within the biography 
and title written for Emma Nakuina that this document cites as its source, the spelling of Kailikapuolono differs in 
that it is spelt with an ʻokina; Kaʻilikapuolono. The cited piece, Hānau ma ka lolo, for the benefit of her race: a 
portrait of Emma Kaʻilikapuolono Metcalf Beckley Nakuina, was authored in 2012 as a thesis submission by Jamie 
Uluwehi Hopkins in fulfillment of a master’s degree in Hawaiian Studies at the University of Hawaiʻi. During a 
public presentation hosted by the Historic Hawaiʻi Foundation entitled, “Emma Nakuina & the Preservation of 
Hawaiian of Hawaiian Culture,” held May of 2020, Hopkins addressed the matter of spelling. She made the 
statement that after the publication of her thesis, she has since been told by decedents of Emma Nakuina that there is 
no ‘okina in Kailikapuolono. Since then, Hopkins has intently and publicly made the correction whenever referring 
back to her late work. Honoring the same intent, Kailikapuolono will be spelt absent of diacritics.   
 
118 Lilikalā Kameʻeleihiwa. Native Land and Foreign Desires: Pehea Lā E Pono Ai? (Honolulu: Bishop Museum 
Press, 1992), 22: In the hierarchy of chiefly rank, kaukau aliʻi were chiefs of lesser lineage.  
 
119 Jamie Uluwehi Hopkins. Hānau ma ka, for the benefit of her race: a portrait of Emma Kaʻilikapuolono Metcalf 
Beckley Nakuina. (2012). 
 
120 Emma Metcalf Nakuina. “Ancient Hawaiian Water Rights And Some Of The Customs Pertaining To Them.” 
(Honolulu: Thrums Hawaiian Annual, 1893). 
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upstream back towards the poʻowai. It is done this way for the very practical reason of ensuring 

that a consistent and gradual change of elevation is established throughout the entire body of the 

‘auwai, so that the stream’s water will travel the full length of the canal from start to finish. 

When the end of the ‘auwai reaches the beginning of the poʻowai, gravity will take over and 

guide the water down the gentle decline engineered by the caretakers of these waters to flow into 

the new loʻi.  

Constructing ‘auwai from the bottom up requires tactful foresight to envision the 

structure of loʻi and the path water will take so that it touches every spot within the loʻi before 

making its exit back into the stream from which it originated. Embarking on a process of 

working backwards as described by Nakuina is a tactical strategy for envisioning the most 

efficient pathway an element can take to be most effective. In another sense, the act of making 

‘auwai can be understood as the process of reaching back to achieve the result of connectivity. In 

this light, the making of ‘auwai and the characteristics of its function can be used as a framework 

for navigating an engagement with moʻolelo when reaching back to the lessons inlayed within to 

re-discover its connection to the value of our work today. As we explored in the previous 

chapter, there are many layered stories that can be extracted to develop an intimate relationship 

with the environment. Understanding how to engage with moʻolelo is a skill critical to a 

culturally grounded approach for applying indigenous thought into the way we navigate current 

practices. 

The purpose of ‘auwai is to channel water from the poʻowai and guide it along a path of 

its own to nourish cultivated areas of loʻi. As water transitions from the main stream into the 

‘auwai, the body of water undergoes a transformation. No longer a wide mass of water embodied 

as a stream, segments of the stream are restrained then travel along a narrow path assuming a 
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different form and function. Water that flows through the ‘auwai becomes an extension of the 

larger body of water as it is channeled on a path to nourish kalo. The main body of water the 

‘auwai pulls from is the poʻowai. As explored in the previous chapter, the poʻowai is likened to 

the reservoir of ancestral wisdom. In this way, the function of ‘auwai in redirecting water from 

the poʻowai and channeling it for the nourishment of plants mimics the process of indigenous 

storytelling. Moʻolelo ʻŌiwi grounds itself in ancestral thought and channels knowledge systems 

reflective of a particular time that can be preserved in creative stories for future generations 

thereafter.  

 

Moʻolelo ʻŌiwi: The Telling of Stories  

Moʻolelo ʻŌiwi can be thought of as a vessel for knowledge preservation whose secrets 

are unlocked in the process of (re)telling them. As a people steeped in oratory, all that we are and 

all that we have is rooted in the rich history of those who have preceded us. As Kānaka, we stand 

intimately linked to various realms of time. For those lacking an understanding of the cyclic 

nature of experience, the time and space of the past and future are viewed as having barriers that 

separate from the present. This tunnel vision perception of life is not the case for Kānaka. On the 

contrary, the connectivity of time between our present selves and the realms of the past and 

future are conceptualized and metaphorically represented in the anatomy of our very bodies. The 

connectivity of time and space is celebrated within our piko.121 From an ‘ōiwi perspective, we 

acknowledge the existence of three navels. Piko poʻo, piko waena, and piko maʻi.122 Each of the 

 
121 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian –English, English-Hawaiian, 328: navel, navel string, 
umbilical cord. 
 
122 The three terms that are listed here are associated with different body parts and are metaphorically representative 
of our connection to time. Piko poʻo is in reference to the ‘soft spot’ of a child’s head and is asscociated with the 
past. Piko waena, the center piko, refers to the navel and is asscoiated with the present. Piko maʻi refers to the 
genital parts of an indivdual sand is associated with the future.  
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three piko are associated with time. Piko poʻo, connecting us to our ancestors and those who 

have come before—the past. Piko waena, connecting us to our mothers and those of our current 

lives—the present. Piko maʻi, connecting us to our children, grandchildren, and the family we 

have yet to create—the future. Combined, these three piko defy the barriers of a time and space 

continuum. Our bodies become a vessel linking our experiences to that of the past, present, and 

future. In this worldview, we are able to occupy space in multiple realms of time. 

Understanding the metaphor of piko, the very essence of our being as Kānaka ʻŌiwi is 

linked to the realms of time. Lilikalā Kameʻeleihiwa reflects upon this intimate relationship 

Kānaka understood and recognized between the past and future when revisiting the ʻōlelo 

noʻeau, I ka wā ma mua, i ka wā ma hope. The future is in the past. This proverb speaks to the 

influence the past has over dictating the condition of the future. Kameʻeleihiwa writes,  

It is as if the Hawaiian stands firmly in the present, with his back to the future and his 
eyes fixed upon the past, seeking historical answers for present-day dilemmas.123  
 

As is expressed by Kameʻeleihiwa and echoed by many other indigenous scholars, the past is the 

foundation that guides the quality of the future. How do we arrive at this sort of understanding 

and ground ourselves in a solid foundation of the past? How do we enact and tap into these 

spaces of time? The basis of this narrative argues that the answer lays in the telling of stories. 

Specific to Kānaka, it is the telling of moʻolelo ʻŌiwi, the telling of our native stories. Moʻolelo 

becomes a mechanism that sparks memories and the cognitive processing of knowledge, both in 

the telling of stories and in listening to them. Moʻolelo are digested and internalized in one’s 

naʻau,124 triggering various feelings and emotions. Processed within the naʻau, moʻolelo then 

 
 
123 Lilikalā Kameʻeleihiwa. Native Land and Foreign Desires: Pehea Lā E Pono Ai?, 22. 
124 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian –English, English-Hawaiian, 257: guts, mind, heart, 
affections, feelings, of the heart or mind.  
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becomes the mechanism that motivates and influences action, dictating where an individual may 

feel inspired to move forward, progress, and react. Therefore, the telling of moʻolelo enacts the 

past, invokes the present, and inspires the future.  

 

Being Kaona-conscious: Optics that Redefine Agency 

The conceptualization of moʻolelo plays an essential role in how a story and its lessons 

are understood and implemented. An added layer of conceptualization is accentuated by the lens 

in which the story is being told and/or seen. In his book No Mākou ka Mana, Kamanamaikalani 

Beamer uses the term ‘Ōiwi optics to articulate the native vantage point to understand and 

rationalize major events in Hawaiʻi’s history. Specifically, Beamer contends that the phrase 

‘Ōiwi optics can be used “as a means to reframe colonial discourse on the Hawaiian Kingdom 

while highlighting the ways that ʻŌiwi engaged foreigners and foreign concepts...”125 In the 

academic world, Hawaiian and Pacific historical accounts are one-sided versions that favor 

Eurocentric and colonial viewpoints. In Beamer’s work, ‘Ōiwi optics is applied to a period in 

history that issues forth a narrative that is reflective of the native agency aliʻi and Kānaka upheld 

and maintained within the Kingdom. The perspective that Beamer offers in his work creates a 

shift in the conceptualization of a time in Hawaiʻi’s history that others may have thought they 

had already understood. However, No Mākou ka Mana creates a space that redirects our lens, and 

therefore, our perception of history, when shifting optics. This interaction with history, 

repositions a source of light that for numerous years have favored the activities of missionaries 

and foreigners whose aim was to “write-out, and white-out,” native agency and pride into 

forgotten shadows of misinformed history. An ʻŌiwi optic highlights the resilience, brilliance, 

 
125 Kamanamaikalani Beamer. No Mākou ka Mana Liberating the Nation, 13. 
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and beauty of our ancestors’ intellect whose agency has secured hope for the future of the Lāhui. 

It has instilled pride within their descendants who recognize this version of the past.     

The significance of Beamer’s work demonstrates how the optics that are used to engage a 

story—both in its telling and receiving of them—influences the construction, understanding, and 

conceptualization of moʻolelo. The concept of ʻŌiwi optics is powerful and universal. Taking a 

stance and applying an optic that stems from an epistemology that is Hawaiian, challenges 

previous discourse where a focal point dismisses Hawaiian thought. In the same breath, it 

strengthens and empowers our own knowledge systems and agency as Kānaka.  

In addition to an ʻŌiwi optic, what further strengthens the conceptualization of moʻolelo 

is an individual’s ability to decode Hawaiʻi systems of thought within the stories. Noelani Arista 

discusses a similar method to engaging with history through use of kaona. Arista introduces 

kaona as a term that implies the multiple meanings of words or metaphoric meanings.126 

Moreover, she uses the concept of kaona and its multiplicity as a device for conceptualizing 

history, coining the term as kaona-conscious. Arista describes a kaona-conscious way of 

understanding historical accounts as, 

… a way that reflects Hawaiian systems of thought and connection and their tolerance 
and preference for multiplicity in the relation between not only words but also worlds. 
The necessity of unpacking the meaning of words and texts creates a ready mode of 
comparative engagement with the world, shaping relations between people and systems 
of thought.127   
 

Thoughtfully articulated, Arista describes a kaona-conscious method as a device for 

understanding history that forges a bridge between systems of thought. Kaona is a linguistic 

device that reflects the depth and artistic expression of our kūpuna. Language, a direct reflection 

 
126 Noelani Arista. “Navigating Uncharted Oceans of Meaning: Kaona as Historical and Interpretative Method” in 
PLMA Vol. 125, No. 3. (New York: Modern Language Association, 2010), 666. 
 
127 Ibid. 
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of culture, creates a glimpse into worlds through words. The multiplicity of meanings of words 

and its usage constructs the basis for an individual to begin to explore underlying lessons and 

reveal metaphors. Deconstructing moments in history—while being kaona-conscious—opens the 

fluidity of a space for intellectual thought to flow. We gain a fuller breadth of history as the 

multiple layers of reflection and reasoning are reconstructed.  

An ʻŌiwi optic and a kaona-conscious approach can be applied for conceptualizing 

moʻolelo surrounding ʻāina. When an ʻŌiwi optic is placed and situated in a discussion centered 

around the environment, the natural world and its resources can become realized as tangible 

extensions of Hawaiian akua and their elemental manifestations, termed kinolau. An ʻŌiwi optic 

creates the space that encourages our perception of the environment to shift and align with a 

native lens. Approaching this through a kaona-conscious manner creates the foundation where 

we can begin to analyze its significance. We makawalu and bring to surface layers of meaning 

that aligns with ancestral thought and understanding. Together, these devices, ʻŌiwi optics and 

kaona-consciousness, become literary tools that can be utilized to construct and conceptualize 

history. Applying these literary tools in the context of the conceptualization of moʻolelo will 

strengthen and celebrate the ancestral agency and ‘ike kūpuna instilled within the ‘āina itself.  

 

Moʻo ʻAuwai: The Fluidity of Moʻolelo  

 When we engage with history in a manner that is grounded in a Hawaiian epistemology, 

wielding the literary tools described by Beamer and Arista, we reawaken and strengthen a 

consciousness of who we are and the role we play in contributing to the continued legacy of the 

greater collective. When stories are passed down, they are retold and remembered. As Kānaka, 

the telling of moʻolelo ʻŌiwi enables us to tap into ancestral memories. With moʻolelo, we 
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glimpse into the lives and environment that our kūpuna engaged in. Through moʻolelo we are 

able to travel through way of our piko poʻo and gain a consciousness that remembers and 

celebrates past events and people. As we remember, we internalize lessons and feelings through 

way of our piko waena. The emotions we feel towards our past are stored and made sense of in 

our naʻau. Reflecting upon moʻolelo in order to conceptualize past events, we come to an 

understanding of kuleana. Feelings of responsibility are gained and understood when we become 

conscious of ourselves and the legacy we have come forth from. As we grasp hold of this 

kuleana, we, perhaps even unknowingly, begin to navigate our current lives to pave the way for 

those who are yet to come. We become leaders for our descendants who will enter into this world 

by means of the piko maʻi. This is the fluidity of moʻolelo. A catalyst for enacting movement 

that guides lessons throughout the generations. 

The generational transmission of oratory knowledge systems, such as moʻolelo, are 

highlighted here for their ability to be received and implemented into today’s practices as 

elements of culture that inform. We draw from this type of knowledge to enhance our own 

understanding of the environment. Through this interaction with storytelling, we gain a better 

interpretation of our role in becoming active agents in accessing a Kanaka consciousness.   In 

doing so, we celebrate aspects of our past, present, and future selves. The transmission of 

knowledge through moʻolelo brings to light a consciousness of origin, identity, and kuleana. 

Through these analytical lenses fixed on moʻolelo ʻŌiwi, we deconstruct history in order to 

reconstruct an understanding of a universe that is unique to the place and space we occupy as 

Kānaka ‘Ōiwi. By revisiting the treasured gems of moʻolelo, we explore the depths of ancestral 

knowledge embedded within the stories of our ancestors, reawakening a consciousness that 
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grounds us to a place and space that celebrates the essence of ourselves. This in its entirety is the 

power of moʻolelo ʻŌiwi.  

The beauty of moʻolelo ʻŌiwi is indeed in its telling. What is of further value of moʻolelo 

is in its living. As evident in the word itself, moʻolelo, is the term moʻo. Moʻo move and travel. 

The word moʻo is also descriptive of the narrow track between the irrigation streamlets of a loʻi. 

The fluidity of moʻolelo is similar to the track of ‘auwai, termed here as moʻo ʻauwai. Reflecting 

back on Nakuina’s account of the construction of ‘auwai, moʻo ʻauwai are structured by the 

forethought of envisioning where water aspires to flow. The craft of storytelling is similar in that 

the coded lessons within moʻolelo are meant to inspire the spaces yet to be fulfilled.  

Our stories and the gems ingrained within them are brought to life as they are told and 

remembered. When we access moʻolelo, we activate its life through our own lives. Moʻolelo 

ʻŌiwi become living stories. The humble nature of our kūpuna to recognize the vibrant life of 

moʻolelo as “aole i pau”128 broadens the understanding that moʻolelo are never completely 

finished. Rather, they continue to live through the means of its telling. This is reflective of a 

living culture, and thus, a living people. The construction of ‘auwai begins where it is 

presumably thought to end and is inconnected to the tactfulness of indigenous stories that are 

envisioned to circularly move in nature so there is no ending, just experience. The fluidity of 

storytelling in this way inspires a resurgence of ancestral memories to be brought to life. 

Applying these tactics of engaging with moʻolelo in the context of ʻāina, opens pathways for 

lessons to be remembered, reimagined, and re-experienced. 

 

 

 
128 “Aole i pau” translates to, “It is not finished.” It is a phrase commonly inserted at the end of old Hawaiian 
literature pieces and can be found throughout many Hawaiian Language newspaper articles concluding recounted 
stories.  



 

 69 

CHAPTER 3: MAKAWAI 
 
Adjusting Makawai: Metaphors and Science 

When water travels from the poʻowai into the ‘auwai it will eventually reach the awaiting 

loʻi kalo. The water enters the patch through way of the makawai. Maka, meaning eyes, can also 

be defined as a point or the beginning of something. In this case, the makawai are the “eyes” or 

points of intake and outtake for each patch. Typically, each loʻi has at least two makawai. One 

maka where the water from the ‘auwai enters the patch and other for when it exits to continue its 

course on to the next area needing nourishment. Part of the responsibilities and upkeep of a taro 

farmer is understanding when, and in what ways, to adjust the makawai of each patch. Adjusting 

makawai is a task essential for regulating the flow of water, the consistency of soil, and overall 

balance achieved within this ecosystem.  

In the context of engaging with moʻolelo to better understand the reflective elements of 

ʻŌiwi worldviews and environmental processes, the concept of makawai can be applied as a way 

for adjusting the two maka, or two lenses of which a story is viewed to then see the metaphors 

embedded within. Conveyed in our earlier discussion, a story can be transformed when 

remaining kaona-conscious and applying an ʻŌiwi optic to the literature. Additionally, and in 

particular to bringing to surface the double-faceted appearance of metaphoric moʻolelo to reveal 

the web of knowledge systems intertwined, the concept of makawai serve to remind us of the 

way we can adjust our perception and reorient ourselves to the two points of engaging with a 

story. In this way, the metaphors of worldview, science, and environmental lessons depicted 

within natural elements shine through. 

The correlation between science and indigenous storytelling is supported by the work of 

Native American scholar and author of Native Science: Natural Laws of Interdependence, 
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Gregory Cajete. The first chapter of his book entitled, “Telling a Special Story,” discusses the 

creative process of storytelling and helps the reader to realize that science is essentially a story. 

The story of science is weaved together to explain an understanding of the world and one’s 

connection to their environment and its processes. This sort of understanding grounds and 

strengthens an individual’s understanding of place and space. The way in which this story of 

science is framed depends on the voice and culture in which the story is brought forth from.  

Though articulated in differing ways, every culture has science. Cajete writes that, “The 

human mind as an extension of nature and as creator of story becomes the fertile ground where 

myth, science, and our human perception of reality meet.”129 In essence, this quote speaks to the 

interconnectedness of moʻolelo, science, and knowledge systems inlayed through experience. 

Hawaiian scholar, Mary Kawena Pukui similarly speaks to the creation of stories as a reflection 

of the knowledge her people of Kaʻū held and personified through experience. Pukui writes:             

One notable fact is that the “beliefs” of our people in Ka-‘u arise out of sensory-
emotional-mental experiences. They were conceptualized in terms of traditional heritage 
of interpretation and rationalization. But the commonly held foreign notion that these 
“beliefs” represent nothing more than an intellectual accumulation of traditional 
“superstitions” will be seen to be devoid truth…These examples in every instance 
illustrate the fact that the “belief” originates in some concrete and tangible complex or 
psychological sequence involving sensation – emotion – observation – interpretation – 
rationalization. In a word, these are not “beliefs” merely: they are records and 
interpretation of experiences.130 
 

Described here in this excerpt as “sensory-emotional-mental-experience,” what Pukui highlights 

and encapsulates in this phrasing is in short, the embodiment of stories as a reflection of life 

experience and how knowledge is gained. Being receptive to the experience we part-take in 

 
129 Gregory Cajete. “Telling a Special Story” in Native Science: Natural Laws of Interdependence. (Santa Fe, New 
Mexico: Clear Light Publishers, 2000), 13. 
 
130 Pukui, and Hardy. The Polynesian Family Systems in Kaʻū, Hawaiʻi. (Honolulu: Mutual Publishing, LLC., 1998), 
117. 
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through means of our whole being stimulates our interpretation and rationalization as participants 

of this universe. What we as humans experience and rationalize as processes of the natural world 

is translated metaphorically into stories. Moʻolelo in this sense, and in other forms such as 

chants, songs, genealogies, and performances, are metaphorically representative of natural 

cycles, ecology, and the interrelation of organisms to their environment. Appearing as myths and 

folklore, each moʻolelo is embedded with rich knowledge that when decoded through a kaona-

conscious approach, reveals a concrete stance of intellectual knowing.  

What Pukui also touches upon in this conversation is the way in which indigenous 

intellect is often devalued. Because of the creative approach of preserving knowledge systems 

through stories the lessons embedded within is screwed to represent nothing more than 

superstition and myth. However, when we reorient our positionality and apply new lens for 

engaging with stories, we are able to understand the truth of Cajete’s remark in that science 

really is at its core, a story of knowledge. The creative approach of encoding knowledge sets 

through metaphors inlayed within moʻolelo makes the learning of these information more 

engaging and prolongs the perseverance of scientific thought and its application as it relates to 

our personal existence within these spaces. 

The ideas that Cajete discusses in his first chapter emphasizes the significance of 

indigenous storytelling that reveals layers of indigenous thought. Cajete applies the same sort of 

ʻŌiwi optics Beamer introduces in his work to conceptualize myths and lore as science. The 

same realization can be achieved when analyzing moʻolelo Hawaiʻi. Decoding an understanding 

of akua and the moʻolelo surrounding them will reveal an in-depth understanding of how our 

kūpuna understood the natural world. Specifically speaking on the topic of Hawaiian deities, 

understanding akua can be seen and articulated in numerous ways. Akua can be seen as deified 



 

 72 

elements of the natural world. Perceived in this way, akua could also be thought of as the 

categorization of the natural world where each akua acts similar to a house of 

knowledge. Kinolau are then viewed as the sub categorizes and functions of the akua. Moʻolelo, 

oli, and other artful expressions are then metaphors of the processes in which the akua is 

attributed to. Understanding akua and kinolau in this way no longer separates science from 

culture but rather is reimagined as elements being one in the same.  

While Beamer’s work is written in the context of moʻolelo during the Hawaiian Kingdom 

and Cajete’s work speaks towards mythological stories, both literary pieces shine light onto the 

power of constructing and interpreting stories when an indigenous lens is applied in the process. 

Taking advantage of an ʻŌiwi optic, we are able to dive into the depth of stories and explore the 

layers that would otherwise be dismissed as irrelevant. An ʻŌiwi optic enables an individual to 

perceive accounts through a lens that celebrates native agency. Being kaona-conscious enables 

the multiplicity of meaning to be seen and hidden layers to become apparent so that a fuller grasp 

for the moʻolelo analyzed is realized. Concepts deriving from the scholarship produced by 

Beamer, Arista, and Cajete, each build off of one another and share equal value in understanding 

the ways in which stories are reflective of native agency. Analyzing the literary pieces these 

scholars offer, we realize how the optic that is used to engage in stories redefines agency, and 

thus, the conceptualization of moʻolelo. Applying this approach back to our loʻi kalo, we become 

aware of the explicit interactions occurring with this ecosystem and can reflect on ways to best 

react and contribute to this balance.  
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Papahānaumoku me Haumea: Soil and Fertilization 

 Applying the tactics previously discussed, let us now steer our attention to one moʻolelo 

and its application to loʻi practices. In earlier sections of this narrative, we were introduced to 

Papahānaumoku, Papa the one who births land. We explored the various stories and chants 

telling of her function. The creation of land as well as the land herself is noted as 

Papahānaumoku. In the case of farming kalo and creating loʻi, the earth we till and the soil we 

plant the kalo in is attributed to this deity. The knowledge of planting kalo and the exchange 

between Hāloa and Papahānaumoku can be explored in the storied chant, ‘O Wākea Noho Iā 

Papahānaumoku.131 This chant is a recollection of the union of Wākea and Papa and the entities 

their coupling has brought. In the first part of the chant, the composer provides the imagery of 

Hawaiʻi’s archipelago born into existence.  

ʻO Wākea noho iā Papahānaumoku 
Wākea resides with Papahānaumoku 
 
Hānau o Hawaiʻi, he moku  
Hawaiʻi is the first-born island child 
 
Hānau ‘o Maui, he moku    
Maui is born, an island child 
 
Hoʻi aʻe ʻo Wākea noho iā Hoʻohōkūkalani   
Diurnal space turns to nocturnal space, the Dome-of-Space intercourses with  
She-who-populates- the-night-sky  
 
Hānau ʻo Molokaʻi, he moku 
Molokaiʻi is the first to be born of the stars 
 
Hānau ʻo Lānaʻikaula, he moku 
Lānaʻikaula an island child is born  
 
Liliʻōpū pūnālua ʻo Papa iā Hoʻohōkūkalani  
Chaos abounds between earth and stars  
 
 

 
131 David Malo. Ka Moʻolelo Hawaiʻi: Hawaiian Antiquities. (Bishop Museum Press: Honolulu, 1951), 243.  
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Hoʻi hou ʻo Papa noho iā Wākea  
Papa reclaims Sky-father 
 
Hānau ʻo Oʻahu, he moku  
Oʻahu is born, an island 
 
Hānau ʻo Kauaʻi, he moku 
Kauaʻi is born, an island 
 
Hānau o Niʻihau, he moku  
Niʻihau is born, an island 
 
He ʻula aʻo Kahoʻolawe  
Kahoʻolawe is born, the royal one  
 

The second half of the chant tells the story of Wākea’s union to Hoʻohōkūkalani132 and the birth 

of the first kalo, Hāloa. This latter portion of the chant reads;  

Noho hou o Wākea iā Hoʻohōkūkalani  
Again, the cycles turn and Wākea intercourses with Heavenly spheres 
 
Ua hānau mai ka Wākea keiki mua He keiki alualu o Hāloanaka ka inoa  
Man is born from the union of sky and stars alas, the birth is premature. He is Hāloanaka, 
the quivering prayer, the Star child 
 
A make ua keiki alualu lā 
The first born is the sacrifice 
 
Kanu ʻia ihola ma waho o ke kala o ka hale i lalo i ka lepo 
Buried. Returned to the earth 
 
Ma hope iho ulu mai ua keiki lā, kalo nō  
From the place of internment, a child grew, it was kalo 
 
ʻO ka lau o ua kalo lā. Ua kapa ʻia ʻo Laukapalili 
The leaf of the kalo is named Laukapalili, the fluttering 
 
ʻO ka hā o ua kalo lā, ʻo hā loa 
The stem of the kalo is hā loa, long life 
 
Hānau mai he keiki hou 
A second child is born 
 

 
132 Hoʻohōkūkalani is the daughter of Wākea and Papahānaumoku. She is most notably referred to and known as 
“the maker of the stars.” 
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Kapa lākou i kona inoa ma ka hā o ua Kalo lā, ʻO Hāloa 
He is named for the life that came from that Kalo 
 
Nāna mai ko ke ao nei a pau, ʻO Hāloa hoi!  
His name is Hāloa, in memory of the first. From this progenitor is born the generations 
Long life indeed! 

 
This section of the chant tells the story of Hāloanaka-Laukapalili, a stillborn transformed and 

recognized as the first kalo. The second child born of Wākea’s union is born a healthy Kānaka 

and named Hāloa, in remembrance of the eldest child. This child is acknowledged as the first 

Kānaka to be born. The underline lesson we gain from this story is the acknowledgement of a 

shared genealogy between people and the environment. Specifically, Kānaka ʻŌiwi and Hāloa. 

When familial ties are drawn, the commitment to one another is bonded. 

The genealogical reference drawn from this story is, but one lesson embedded within its 

words. When analyzing the metaphors teased from this story we can interpret this moʻolelo even 

further. In this analysis, this discourse offers its readers to see the bare bones of this story as an 

engaging guide for recounting not the birth of the first kalo and man, but rather, the birth of taro 

farming itself that prescribes the harmonious relationship between the crop and farmer.  

The life cycle of Hāloa depicted in the chant dually represents the natural growth cycle of 

kalo, as well as the cycle for which farmers achieve yield and cultivate the crop. Kanu ʻia ihola 

ma waho o ke kala o ka hale i lalo i ka lepo. This line details that Hāloa is kanu ‘ia or buried into 

the soil. The imagery offered in the context of the chant at surface level paints a picture of the 

loss of a stillborn child who is buried into the earth. The same line placed in the context of taro 

farming now offers an imagery of the action of planting rather than a burial. This reimaging is 

further supported by the distinct word choice, kanu.133 A word used to describe both the act of 

 
133 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian –English, English-Hawaiian, 130: to plant, bury; planting, 
burial.  
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planting and burying. Through these lenses, the crop is planted into the earth. Kalo is returned to 

the womb of Papa, the fertile ground which enables the plant to flourish with life and grow anew. 

Papa who gives birth to islands is also the embodiment of earth that gives renewed life.  

Following this theme, the birth of the second child born a man can be interpreted as not 

just the people of Hawaiʻi, but more specifically, mahiʻai kalo, or taro farmers. Thus, the 

sustainment of hā loa, or the long breath of life, is achieved only through the reciprocity 

embodied between the crop and the caretaker. In this light, the birth and cycle of Hāloa depicted 

in this story can be interpreted as the birth of kalo farming. The continued undertaking of this 

practice has the ability to sustain the long breath of a nation. 

‘O Wākea Noho Iā Papahānaumoku and the analysis of Papa and Hāloa equips us with 

the understanding of how to farm kalo in fertile soil and care affectionately for the crop as one 

would family. In the same way that these metaphoric stories are exemplary of embedded 

knowledge systems and customary practices, what this narrative also seeks to encourage its 

readers to do, is to draw forth from our own experiences and reexamine existing practices to 

bring to light the ancestral intellect that has always been present but perhaps never realized.  

Drawing from my own, what Pukui had termed, “sensory-emotional-mental experience,” 

the connection between akua and kinolau when realized, empowered my own work on ʻāina and 

method for loʻi fertilization while working at Kānewai. An important aspect to growing kalo, and 

any plant for that matter, is the fertilization of soil. Every place and every person has their own 

preferred method for how and what they feed their soil. While some loʻi are busy producing kalo, 

other loʻi lay fallow. The process of fallowing soil is critical to the overall productivity of the 

patches. Allowing ample time for the loʻi to rest ensures that the minerals and nutrients in the 
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soil are able to replenish. During these fallow periods we can feed the loʻi with nitrogen-rich, 

organic matter that will help to increase soil fertility.  

True to the resourcefulness nature of Kānaka and “no-waste” mentality, the tactic 

maintained at Kānewai when it comes to fertilizing loʻi is to use an assortment of leaves that can 

be found scattered throughout the area. Kou, milo, kukui, and mango... lots of mango! This 

assortment of nutrient packed leaves is always readily available and therefore the easiest organic 

input that can be added into the loʻi to enhance the soil composition. Though these plants were 

the easiest to obtain, one plant in particular received a little extra intent in its use. Hau.  

Hau, also known as Hibiscus tiliaceus, is a common lowland tree/bush found plentiful 

throughout the islands. Hau can be found growing within the general area of Kānewai, however, 

in comparison to the other plants, the hau bush is the furthest and requires a bit more of an effort 

to get to. When loʻi lay fallow and it is time to fertilize the patch, the limahana of Kānewai make 

the effort to take the long stroll where hau is plentiful. Filling up as many bags as our hands can 

carry, we make the trip back with bags of hau ready to scatter throughout each of the fallow loʻi. 

Other than the fact that kūpuna said hau was good, there was no rhyme or reason for making the 

extra effort (or so I thought) to specifically gather hau leaves for fertilizing the loʻi’s soil. 

Considering the fact that there were so many other nitrogen-rich leaves readily available and 

easily obtainable that would achieve the same outcome, placed even more emphasis on the 

notion, “But why? What’s so special about hau?” Though naturally, we would never outright 

question the task trying to seek reason for the work. As kūpuna would say, “nānā ka maka, 

hoʻolohe ka pepeiao, paʻa ka waha, a hana ka lima.” Observe with the eyes, listen with the ears, 

shut the mouth, and work with the hands. Thus, one learns.134 So, we did exactly that. Never 

 
134 Pukui. ʻŌlelo Noʻeau: Hawaiian Proverbs and Poetical Sayings. (Honolulu: Bishop Museum Press, 1983), 248: 
ʻŌlelo Noʻeau (ʻŌN) #2268. 
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questioned. Observed and worked. Though we never questioned, I did begin to wonder, “What is 

the significance between hau and loʻi? Is it the scientific properties that make it significant? 

Does a cultural one exists?” While processing these probing questions to myself, the connection 

between kinolau, akua, and ʻāina revealed themselves to me when reflecting on moʻolelo 

concerning Haumea and my experience working with hau.  

Hau is one of the many kinolau of Haumea, a famed goddess attributed to fertility and 

childbirth.135 There are many notable sagas in which this akua appears. One in particular 

published in the Hawaiian Language Newspaper, Ka Naʻi Aupuni, titled, “Ka Moolelo Hawaii 

Kahiko: Ka Moolelo o ko Wakea ma Noho ana ma Kalihi—Ka Loaa ana o ke Akua Ulu o 

Kameha’ikana,”136 describes an account where Haumea uses her knowledge and power to safely 

deliver the child of Mūleiʻula, the daughter of Oʻahu’s chiefly ruler, ʻOlopana. The instance of 

which this event occurs is but one portion of a longer story that details the political quarrel 

between Wākea and Kumuhonua.  

When Mūleiʻula experiences birth complications, Haumea agrees to help ease the 

delivery to ensure the safety of both newborn and mother. In order to complete this feat, she 

utilizes a plant named, Kalauokekahuli as well as its flowers, whom she refers to by the names, 

Kanikawī and Kanikawā.137 Though no such plant is presently identified by those names, one 

interpretation suggests a reference to hau. In an analysis on Hawaiian birthing practices, Pua 

Pinto thoroughly examines literature references concerning the named plants and flowers 

identified by Haumea in efforts to make apparent the cultural and medical significance these 

 
135 Lilikalā Kameʻeleihwa. Nā Wāhine Kapu: Divine Hawaiian Women. (Honolulu: ʻAi Pōhaku Press, 1999), 4. 
  
136 Joseph Mokuʻōhai Poepoe. “Ka Moolelo Hawaii Kahiko: Ka Moolelo o ko Wakea ma Noho ana ma Kalihi—Ka 
Loaa ana o ke Akua Ulu o Kameha’ikana” in Ka Naʻi Aupuni. Vol. 1, Number 150. 21 May 1906.  
 
137 Ibid. 
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medicinal plants lend towards Hawaiian child birthing practices.138 In her work, Pinto recounts 

the story of Haumea and Mūleiʻula and highlights the introduction of this mysterious plant, 

Kalauokekahuli. Offering one interpretation, Pinto writes that,  

Within Gutmanis book, “Kāhuna Lāʻau Lapaʻau The Secrets and Practice of Hawaiian 
Herbal Medicine,” Kalauokekahuli is translated as “the leaves that turns.” This 
translation can be understood in a literal way because some plant varieties, like hau, are 
variegated causing them to look like “leaves that turn” color.  
 

This interpretation points to the parallels that can be drawn between the literal translation of 

Kalauokekahuli, the “leaves that turn,” and the botanical characteristics of hau as a plant species 

that physically turns colors. 

 Returning to the story of Haumea and Mūleiʻula, Haumea utilizes Kalauokekahuli, 

presumed in this narrative to be hau, and the flowers, Kanikawī and Kanikawā, to create a 

medicine that she later instructs Mūleiʻula to ingest. Upon doing so, Mūleiʻula who has since 

been nearing a fatal end, is relieved of pain and survives with the miraculous birth of her 

newborn child. What is highlighted in this discussion is Haumea’s role in childbirth and her 

ability to hānau keiki. The imagery rendered in this story’s event, paints a picture of Haumea 

utilizing the consumption of particular lāʻau to induce childbirth. The same story placed in the 

context of environmental phenomena focused on other kinolau of Haumea renders a new 

imagery that highlights her function in the larger ecosystem of earthly cycles.   

Through these layered lens we begin to see the story of Haumea personified in the 

fertilziation of soil. In the specific loʻi traditions performed at Kānewai, hau is used to help 

fertilize lepo,139 giving the ʻāina the needed nourishment to host and seed kalo. Hau is placed 

 
138 Pua ‘O Eleili Kelsi Pinto. Pua Kanikawī Kanikawā: The Intimacy of Hawaiian Childbirth. (New Jersey: 
ProQuest, 2019).  
 
139 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian –English, English-Hawaiian, 204: dirt, earth, ground, soil. 
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into the loʻi during fallow periods. Periods of low productivity. When hau is inputted into the 

loʻi’s soil we enact the function of Haumea as an extension of the akua of fertility. Breaking this 

process down and combining it with Haumea’s role as an akua, hau enters the loʻi just as stories 

tell of Haumea introducing her lāʻau into the body of the female. Through this process huli is 

planted and life is given to kalo, similar to the outcome of Haumea enticing childbirth for 

women.  

In this example, hau and its relationship to Haumea is recognized to serve the purpose of 

making the ʻāina productive to grow kalo. The interconnectedness between kinolau and akua 

mirrored in our engagement with the ʻāina can be utilized as methods to land stewardship 

practices. In this specific case, we learn of Haumea’s function as one who makes things fertile. 

We can mimic this behavior in use of her kinolau and apply it to practices concerning soil 

fertility. In this way we acknowledge our akua as embodied knowledge systems connecting the 

ancestral intellect inlayed within moʻolelo to enhance our environmental competency of our 

surroundings and empower our physical engagement with the environment.  

 

Kānehoalani me Kāneikawaiola: Heat and Freshwater 

From the haziness of night, the colors of the sky slowly begin to shift from hues of 

darkness to subtle strokes of reds, yellows, oranges, and pinks. The transition of time ebb in and 

out as if breathing whispers of acknowledgement to those whose attention is held. At first, slow, 

flickering even, and then in the very next second, darkness is engulfed by the vibrancy of light. 

The sky is painted with the welcome of warm colors. The transition is equally felt in the air as 

the atmosphere shifts ever so slightly, warming the body. Kānehoalani has arrived.  
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E Kanehoalani,140        Kānehoalani, 
E Kanehoalani e!        Hey Kānehoalani! 
Aloha kaua!         Greetings to us! 
Kau ka hoku hookahi, hele i ke ala loa   Relying upon the star we traveled the long trail 
Aloha kama kuku kapa a ka wahine       Greetings to the child of the kapa beating woman 
He wahine lohiau, nana i ka manakani   An inactive woman, observing the wind 
He makani lohiau, haupu mai oloko      An inert wind, smouldering within 

 
Recognizing the kinship between one another, a voice of familial greeting is offered. Like 

standing out front in Tūtū’s yard calling out, “hui aloha! It’s me Tūtū!,” knowing soon enough 

her head will peak out from the kitchen window followed by a timeless smile, she will make her 

way to the front door welcoming the company of family. The same sentiment is imbued when we 

raise our voices in chant calling out affectionally the names of ancestral elements. Our voices 

rise and fall with every breath knowing that the names drawn from our lips will ride waves of 

intonated vibrations acknowledging the presence of kūpuna… E Kānehoalani ē, aloha kāua! 

Hōʻā: to set on fire, burn, ignite.141  
Lani: referring to the sky, the heavens.142 

 
Depicted in the imagery of his name, and more so, in the reactive sensations our bodies 

experience when in his presence, at the most basics of levels, Kānehoalani can be understood as 

the sun—Kāne who sets the heavens ablaze. Traveling a path stretched across the earth’s sky, the 

arrival of this celestial ancestor imparts to us, and other life forms, essential energies needed for 

life survival.  

 Kānehoalani is both the sun itself and the regenerative energy that comes forth. The term, 

regenerative, is used to emphasize the continuity of the sun’s power. The continuity of life itself. 

 
140 Pualani Kanahele Kanakaʻole. Ka Honua Ola: ʻEliʻeli Kau Mai. (Honolulu: Kamehameha Publishing, 2011), 24. 
These lines are part of a larger chant telling of the migration story of Pele and her family.  
 
141 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian –English, English-Hawaiian, 73. 
 
142 Ibid., 193. 
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It is an energy source that never ceases to stop burning, generating energy for the world in a 

perpetual cycle. And though the sun sits suspended in the stratospheres of the universe galaxies 

away, I am able to sit here feeling the gentle, and at times, intense warmth this celestial being 

provides.  

The story of the sun is one of immense travels. This flow of energy journeys to Earth via 

light waves. The sun’s rays acting as a pathway for the flow of ancestral energy to combine with 

ours here on Earth. I use the word ancestral, acknowledging the familial connection we Kānaka 

have to natural phenomenon and elements such as Kānehoalani, but the distinct use of the word 

is also intended to highlight the life existence of this particular element. What I mean by this is 

that when we see the sun rise and feel its warmth, typically we think of it as something that has 

come to be in that very moment. It is said that it takes sunlight approximately eight minutes and 

twenty seconds to travel to Earth.143 Eight minutes and twenty seconds to travel the whole length 

of the universe! Fixated on this, it is easy to feed the perception that the sunlight we feel is a 

result of energy that was created in the very instant of having seen the sun rise and its rays 

stretched. The reality of it, however, is that the genealogy of sunlight travels a much more 

rigorous journey. 

 Though it may be that within a matter of minutes sunlight is able to travel from the sun to 

Earth, this approximation does not account for the time it takes light to travel from inside the 

sun’s core to its outer atmosphere, setting itself on route for the eight minute and twenty second 

journey to Earth. From the moment the energy of light is created, it takes hundreds of thousands, 

 
143 Fraser Cain. “How Long Does Sunlight Take to Reach Earth?” (Universe Today, October 16, 2016). 
https://www.universetoday.com/15021/how-long-does-it-take-sunlight-to-reach-the-earth/. 
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some millions of years for it to slowly move out from the sun’s core.144 There is a lengthy 

chemical explanation for this process but what I wish to shine light on is the realization of time 

in relation to all these celestial happenings, and the validation it solidifies in our cultural 

understanding of ancestors. With this new sense of time put into perspective, it can be 

understood that the light that we feel absorbed into our skin has been in existence some 

hundreds-millions years prior to us even feeling its touch or seeing its presence. So, when the 

statement is made that we Kānaka are fed by ancestral light, or are enlightened by ancestral 

energies, there is truth to these statements that go beyond metaphoric meaning. As much as 

Kānehoalani gives to us the cultural nourishment we need, in a very literal way, it is this 

ancestral energy that enlightens, feeds, and nourishes. 

Heat, science describes is the flow of energy from a warmer object to a cooler object. We 

see the tangible flicker of its breath when staring at the flares of a campfire. We recognize its 

results when the heat of the fire exerts energy to melt and transform the once pale marshmallow 

hanging from the end of a stick, into a golden, sugary-sweet, sticky confection destined for the 

perfect s’more. In this context, we see, feel, and even taste the energies that is heat. It is a flow of 

generated power we easily recognize. The heat Kānehoalani offers is a different kind of heat, 

perhaps not one so easily tangible, and yet, strip it down enough, and the basis of it is quite 

similar.  

The solar heat that is produced from the sun creates the energy needed to feed life. Even 

as kids we recognize this truth in plants. Good sunlight, nice soil, access to water, along with 

some kind words and happy thoughts are all a plant needs to grow and remain nourished. Soil 

provides the nutrients necessary for plants and water helps to transport it. Sunlight on the other 

 
144 Karl Kruszelnicki. “Sun Makes Slow Light.” (ABC Science, April 24, 2012). 
https://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2012/04/24/3483573.htm 
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hand, triggers a process called photosynthesis. This phenomenon is understood as, “the complex 

process by which carbon dioxide, water, and certain inorganic salts are converted into 

carbohydrates by green plants, algae, and certain bacteria, using energy from the sun and 

chlorophyll.”145 To summarize, sunlight is a critical aspect for enabling plants to make food. 

Heat from the sun complimented with carbon dioxide and water creates sugar for plants to 

consume and use as energy. Sort of like how the heat of the campfire transformed the 

composition of our sugary marshmallow, Kānehoalani can be thought of as both the energy and 

the transfer of energy that in itself is transformative.  

With these refined lenses, we are able to view Kānehoalani as the energy that invokes 

photosynthesis to occur within plants and in particular to this narrative, within kalo. Though out 

of the scope of this research, another kinolau of Kāne applicable to this conversation is 

Kāneikekalo—Kāne in the taro.146 Further investigation of this elemental akua is needed. The 

extent of this narrative has brought me empty-handed in literature that would help to better 

contextualize the function of this akua, however, in respect to this conversation I would like to 

mention Kāneikekalo here to begin a dialogue concerning this akua and will aim to revisit more 

inquiry at a later time. Initial speculation of the akua has led me to think that one possible role of 

Kāneikekalo is perhaps an indicator of photosystems that enable photosynthesis to occur within 

kalo. The Kāne element within kalo, as depicted in this akua’s name, is imagined here as the 

chemical energization endued by sunlight that invigorates kalo and other plant species to grow. 

There is no literature supporting the truth of this statement however I would like to leave this 

here as something to consider and perhaps return to in the future. 

 
145 Definition obtained online from https://www.dictionary.com/browse/photosynthesis. 
 
146 Rubellite Kawena Kinney Johnson. The Kumulipo Mind: A Global Heritage In the Polynesian Creation Myth. 
(Manuscript: Honolulu, 2000), 77. 
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 Plant’s ability to photosynthesize has a direct impact on human life. Oxygen is created as 

a byproduct of photosynthesis. We humans, breathe in oxygen and in return exhale carbon 

dioxide for plants to take in. This exchange, and more so, the dependency that binds our lives to 

plants and vice versa, occurs without us even having to make the slightest effort to. So long as 

we draw breath, a system of pono147 is achieved when energy is exchanged. Breaking it down in 

this way, Kānehoalani as heat becomes a catalyst for reciprocation to occur. This kūpuna powers 

our universe, feeds life, and sees to it that the intimacy of Kānaka and ʻāina is further 

strengthened by our shared breath. 

Kānehoalani is just one of innumerous elements associated with the akua, Kāne. Another 

facet of this akua is Kāneikawaiola—Kāne of the lifegiving waters. Cascading down vast 

mountain ranges, drifting steadily in the contours of valleys, and bubbling beneath the surface, 

Kāneikawaiola is freshwater. The relation between these elements, heat and water, at first may 

not be so apparent, but if you ever took a dip in a nice cool stream and then had to air dry 

because you forgot your towel, or if you ever sat long enough to watch the flow of a stream 

splash the exposed surface of a rock and then moments later noticed how the dark areas of the 

wet surface slowly lightened, the pilina148 between the two elements were occurring in that very 

moment. This here is the phenomenon of evaporation, and more broadly speaking, the water 

cycle.  

Kāneikawai149 is freshwater, and its existence is linked to Kānehoalani. Though the sun 

and water may seem like elements worlds apart, it is the interconnectedness of their worlds that 

 
147 Pukui and Elbert, Hawaiian Dictionary: Hawaiian –English, English-Hawaiian, 340: righteous, proper, 
goodness, beneficial, moral. The term in this case emphasizes the idea of balance. When balance is achieved 
righteousness follows.  
 
148 Ibid., 330: association, relationship, connection. 
 
149 Kāneikawai is used as a shortened name of Kāneikawaiola. Both names refer to freshwater. 
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constitutes for the existence of ours. The sun not only produces the energy needed for plants, 

humans, and other organisms, the sun is the energy source that drives the water cycle into 

motion. Specifically, the heat from the sun evaporates water on Earth. The water having been 

evaporated is transformed from liquid to water vapor and ascends into the sky. The gathering of 

water vapor will collect and form clouds. Eventually, these clouds will release its weight causing 

it to rain. The rain will fall upon the Earth and once again join cascading waterfalls, contribute to 

the vast bodies of streams, recharge groundwater, and refill aquifers. Again, and again, 

freshwater is pulled up into the heavens and released into a descent towards ʻāina. The two 

elements, heat and water, are bounded together in this sacred dance.   

Examining the two deities separately we are able to discern important lessons about their 

function. Kānehoalani, is a kūpuna recognized as the sun, sunlight, heat, and the solar energy 

exerted from this celestial ancestor. Kānehoalani’s existence is critical to life. He feeds, 

transforms, and enacts reciprocity and balance. Kāneikawaiola is identified as freshwater—

another element crucial to life. True to her name, this kūpuna inspires life in the form of water. 

Transporting nutrients to living organisms and creating fertile land in her constant flow, 

“Kāneikawaiola adds longevity and quality to life.”150 Individually, Kānehoalani as heat creates 

life. Kāneikawaiola as water sustains it. Heat powers the breath of life, while water sustains the 

breath. The common theme that is found intersecting the two, is the influence these elements 

bestow upon life and the cyclic nature of their continuity. The lives of these ancestral elements 

are interwoven into one another becoming a life-giving, life-sustaining source of power.  

 The biggest lesson to take away from this discussion is that life, a sacred thing, is enabled 

by Kānehoalani and Kāneikawaiola. Even as I sit here with the gentle touch of the sun’s warmth 

 
150 Pualani Kanahele Kanakaʻole. Ka Honua Ola: ʻEliʻeli Kau Mai. (Honolulu: Kamehameha Publishing, 2011), 98. 
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around my body and the scattered clouds slowly drifting up above towards the mountains 

standing behind, I am being fed by their energies and watch how they continue to feed and 

inspire other life forms. These kūpuna move in a perpetual cycle ensuring the survival and 

prosperity of life. The more I tune into the ever-subtle tendencies of nature, the more I begin to 

grasp the ritual that is their lives. The word ritual is usually associated with religion or ceremony 

of something sacred. In a more general sense, a ritual is something that is occurs habitually. The 

relations between Kānehoalani and Kāneikawaiola as individual energies and as elements of 

shared purpose, is in itself a ritual consecrating that which is most sacred—life. Like clockwork, 

these kūpuna rise and fall, ascend and descend. The two, keeping in rhythm with their 

movements the balance of life. As products of this Earth, beings of heat and water, we are 

products of their magic and must begin to navigate and find place in this ceremony called life.  
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CHAPTER 4: HOʻIWAI 

Mālama ʻĀina: The Returning 

 The final segment, and significantly an important part of the loʻi is the hoʻiwai. The word 

hoʻi means to return. Hoʻiwai, the place where the water that has traveled the entire body of the 

loʻi gathers, is jetted on a course to return back to the source of whence it came from. Now that 

we have nearly reached the end of this narrative, the last learning lesson we part with is the 

embodiment of the hoʻi and its cyclic nature of returning to the source time and time again as it 

passes through new loʻi before embarking on to its own endeavors.  

 Water flows through the extent of a farmer’s loʻi and as it exists the last patch, water is 

directed to the hoʻiwai to return to the larger body of water it originated from. This final part of 

the system, the hoʻiwai, is viewed as a mechanism for returning. Arguably, a reoccurring theme 

inlayed throughout each segment of this narrative is the act of returning. The poʻowai, a return to 

the rich reservoir of ancestral wisdom. The ‘auwai, the process of “reaching back” and returning 

to insights of storytelling. The makawai, a return to indigenous lenses to see the world through 

refined perspectives. In the loʻi, and true to its results here, each segment has cumulated its 

natural flow to create the space for the gathering of water destined for its return to its source.    

The loʻi we have built here in thought encourages a sense of returning. Though what is 

often overlooked is that the act of returning is two-fold. To return to something also implies the 

departure from something. The hoʻiwai we have constructed in this narrative calls for the return 

to ‘Ōiwi sensibilities as an approach to mālama ʻāina in a way that maximizes the potentiality of 

our spaces that is culturally grounded. As we return to inherent knowledge systems derived from 

our ‘Ōiwi selves, we depart from practices absent of the breath deserved of our natural 

environment. We depart from practices distant and lacking of our ‘Ōiwi identities.  
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The entirety of this narrative has sought to understand the ecology of loʻi through an 

ʻŌiwi understanding of our relationality to the environment. Ecology at its core is the 

understanding of the web of relations that exists amongst organisms, between one another, and 

collectively, between the whole of species and their physical surroundings. The study of loʻi in 

this way highlighted aspects of ʻŌiwi thought present in the ecology of loʻi kalo that can be 

reimagined and realized in our own engagement with the environment and consciousness as 

participants within this larger ecosystem.  

The symbol of loʻi serves as a microcosm of the regenerative abundance that can be 

created in our world. The ecology of loʻi we have analyzed offers a narrative of how we can 

orient ourselves to the intimacy of place and kuleana while in it. The loʻi we have built together 

in thought encourages stewards to luʻu i ka hana, dive into work, that in doing so, the depth of 

inherent knowledge systems and identity elevates the holism of our relationality to the natural 

environment. The work of a kalo farmer is never finished. There is always work to be done, loʻi 

that needs tending to, water that needs adjusting, and kalo awaiting love. Similarly, this work 

here is continuous. A narrative meant to live as kalo does. To be planted in application and 

nurtured in practice. Time and time again… 

 

Make Loʻi: Concluding Lessons 

1. Check da Poʻowai 

Tap into the reservoir of ancestral wisdom through your whole being and allow the flow 
of ancestral intellect to flow through that of our own. 
 

2. Make ʻAuwai 

Utilize the art of storytelling to delve into the lessons and insight preserved for us and 
perhaps construct some moʻolelo yourself. 
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3. Adjust the Makawai 

View the world through layered lenses for an enriched sense of understanding and an 
enlightened sense of knowing. 
 

4. Hoʻi 

Return to the work and make loʻi. 
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