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Abstract 
 

This master’s thesis explores the troubling concept of being “Hawaiian enough” within 

the contemporary Native Hawaiian1 community as a pervasive form of Native Hawaiian 

Lateral Violence that negatively impacts contemporary Hawaiian language acquisition by 

Kānaka Maoli. “Hawaiian enough” refers to the set of stereotypical, legal and social expectations 

placed upon Native Hawaiian people that are primarily foreign in origin and function in a way 

that attempts to undermine and invalidate Native Hawaiian people and their claim to their ʻŌiwi 

identities. Using a mix of ethnographic and autoethnographic methods to understand this 

particular type of social violence, this thesis examines how the internal and external perception 

of “not being Hawaiian enough” negatively affects Hawaiian Language learning and 

engagement, community relationships, cultural self-efficacy, and the worth and worthiness of 

many Hawaiians today.  

This thesis features primary data collected from 50 Native Hawaiian community 

members gathered through a series of Hawaiian Language Acquisition and Engagement 

surveys that detailed personal experiences with learning, attempting to learn, or avoiding 

altogether, Hawaiian language and its related acquisition opportunities as well as their reasons 

and perspectives while doing so. Survey responses were analyzed for expressions of shame and 

shaming, peer judgement, defensive failure, the Hawaiian Language Hierarchy, and the fear or 

avoidance of speaking Hawaiian, especially with peers, each rooted in some way in Native 

Hawaiian Lateral Violence.  

Three social phenomena unique to the Native Hawaiian community that are significant 

contributing factors to Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence will also be introduced, those being 

Reactive Skepticism, Aloha Fatigue, and Triggering Whiteness. By documenting the 
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psychosocial challenges to Hawaiian language reclamation experienced by Kānaka today, a 

currently under-researched topic in academic literature, this project hopes to serve as a catalyst 

for future investigations into this community issue so that Hawaiian language acquisition might 

be more accessible and equitable for all Kānaka ʻŌiwi. 
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Introduction: ʻEia Ka Piko Nei 
 
Hidden Shame and The Duality of Knowing and Not Knowing 
 

I was born in the summer of 1995 two years after the famous mass protests of 19932 that 

marked the 100-year anniversary of the illegal overthrow of the Kingdom of Hawaiʻi.3 That same 

year the United States Congress would come to pass its 1993 “Apology Resolution,”4 a joint 

resolution that acknowledged, for the first time ever, the illegality of our Nation’s overthrow as 

well as the United States’ critical involvement in the coup. And while this was a time of great 

change and upheaval for my people, I grew up largely unaware of this.  

I grew up as one of the youngest in a large Hawaiian-Portuguese family in Kailua, Oʻahu, 

growing up typical to most Hawaiian children during that time. This meant that, like most of my 

Hawaiian cousins and friends, I had been raised to be incredibly proud of being Hawaiian, aware 

of and involved in my culture by virtue of my upbringing, but still incredibly ignorant of many 

aspects of that culture and history at the same time. This duality of knowing and not knowing 

colored most of my life growing up, a mix of lived experiences and a proverbial “ancient 

Hawaiian past” that seemed too vague and too distant to ever really understand.  

This duality meant that I was raised doing a lot of Hawaiian things. I grew up dancing 

hula, eating Hawaiian food, cleaning hala (pandanus leaves) for weaving, bundling feathers for 

‘ahuʻula (feather cloak) making, grew up with my Hawaiian grandparents, doing yard work, 

attending Aliʻi Sundays,5 and singing old Hawaiian songs. It also meant that I grew up not 

understanding most of the Hawaiian words that I found myself dancing to. It meant that I could 

eat my weight in poi but did not know how to pound it, that I knew how to clean hala but could 

not name the different parts of the tree, and that I grew up bundling feathers for ʻahuʻula that had 

been worn by Kings and Queens that I could not even list by memory. It also meant that I grew 
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up with my Hawaiian grandparents but could not explain why they were born in the Territory of 

Hawaiʻi,6 or what that was, or even how that was different. And so I grew up, working, singing, 

chanting, praying, all in a language that I did not know.  

As a child living in a Hawaiian household, not speaking Hawaiian was the norm, as while 

most people in Hawaiʻi did understand or use some Hawaiian words here and there, most people 

that I knew, excluding my grandparents, did not speak Hawaiian. It was the difference between 

knowing that “E pule kākou” (Let us pray) meant for us to pray and actually understanding what 

the words of the prayer meant. It was the difference between wishing someone “Aloha” and 

actually being able to carry on a conversation with them in Hawaiian.  

Still, I was incredibly fascinated by our language and culture growing up, infatuated with 

stories of ancient chiefs, supernatural deities, and ancestral wisdom. Hawaiian language was both 

familiar and foreign to me, both known and unknown, easily observable but never accessible, 

always around me but never really in reach. I would spend hours listening to old Hawaiian songs 

with my grandparents, fantasizing about what the pretty words meant, calling up images to mind 

of a place unknown yet half remembered.  

As I got older, my feelings of wistfulness to know Hawaiian became much more than a 

passing, frustrating barrier but a source of real shame and embarrassment for me, both in how I 

identified as being Hawaiian and how I felt about my “right” to do so. To be clear, growing up in 

a Hawaiian family, the question of being Hawaiian, if there even was one, was simply 

nonexistent. It was the reality of my surroundings, the sum of my grandparents, the language of 

my family life, and the root of my culture. However, it was still hard not being able to do 

something that most Hawaiians, deep down, felt made you a real Hawaiian, even if they would 

never say it out loud. 



 

 
12 

 

This unease with my lack of language ability was further compounded by the fact that I, 

by virtue of my mixed-heritage, was considerably lighter-skinned than the rest of my family; a 

fact that I would learn, for many, disqualified me from my Hawaiianness, or at least the ability to 

claim that Hawaiianness freely. The first time I became aware of the fact that my skin color was 

a problem I was eight and had attempted to join in on an after-match volleyball game at one of 

the many community tournaments I participated in as a child.  

After a long day of games, myself along with dozens of girls from all over the East Side 

of Oʻahu milled around the empty courts as we waited for either a parent to pick us up or a 

sibling to finish playing in their own games. Bored and restless the suggestion of an impromptu 

match was proposed, a spare ball quickly found, and teams were quickly formed.  

A pretty, dark skinned Hawaiian girl a few years older than me called out loudly, “Let’s 

play haoles7 versus Hawaiians! Haoles versus Hawaiians!” Without any hesitation everyone 

agreed, dividing themselves up easily, myself rushing to the Hawaiian side of the court, already 

planning line formations and passing strategies in my head. Before I could introduce myself or 

say anything, however, I was shoved hard against the net, back towards the other side, the Haole 

Side, of the court where I had just come from. That same pretty, dark-skinned girl who had 

suggested splitting the teams was now barring my way. I tried to smile at her but quickly stopped 

when I realized she was not smiling back.  

“You can’t play on this side! You’re not Hawaiian, you’re a haole!” she accused, the 

other girls surrounding her staring at me blankly while a couple others seemed to agree.  

“No, I’m a Hawaiian.” I said confused and more than a little hurt when she said again, 

this time more forcefully: “No, you aren’t! You’re white! You look just like a haole!” 
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In all honestly this was news to me. Up until then my mother’s favorite childhood 

memory of mine to recount was my penchant as a small child to profess “I full Hawaiian!” to 

anyone who’d listen as I was extremely proud to be Kanaka and had no concept of someone 

being ‘more’ or ‘less’ of something that they already were. According to my mother I had only 

ever figured out that this was not, in all actuality, the case after proclaiming this belief in front of 

my very Portuguese, and also very proud, Vovó 8 who was so shocked she was rendered 

speechless, a story my mother can’t recall without laughing. 

 “No, I’m Hawaiian!” I insisted, hurt and getting more and more embarrassed as I looked 

around the rest of the court and saw similar expressions of disbelief and dislike reflected there. 

I do not think words can properly describe how I felt in that moment. Like your whole 

world is turned upside down and your entire existence is called into question. A visceral feeling 

of shame and dismay washed over me, a mix of hot and cold that made me both nauseous and 

dizzy as a dawning sense of horror overtook me. Maybe, just maybe, she had let me in on a 

terrible secret that, while I had never known it before, was painfully obvious to the rest of the 

world around me. 

 

How Much, How Little 
 
 Challenges to who I was became a common occurrence as I grew older and learned that 

many people did agree with the older girl’s sentiments. Skin color and looks, it would seem, 

became the predominate requirement to being seen as Hawaiian. Almost anyone who was the 

right shade of brown could easily claim to be Hawaiian with little question while any amount of 

whiteness, my whiteness, was immediately subject to suspicion. Whenever I did say I was 

Hawaiian it would almost always be followed up with the infamous question of: “Well, how 
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much Hawaiian are you then?” This is a question that so many of us Hawaiians know all too 

well, a question that seeks to challenge and to remind, that regardless of whatever blood you 

actually do possess you still, definitely, are not a ‘pure’ Hawaiian. The fact that I also went to a 

private school, that my mother was a doctor, that I did not speak Pidgin,9 that I grew up in 

Kailua, that I did not get into Kamehameha Schools, were all other commonly cited reasons as to 

why I still “did not know” what it was like to be a “real Hawaiian” regardless of my blood and 

upbringing. “Hawaiian,” for my peers at least, seemed to only ever translate into being brown, 

poor, and struggling while anything else was considered to be haole, fraudulent, and un-

Hawaiian.  

Over time, not being able to speak Hawaiian became only further proof of my 

shortcomings as a Kanaka, another disqualifying factor that put more space and self-doubt 

between me and my ʻŌiwi identity. And while I was still incredibly proud to be Hawaiian, a new 

type of grief and frustration now surrounded it.  

I remember on several occasions through a downpour of angry tears accusing my mother: 

“This is your fault! If only you had married someone darker! If only you had sent me to 

immersion!10 If only I knew how to ʻōlelo!11 If only I knew, I could show them!”  

If only, if only, if only. 
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Chapter 1: On “Hawaiianness” and Being Hawaiian Enough 
 
Aloha isn’t Free 
 

With multi-million-dollar advertisement campaigns12 selling images of Hawaiian sunsets, 

beaches, and people, to commercialized hula,13 make-believe tiki culture14 and even bastardized 

luau events,15 it may seem that almost anyone, regardless of who they are or where they come 

from, can get into the business of claiming Hawaiʻi and “Hawaiianness” for themselves, freely, 

easily, and egregiously so. Within this context of mass appropriation, of the taking, selling, and 

owning of “Hawaiianness” largely done by non-Hawaiian people,16 it can be hard to imagine that 

there is a painful reality for many Hawaiians living in Hawaiʻi and abroad. That like with almost 

all other things Hawaiian, Native Hawaiian people are usually the ones most criticized and 

condemned when attempting to assert any ties to their identities as Kānaka Maoli. Or as Native 

Hawaiian scholar Dr. Jonathan Osorio so aptly describes: “identity (who we think we are)”17 is at 

the center of being Hawaiian, “No other question is as important to us, and no other question is 

so seriously contested by others.”18  

Growing up as a light-skinned Hawaiian living in Kailua, Oʻahu, the reality of Hawaiian 

identity’s long-debated nature was certainly true. From a young age, I was forced to learn just 

how not free the claiming of Hawaiian identity actually is. Everywhere I went, from classmates, 

to strangers, to family members, the incredible scrutiny placed upon being Hawaiian, particularly 

upon being deemed as “Hawaiian enough” to be worthy of claiming that identity, was rampant, 

well-known, and widespread.19  

This chapter investigates the standard of being “Hawaiian enough” within the 

contemporary Native Hawaiian community as a pervasive form of colonial violence enacted 

upon and among Native Hawaiians in order to separate, invalidate, and undermine them. 
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“Hawaiian enough” refers to the stereotypical, legal and societal expectations placed upon 

Kānaka Maoli by both their peers and larger society in which they are expected to look or behave 

a certain way, possess a certain blood quantum, be from a certain place, or know certain things in 

order to be deemed worthy enough of being accepted as a Native Hawaiian. These standards, 

despite being primarily foreign in origin, have been readily internalized and even embraced by 

many within the contemporary Native Hawaiian community to an extent that they now function 

as very real markers of social worth and legitimacy. The continued imposition of these standards 

creates distrust, shame, tension and exclusion particularly when an individual or group of 

individuals is perceived as not quite living up to these standards. This reality serves as a critical 

driving force behind much of the lateral violence experienced within the Native Hawaiian 

community today, a reality that will be examined at length in the following chapter.  

 

What is a Hawaiian? Who gets to decide? 
 

But first, what exactly is a Hawaiian? Who gets to decide? What has influenced its 

current definitions and how much of that influence is actually Hawaiian in origin? However 

basic these questions may appear to be, the fact that they continue to be the subject of numerous 

scholarly works,20 government policies,21 and even court cases22 demonstrate the still contested 

nature of claiming a Native Hawaiian identity in Hawaiʻi and beyond. Understanding the 

complexities of its definition is important for not only understanding contemporary Native 

Hawaiian identity formation but the ways in which Native Hawaiian people relate to other 

Kānaka and Hawaiian culture and language as a result.  

Hawaiian or Native Hawaiian here takes its definition from the traditional Hawaiian 

understanding of Kanaka identity.23 Ancestry24 is the primary requirement to being Hawaiian as 



 

 
17 

 

it is our moʻokūʻauhau,25 our genealogy, that validates our existence as Kānaka. Moʻokūʻauhau 

represents our bonds to our ancestors both physical and spiritual that orders all aspects of the 

world within and around us. And while most of us Hawaiians know that this is, and should be, 

the main stipulation26 to being recognized as a Hawaiian, the fact that the notion of being 

“Hawaiian enough” even exists means that there are clearly other kinds of qualifying factors to 

Hawaiian identity that we as a community appear to have bought into.  

These other qualifying factors are heavily informed by Hawaiʻi’s ongoing, illegal 

occupation by the United States of America27 and the problematic ideals of race and Indigeneity 

this relationship has introduced to Hawaiʻi and Native Hawaiian peoples, steadily enforced 

through American law and social interaction.28 Native Hawaiian scholars who have tasked 

themselves with researching the political and social definitions of “Native Hawaiian” and the 

different, mostly political, motivations behind these definitions agree that Native Hawaiians have 

largely been “compelled to negotiate the politics of identity on American terms.”29  

Specifically, Native Hawaiian people have been forced to negotiate their ʻŌiwi identities 

through the American racial logics30 of blood quantum, color-consciousness,31 and what I am 

terming here as the “Constructed Kanaka,” all of which will be discussed further below. Each are 

parts of an insidious, American-contrived standard for “Hawaiianness” that functions, politically 

and socially, to undermine Native Hawaiian people by invalidating their individual and 

collective identities as Kanaka Maoli in order to diminish the powerful political claims attached 

to those identities, furthering the interests of settler colonialism and continued occupation in 

Hawaiʻi.  
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Race as a Social Construct and Its Assumed Conditions  
 

To contextualize these racial logics within the contemporary Native Hawaiian 

experience, it is important to begin by dissecting the colonial construct of race and the oppressive 

assumptions embedded within its construction. It is these assumed conditions that are 

particularly harmful to Indigenous peoples as they disrupt and deny communal and personal ties 

to Indigenous identity by confining Indigeneity within a constantly deteriorating mode of being. 

Race was first invented as a political and social tool in Europe as part of a “colonialist 

ideology”32 utilized throughout European colonies as a way of separating people33 on a color-

coded basis34 to “serve as a boundary between the colonizer and the colonized.”35 Race operated 

around a belief in European whiteness and the “purity” of their blood that enabled colonizers to 

define the groups of Black and brown peoples36 they colonized as falling outside of a perceived 

sphere of whiteness, which was equated to superiority and worthiness. Those outside this sphere 

were deemed less than human and thus less deserving of the same rights, treatment, and 

personhood afforded to those who were “white.” As social philosopher Steve Martinot writes in 

The Rule of Racialization: Class, Identity, Governance, “Thus, all concepts of race, and all 

racializations of people, derive from the European invention of whiteness through the 

assumption of a “purity condition” for themselves in the context of a colonial relation with other 

peoples of different shades.”37 Embedded within this notion of blood was the cardinal belief that 

race was both “measurable and dilutable.”38 This conception deliberately qualifies any offspring 

that resulted between the colonizer and the colonized as being “mixed” and therefore still 

separate and “less than” the “purity” and social status afforded to their colonizer forefathers, a 

way of ensuring the continuance of the colonial hierarchy that enabled it. 
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Race as measurable follows the belief that a person’s ancestry is compartmentalized and 

one’s racial makeup is comprised of several ethnicities that, while together making up a single 

person, still exist separately from one another. This is how someone can say that they are “part” 

Japanese, 1/4th Mexican or 40% Scottish.39 Race as dilutable is the counterpart to this belief and 

asserts that a person can effectively distance themselves from the racial “purity” of their 

forebearers, and indeed their forebearers themselves, through the introduction and inclusion of 

other races; a notion that introduced further separation between peoples with the subsequently-

made “pure blood” and “mixed-blood” racial classes it created.40  

Central to this belief in blood purity is violence, not only because of the colonial system 

that it functions within, but because it is wholly dependent41 upon the concept of others being 

“impure” as a means of reaffirming one’s own internal perceptions of purity. By designating a 

person or group of people as impure, blood purity legitimizes the use of both physical and 

psychological violence against them by situating them as inferior beings. 42 It is this dependence 

on the belief in the impure that also creates a powerful interest and tendency to “seek out” those 

who are deemed as being impure within a racialized society, a behavior that is often clothed 

under the name of “racial integrity,”43 another way of enforcing the social and political divide 

between peoples, the boundaries between the colonizer and the colonized, the powerful and the 

powerless.  

 

Blood Quantum 
 

Understanding the construct of race is crucial because much of the contemporary 

definitions for Hawaiian people are conceived through these divisive and prejudicial principles 

and are often particularly damaging to the self-worth and belonging of Kānaka. The practice of 
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racialization,44 assigning a race to a specific group of people and applying to those people its 

accompanying diminishing constraints, is an American conception imposed upon Native 

Hawaiians as part of a policy developed through American experience with Native Americans.45 

Blood racialization is a form of colonial oppression that severely “undercuts indigenous 

Hawaiian epistemologies that define identity on the basis of one’s kinship and genealogy”46 and 

instead assumes that “Hawaiian identity…is primarily anchored in a concept of race which is 

measurable in terms of blood quantum.”47  

Blood quantum is a “fractionalizing measurement”48 of racial categorization that 

actualizes the belief that blood is measurable and dilutable. It is utilized to calculate the 

“generational proximity”49 between a person and “some supposed purity”50 in an individual’s 

bloodline, attempting to map “distance” between that person and a “full-blood” ancestor with a 

numerical percentage.51 This colonial belief would become a key facet of Indigenous identity and 

racial legitimacy within many Indigenous communities around the world as a result of Western 

colonization. Within the context of the Native Hawaiian community “the implication is that less 

than full-blooded Hawaiians practice a different- and less authentic- native culture,”52 separate 

and less legitimate than our forebearers, a race “fast dying out.”53  

Within the United States of America, the contemporary legal definition for a Hawaiian is 

directly informed by the “reductive logic”54 of blood quantum.55 A “native Hawaiian” is legally 

defined as a “descendant with at least one-half blood quantum of individuals inhabiting the 

Hawaiian Islands prior to 1778.”56 This colonial definition was first instantiated in 1920 by the 

United States Congress with the passing of the Hawaiian Homes Commission Act.57 This 

government act allotted approximately 200,000 acres of land to be leased to native Hawaiian 

peoples who were suffering horrific depopulation and land loss within Hawaiʻi.58 However, only 
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Hawaiians deemed “eligible”59 under this new definition of Hawaiian were allowed to apply for 

the leases, the “blood criterion emerg[ing] as a way to avoid recognizing Hawaiians’ entitlement 

to the specific lands that were desired [under] the leasing program.”60 And while the waiting list 

to receive Hawaiian Homes quickly “bec[a]me a grim joke among Hawaiians”61 as over 20,000 

Hawaiians remain on the waiting list with little more than 10,000 people ever managing to secure 

a lease since the Act’s passing in 1921,62 “many Hawaiians and non-Hawaiians have become 

invested in blood quantum as proof of indigeneity”63 and rely upon it “as a marker for cultural 

orientation and identity, even though the racial categories this logic depends on are a product of 

relatively recent colonial taxonomies.”64 Blood quantum and its application to Native Hawaiians 

serves as a major building block for much of the intra-community tension within and between 

Native Hawaiian people due to the hierarchy of worth that possessing a certain blood quantum 

now dictates. The qualifications for what constitute a Native Hawaiian individual, and 

acceptance into the larger Native Hawaiian community, has also been greatly deformed, in part, 

by this American imposition.   

 

Color Consciousness 
 

Within the colonial construct of race, Native Hawaiian identity would become further 

stratified with the introduction of what Native Hawaiian scholar Dr. Brandon Ledward refers to 

as “color consciousness,” which is the “awareness of race”65 that came about through contact 

with the United States. This consciousness brings with it “the tendency to measure difference in 

terms of skin color and observable [physical] features.”66 Race and its fixation with skin color, 

and later with related phenotypical expressions paired with a certain “race,” would fuel the 

incorrect belief that race, though a social construct, was instead biological67 thus demanding the 
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existence of certain biological features to be present in order to claim membership in a specific 

racial group.  

In relation to the Native Hawaiian community, Ledward describes this as the “racialized 

checklist,”68 an arbitrary laundry list of “necessary characteristics” a Hawaiian must outwardly 

possess in order to be readily perceived as a Hawaiian by Hawaiians and non-Hawaiians alike. 

This checklist- typically including dark skin, dark hair, brown eyes, an ūpepe or broad nose,69 

fuller lips,70 and a tall or broad body type71 -together form the distinctly oppressive notion of 

being “Hawaiian looking,”72 an incorrect colonial attempt at “homogenizing an incredibly 

diverse people”73 in order to “distort and misrepresent.”74  

Within this foreign-introduced trope, Native Hawaiians are expected to possess, to 

greater or smaller degrees, these arbitrary physical traits in order to be seen as a legitimate 

Native Hawaiian75 and are routinely subject to exclusion, suspicion, and ire, especially by their 

peers, when deemed as not being “recognizably Hawaiian.”76 And while Ledward makes it clear 

that “classifications of people based on color and phenotypes are not indigenous concepts for 

Hawaiians,”77 this belief has still had an incredibly divisive and destructive effect on Native 

Hawaiian people that now “permeates all levels of modern Hawaiʻi society.”78  

It is important to note that the majority of Native Hawaiians today are of “mixed 

heritage” and therefore cannot fit this stereotypical expectation of being “Hawaiian looking.” 

Kānaka Maoli have always been a physically diverse group of people79 who also possess a long 

history of “racial mixing,”80 having little problem with embracing and fully accepting the 

children from such unions as Native Hawaiian,81 further making the requirement of physical 

characteristics to be present in order to claim a Native Hawaiian identity to be nothing more than 

moot. 
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This, again, is because Hawaiian identity is dependent, first and foremost, upon 

genealogy.82 Genealogy exists as the direct opposite of race as it asserts that one’s ancestry 

cannot be measurable or dilutable. Within the Hawaiian construct of moʻokūʻauhau is the 

understanding that you can never be “part” someone’s child or 25% someone’s grandchild or 

“less” related to the people you come from no matter the color of your skin or what other people 

you might also be related to. By birthright your family is your family and if you come from 

Hawaiian people then you are Hawaiian too. Here there is no “mixed” or “impure,” no “distance” 

between you and your kūpuna (ancestors, elders), no “dilution” of something that could never be 

anything but absolute. And while this understanding is generally acknowledged within the 

Native Hawaiian community, the everyday social interactions experienced by and between 

Native Hawaiian people can often stand as quite contrary to this truth.  

 

Constructed Kanaka 
 
 The pervasiveness of having to contend with the challenge of being Hawaiian enough 

transcends even the physical for many Native Hawaiians, as they are not only expected to look a 

certain way but, to a certain degree, act a certain way, engage in certain cultural practices, or be 

knowledgeable of certain things in order to be seen as a “legitimate” Hawaiian. Here the 

Constructed Kanaka works in tandem with color-consciousness as while color-consciousness 

focuses on physical characteristics the Constructed Kanaka completes the all-encompassing 

nature of colonial despotism under which Native Hawaiian people must labor as it concerns itself 

with one’s practice and behavior. I am terming this stereotypical expectation as the “Constructed 

Kanaka” due to the foreign influences that inform this notion and the foreign way in which it is 

applied to Native Hawaiian peoples in order to invalidate them.  
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Native Hawaiian scholar Dr. Leilani Kupo who writes on Native Hawaiian identity states 

that: “on a very basic level, society continues to describe Hawaiian[s] in terms of particular 

actions.”83 These particular actions include but are not limited to: “dancing hula, playing music, 

eating particular foods (e.g., “Hawaiian food”: poi, raw fish, roasted pig), engaging in particular 

activities (e.g., ocean sports like fishing or diving), and speaking Hawaiian.”84  

Other Native Hawaiian scholars and community members add to this list: the ability to 

speak Pidgin English (Hawaiian Creole English), 85 the ability to do traditional ‘oihana 

(traditional Hawaiian professions) such as working in loʻi86 (traditional wet land gardens), and 

loko iʻa87 (traditional fishponds), and a certain level of competency in Hawaiian culture and 

language.88 Without these things, as with the criteria mentioned in the previous sections, internal 

and external questions of racial legitimacy can be raised when unmet.89  

While many of these actions are Hawaiian Dr. Kupo acknowledges that these 

“constructions severely limit expression and often are exclusionary,”90 functioning as unfair 

judgements of a person’s worth and Indigenous belonging, negatively impacting their ability to 

be seen as, and included within, the contemporary Native Hawaiian society.91 Kupo poses the 

critical question: “[And] yet, what [of] other Native Hawaiians who do not engage in these 

particular type[s] of cultural activities?”92  

These behaviors are examples of identity performance93 which are behaviors that are seen 

as being emblematic of a certain identity. While Hawaiian identity is traditionally seen as 

existing as a combination of moʻokūʻauhau and identity performance,94 that both who you come 

from and what you do is important, the Constructed Kanaka functions repressively, informed by 

stereotypical Western notions of Hawaiian people and culture that are then unfairly applied back 

to Kānaka Maoli. Many of these stereotypes are created and perpetuated by Hawaiʻi’s tourism 
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industry, a multi-billion-dollar colonial institution95 that is powered in large part by the owning 

and selling of Hawaiian identity and performance,96 however inauthentic, a topic that will be 

discussed at length in Chapter 2. For many people, their “experience” of Native Hawaiian people 

and culture comes through contact with Hawaiʻi tourism, in turn creating the false expectation 

that Native Hawaiian people really are the exoticized,97 “historical artifacts”98 that they are 

depicted as being, an “ancient people” lost in time with no right to a future or personal agency. 

Not only does this negatively impact societal expectations for who and what a Native Hawaiian 

“should be” but also effectively dismisses Kānaka for not displaying these idealized expressions 

of Hawaiian identity performance as being less worthy of claiming a Hawaiian identity. The 

Constructed Kanaka’s conceptual preoccupation with tangible or observable Hawaiian behaviors 

is also informed by Hawaiʻi tourism due to the industry’s practice of positioning Native 

Hawaiian people and their culture as always having to be accessible to and for an audience, 

creating the entitled expectation that Hawaiian identity must always be visible in order to be 

valid.  

The expectations that the Constructed Kanaka has placed upon Native Hawaiian people 

has largely been internalized by Kānaka themselves, creating feelings of inadequacy and non-

belonging when certain identity performances remain unperformed. As one Native Hawaiian 

participant succinctly states in a 2007 study on contemporary Native Hawaiian identity: “There’s 

a level of expectation that I can speak my language, which I cannot. There’s an expectation that I 

know everything there is to know about the culture, that I dance in a hālau [hula group], that I 

know how to make lei and all of this…There’s an expectation that I got all of that ‘ike 

[knowledge]. And when I don’t have those things, then I am not good enough.”99 
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“Hawaiianness” As a Separate Construct – The Standard of Never Being “Enough”  
 

Through the imposition of blood quantum, color consciousness and the Constructed 

Kanaka upon Native Hawaiian people, Hawaiian identity has become so muddled and 

misrepresented by foreign policies and perspectives that Native Hawaiians are often barred from 

being able to fully claim their legitimate, rightful identities as ʻŌiwi. The entire challenge and 

notion of being Hawaiian enough stands as a purposeful colonial effort to erode an individual’s 

sense of self as a Kanaka, their feelings of belonging and subsequent connection to their culture, 

language, heritage and people by extension. When Native Hawaiian people are not allowed to 

define for themselves who and what they are, “Hawaiianness” begins to operate as a separate 

construct that exists outside of actual Native Hawaiian people. It becomes an unattainable 

standard for being “good enough” that we as Native people within a colonial society are, 

inherently, never meant to be able to reach.  

In Hawaiian Blood: Colonialism and the Politics of Sovereignty and Indigeneity, Native 

Hawaiian scholar Dr. Kēhaulani Kauanui refers to this purposeful erosion as the “genocidal logic 

of disappearance,”100 in which Native people, legally and socially, have their Indigenous identity 

stripped from them and are instead given an “‘inauthentic’ status of Natives,”101 a key “condition 

for sovereign dispossession in the service of settler colonialism.”102 This “inauthentic status” 

ensures the slow yet steady eradication of Native Hawaiian people by socializing them to 

believe, through government policy and daily interaction, that they are not really Hawaiian and 

will never actually be authentically Hawaiian enough to claim their Native Hawaiian identity 

and, more importantly, the powerful sovereignty and political claims attached to that identity in 

the interest of settler colonialism and continued occupation. This is because the “racialization of 

indigenous peoples, especially through the use of blood quantum classification...is tied to the 
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project of selective assimilation for those Natives who still exist yet don’t measure up for 

entitlements and benefits.”103 However as Kauanui critically explains: “But these specific rights 

[to our land and Nation] are based on sovereignty”104 not upon the meeting of specific 

requirements of the construct of race. Together these racial logics or “blood logics”105 are 

ultimately “used to enact, substantiate, and then disguise the further appropriation of native lands 

while…work[ing] to displace a discourse and recognition of Hawaiian sovereignty 

altogether.”106  

 

The Modern-Day Cultural Bomb – The Inauthentic Status of Natives 
 

This practice of inauthentification is, in many ways, the modern equivalent of the 

classical “cultural bomb”107 first described by Kenyan scholar Dr. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o in 

Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature. Dr. wa Thiong’o 

explains that “economic and political control can never be complete or effective without mental 

control”108 making colonization’s “most important area of domination…the mental universe of 

the colonized.”109 Colonization attempts to dominate the mental universe of the colonized 

through the intense and intimate control of a people’s culture,110 to dictate through culture how a 

person “perceive[s] themselves and their relationship to the world.”111  

 
The effect of a cultural bomb is to annihilate a people’s belief in their names, in their 
languages, in their environment, in their heritage of struggle, in their unity, in their 
capacities and ultimately themselves. (Ngugi, 1986, p. 3) 

 
 

The cultural bomb attempts this by portraying a colonized people and their collective past 

as a shameful “wasteland of non-achievement,”112 in which all that existed before the arrival of 

the colonizer is worthless, meaningless, and without value or merit. At the same time the 
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colonizer, their culture and values, and indeed the very act of colonization itself is sold as the 

“cure”113 to the shameful malady that is the colonized’s heritage and reality. For Hawaiians born 

in the late 19th and early 20th century who experienced the cultural bomb at the hands of the 

West, this aspect of colonization meant “an enduring sense of shame, an eroded sense of self-

esteem, a lack of trust in Hawaiian language, culture and spirituality, and the absolute imperative 

of adopting the language and cultural standards of the United States.”114 The Inauthentic Status 

of Natives continues this practice of shame and erasure by portraying Indigenous people and 

their collective present as a shameful wasteland of non-authenticity. Within this wasteland of 

non-authenticity, all that which makes a person Indigenous- their blood right, their families, the 

aspects of their languages and cultures that they were able to practice and preserve -are suddenly 

not good enough or “authentic” enough to count and thus Indigenous people are similarly forced 

to “identify with that which is furthest removed from themselves.”115  

In the context of the contemporary Native Hawaiian community, this wasteland of non-

authenticity has successfully led many Native Hawaiians to question their own legitimacy and 

abilities as Kānaka Maoli. This has also caused many of our people to not only dismiss and 

diminish their personal identities as a Hawaiian but the Hawaiian identity of others, each capable 

of making Kānaka both removed from, and uncomfortable with, their culture, communities, and 

language as a result. Some questions we many ask ourselves that is symptomatic of this reality 

are questions such as: Who am I to try to speak Hawaiian? Who am I to learn hula? Who am I to 

now go by my Hawaiian name? I am not Hawaiian enough; I am just a haole.  

Despite this, when we are able to begin to see the standard of being “Hawaiian enough” 

for what it really is: a fabricated, colonial attempt at dismantling the minds and unity of our 

people in the interest of political and economic control, we are able to begin to radically unpack 
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many of the harmful untruths we have been conditioned to believe about ourselves, one another, 

and what it means to truly belong as Kānaka Maoli. By refusing to validate or abide by these 

colonial standards, we can reclaim for ourselves who and what we are using our kūpuna’s 

standards of belonging, standards that inherently speaking to our goodness, wholeness, and 

worth as their lei poinaʻole, their treasured descendants. And while this unpacking is difficult 

may we also never forget that this resistance is, in and of itself, its very own reward.116  
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Chapter 2: Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence 

Contextualizing Modern Hawaiian Identity 
 
8:30 am at a Hawaiian Protector Basecamp – Trash never Treasure 
 

The day was bright, clear, and noisy. Hawaiians from all over the world rushed past me, 

hurrying to carry out the different tasks that they had been assigned to for the day. Excited voices 

called out as supplies moved from one set of hands to another, as tents were raised, large pots of 

stew were stirred, and people raced back and forth across a busy roadway to bring provisions to 

the tent of kūpuna situated directly across from the basecamp.  

Grinning, I jogged off to my own station to help sort the trash that the camp produced 

into no less than 17 separate bins created for maximum recycling, an effort to minimize our 

carbon footprint and increase our sustainability. Aloha ʻĀina in action. Having worked this 

station for several days, I cheerfully greeted the other workers, most of whom spoke Hawaiian 

like me. An older Hawaiian woman who I had never seen before was the day’s leader, calling out 

commands to sort, move, and reorganize refuse into the different bins. All of this she did in 

Hawaiian while the rest of the workers responded in kind.  

Smiling, I went up to her and introduced myself: “Aloha nō e ʻAnakē! ʻO wau ʻo 

Hauʻolihiwahiwa. Makemake au e kōkua iā oukou!” (Aloha Aunty! I am Hauʻolihiwahiwa. I’d 

like to help you folks!) After a few tense seconds the woman stopped what she was doing to look 

at me. Up and down her eyes went, taking in my face, my white skin, my blonde hair. “Hello.” 

She said slowly in English before looking back over her shoulder to give another short command 

in Hawaiian. I tried again, “E kōkua paha au?” (May I perhaps help?) Again, she considered me, 

this time her face wrinkling into what was only mildly hidden disgust. “Yes, I suppose so...” she 

reluctantly replied.  
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Inwardly I cringed. Here we go again, I thought, unsurprised but no less hurt as I took 

inventory of the people around me, quickly becoming aware of the fact that I was the only 

White-looking person in the group. She turned her back to me again, telling me, still in English, 

to begin moving another trash bag forward for inspection. For almost half an hour she refused to 

look directly at me or address me in Hawaiian, making a point to ʻōlelo to every other worker but 

me. And while the workers I had worked alongside previously looked both uncomfortable and 

embarrassed, others that I did not know seemed to take mild enjoyment from her actions. Feeling 

both sick and embarrassed myself, I kept a tight smile on my face, responding to every one of her 

English commands in Hawaiian. I’ll be damned if you make me feel like I don’t belong here. 

After about 45 minutes of working extra hard the woman finally relented and began to address 

me in Hawaiian though the halting way in which she spoke made it sound like every word cost 

her dearly.  

Something like triumph flashed through me, quickly overtaken by a new, sick feeling of 

dismay. Is it always going to be like this? Always too white? Always too blonde? Always not 

Hawaiian enough? Disjointed memories from my childhood came washing over me, too haole, 

too bad at Hawaiian, too proper sounding, too “Kailuafornia.”117 Hell, only a year ago I wouldn’t 

even have been able to have answered her in Hawaiian. Still a fraud. Still not good enough.  
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Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence - Measuring Sticks and Measuring Up 
 

Through purposeful social and political action, the United States of America has 

attempted to deny Kānaka their Native Hawaiian identity and the powerful sovereignty claims 

attached to that identity in the interest of continued American occupation here in Hawaiʻi. This 

process of erasure- actualized in the concept and standard of being Hawaiian enough- is 

particularly insidious due to the way many Hawaiians have internalized these colonial definitions 

for what constitutes authentic Native Hawaiian identity as being both legitimate and consisting 

of social value.118  

As seen in the example above, this can create a powerfully oppressive environment of 

scrutiny and judgement within Native Hawaiian communities, creating dislike and distrust 

between Kānaka when these introduced standards are perceived as being unmet. This has had a 

profound effect upon the self-worth of many Native Hawaiians who may already experience 

shame, embarrassment, or self-doubt in relationship to their Hawaiian identity due to these 

colonial standards that become further compounded through negative interactions with other 

Hawaiians. In the journal article “On Being Hawaiian Enough: Contesting American 

Racialization with Native Hybridity,” Kanaka scholar Dr. Brandon Ledward refers to the 

exclusionary standards of constructed Hawaiianness as “a set of measuring sticks for determining 

what ‘a Hawaiian’ is or how much ‘more Hawaiian’ one person is over another,”119 describing 

them as “tools [that] produce real harm among [Hawaiian] people, especially when used by 

fellow Hawaiians.”120  

This negative environment along with the negative beliefs and behaviors that both foster 

and form from it is what is known as lateral violence.121 Lateral violence, also known as 

internalized oppression, is a specific type of intra-community violence commonly experienced 
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within marginalized communities. It is created through a systematic social, political, or cultural 

power deficit that a group of people experience under oppression, such as Indigenous societies 

under colonial rule, that leads community members to engage in negative power negotiations 

between themselves and other community members in an effort to reclaim power.122 As 

oppressed peoples are largely unable to safely or fruitfully direct their anger, frustration, or fear 

towards their oppressors and the overarching system that oppresses them (i.e. “vertically”) they 

instead direct these negative emotions or actions, consciously or otherwise, sideways or 

“laterally” against their peers or internally towards themselves.123 While the term lateral violence 

is not commonly used in Hawaiʻi, the phenomenon itself is well-known here and is referred to 

locally as ʻAlamihi Syndrome,124 a term which describes Native Hawaiian people as ʻalamihi 

crabs in a bucket, each mercilessly attempting to drag one another down. 

The famed West Indies psychiatrist and political philosopher Dr. Frantz Fanon first 

described lateral violence within his book The Wretched of the Earth, although the term would 

not be applied to his work until later, writing:  

The first thing which the native [oppressed] learns is to stay in his place, and not to go 
beyond certain limits. This is why the dreams of the native are always of muscular 
prowess; his dreams are of action and of aggression….The colonized man will first 
manifest this aggressiveness which has been deposited in his bones against his own 
people…While the settler or policeman has the right the livelong day to strike the native, 
to insult him and to make him crawl to them, you see the native reaching for his knife at 
the slightest hostile or aggressive glance cast on him by another native, for the last resort 
of the native is to defend his personality vis-à-vis [against] his brother…By throwing 
himself with all his force into the vendetta, the native tries to persuade himself that 
colonialism does not exist, that everything is going on as before, that history continues. 
(Fanon, 1961, p. 52) 
 
The aggression that Fanon describes is “displaced,” as it is first and foremost, aggression 

created, enacted, and employed by the oppressor against the oppressed that the oppressed later 

internalizes and perpetuates. While lateral violence is sometimes used to describe physical 
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violence within a community as seen in Fanon’s examle above, it more typically refers to 

negative internalized attitudes and interpersonal bullying between community members 

expressed through microaggressions. Microaggressions are “the brief and everyday slights, 

insults, indignities and denigrating messages”125 a person or group of people receive that, while 

seemingly innocuous126 bear a considerable “cumulative weight”127 when experienced 

frequently. They can take the form of exclusion, judgement, ridicule or shaming, as well as 

gatekeeping, skepticism, or intense scrutiny towards fellow community members that functions 

in a way that socially isolates, dominates, or invalidates them.128  

While colonization fundamentally robs individuals of power, lateral violence is an 

attempt by those individuals to wrestle power129 back from the system that oppresses them. 

Power is defined here as an individual’s perceived “authority, capacity, or right” 130 over another. 

By judging, invalidating or belittling their peers, an oppressed person actively attempts to 

position themselves above their peers, a way of rectifying the power deficit they find themselves 

in. Power, particularly social power, is navigated and negotiated in every single interaction in 

which an individual or group of individuals engages. While a reclamation of power can be 

positive, within the construct of lateral violence it functions tyrannically expressing itself as 

harmful control or dominion over another member of the oppressed group.  

This is because lateral violence, as an internalized system, echoes the external system that 

enables it, in this case the colonial hierarchy. Brazilian educator Paulo Freire, who would build 

upon the work of Fanon, introduces the concept of “existential duality”131 within the book The 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Freire argues that oppression embeds within the oppressed a sort of 

insidious duality that creates individuals “who are at the same time themselves [the oppressed] 

and the oppressor whose image they have internalized.”132  
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Freire argues that oppressed people internalize their situation by adopting the dominant 

values and behaviors of their oppressors at the expense of their own. As these dominant values 

and behaviors generally situate the oppressed as being “less than” through the use of implicit or 

explicit violence, the oppressed find themselves the unwitting inheritors of similar viewpoints 

and behaviors, adversely impacting their personal sense of self and, most critically, their 

relationships with one another. As Fanon similarly concludes, it is other Natives who find 

themselves on the receiving end of such violence as “a belief in fatality removes all blame from 

the oppressor.”133 

 Lateral violence, as previously mentioned, is violence that is not only directed externally 

towards one’s peers but also internally towards one’s self. Freire argues that “existential duality” 

also expresses itself as self-deprecation which is the practice of “reprimanding oneself by 

belittling, undervaluing, or disparaging oneself, or [by] being excessively modest.”134 This 

behavior similarly derives from the internalization of the negative attitudes and opinions that the 

oppressor holds of the oppressed.135 Freire writes: “So often do [the oppressed] hear that they are 

good for nothing, know nothing and are incapable of learning anything– that they are sick, lazy, 

and unproductive– that in the end they become convinced of their own unfitness.”136  

In terms of the contemporary Native Hawaiian community this refers to a person’s 

internalized doubts, shame, or disbelief in their own legitimacy, abilities, identity, and 

worthiness as a Native Hawaiian individual. This internalization can severely undermine self-

esteem and emotional well-being, impacting cultural self-efficacy and subsequent engagement in 

Hawaiian cultural practices, communities, or linguistic opportunities. As the colonial American 

state continues to reflect a distorted and diminished image of Native Hawaiian peoples, Kānaka 

often end up mirroring these beliefs internally, undervaluing or underestimating their own worth 
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and authenticity as ʻŌiwi, a key condition for the “wasteland of non-authenticity” examined in 

Chapter 1 to thrive. Lateral violence is as much an internalization of colonial violence as it is a 

response to it. Longstanding violence against a community can create a pervasive environment of 

distress within and around community members, permeating all aspects of their lives in both big 

and small ways. Three examples of responses to colonial violence specific to the contemporary 

Native Hawaiian community that are both harmful to Native Hawaiian people and unique to 

Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence will be introduced later in this chapter. 

 

Power = Authenticity = Worthiness  

It is important to understand that the judgement, scrutiny, or bullying that comprises 

Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence is not a case of “Good Hawaiians versus Bad Hawaiians” and 

should not, in any way, be thought of, referred to, or treated as thus. Lateral violence is an 

overarching system of negativity that is a natural human reaction to being dehumanized and 

demeaned. It is a reality within our community that impacts all Hawaiians in how we think and 

behave, particularly in relation to other Hawaiians. Whether we are willing to acknowledge this 

or not, every single one of us Kānaka have, on some level, absorbed certain beliefs or opinions 

about what a Hawaiian “should be” or what constitutes a “real Hawaiian,” beliefs that are often 

exclusionary or colonially informed. These often-unexamined beliefs manifest themselves in 

behaviors or attitudes that can, and have, been harmful to other Kānaka. Native Hawaiian Lateral 

Violence is a community problem, one that requires a community solution, and while it is 

important to acknowledge and understand the times where we have been judged, ridiculed, or 

excluded by other Hawaiians it is even more important to acknowledge and understand the times 

that we have done so to others as that is where we begin to heal. 
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Within the Native Hawaiian community, social power is conferred through authenticity, 

being perceived as a “real” or “legitimate” Hawaiian by one’s peers. The more legitimately 

“Hawaiian” a person is perceived to be, the more power and the more worth they are allotted, a 

reality that directly informs that individual’s self-worth and identity as a Native Hawaiian. This 

is because “identity is a combination of self-identification and the perceptions of others”137 

making the role of community confirmation and acceptance a critical component of an 

individual’s ʻŌiwi identity formation and the harmful role that Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence 

plays in challenge to this all the more troubling. As Dr. Ledward succinctly describes in 

“Inseparably Hapa: Making and Unmaking A Hawaiian Monolith”: “… the inherent power of 

self-identification must often be leveraged against some measure of social acceptance. In other 

words, you may self-identify as a Hawaiian, but the real test is: Do others perceive me as 

Hawaiian? An even more pressing issue may be: Am I taken seriously as a Hawaiian by other 

Hawaiians?”138 

 The practice of not acknowledging another Hawaiian as a Hawaiian is what is referred to 

as “nonrecognition,”139 the refusal or failure to accept or recognize the legitimate identity of a 

person. Lakota scholar Dr. Hilary Weaver examines this phenomenon in "Indigenous Identity: 

What Is It, and Who Really Has It?” stating that such behavior can inflict serious harm upon 

individuals, functioning as a form of oppression140 that can “imprison[n] someone in a false, 

distorted and reduced mode of being.”141 This practice is the direct internalization of the colonial 

method of disrupting and denying Indigenous identity and is one that is often done by fellow 

Indigenous community members in the interest of obtaining power.  

Nonrecognition can fall under the umbrella of gatekeeping, a term usually defined as 

restricting, dictating or controlling access to something, in this case an Indigenous identity. 
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Gatekeeping is often accompanied by negative connotations within Indigenous circles and, while 

similar, is still separate from the legitimate act of protecting Hawaiian identity from 

appropriation and exploitation, something that will be discussed in the latter portions of this 

chapter. The gatekeeping mentioned here functions as a form of lateral violence against other 

Native Hawaiian people and is symptomatic of internalized oppression because it focuses upon 

undermining one’s legitimate claim to an Indigenous identity.  

By engaging in nonrecognition, a Kanaka attempts to not only assert power over another 

Hawaiian but also seeks to reassure their own internal identity as Kanaka. This is because, as Dr. 

Weaver states, “identity can only be confirmed by others who share that identity.”142 By 

challenging the legitimacy of another Hawaiian, an individual attempts to reassure themselves 

and those around them that they are the authentic Hawaiian as only an “actual Hawaiian,” an 

actual community member, has the ability to confirm, or even more powerfully, deny the 

membership of an individual to their community. In terms of power, this behavior affords the 

individual a certain level of self-perceived status and authority (though negatively negotiated), 

projecting themselves as being in possession of enough power to authoritatively make definitive 

judgements on the worth of other Hawaiians on behalf of the entire Hawaiian community.  

This behavior is an expression of the colonial “blood purity” 143 concept central to the 

construct of race, which again is wholly dependent144 upon a belief in the impure as a means of 

reaffirming one’s own internal perceptions of purity. Just as the colonizer asserts, and benefits 

from, the belief in the existence of a “lesser” human being, so too does this behavior create a 

hierarchy in which a Hawaiian can benefit by claiming power, control, and greater worthiness 

over a “lesser” and more “impure” kind of Hawaiian. As previously mentioned, lateral violence, 

and nonrecognition by extension, exist upon a spectrum and can materialize as directly as being 
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told that you are not Hawaiian or Hawaiian enough to belong, to as subtly as jokes, coldness of 

behavior, or “light-hearted” comments that allude to you somehow being less than, different, or 

separate from another Kānaka. 

 

Arrogant and Insecure – High Ground and Higher Water 
 

When I began taking Hawaiian Studies classes in college, quite unlike my Hawaiian 

language classes, the entire universe seemed to open up to me. Things that I had only ever 

fantasized about knowing as a child I was now actually learning. Each day I’d leave classes 

feeling both invigorated and transformed, like the ‘ike being imparted to me was healing a deep 

ache I had always carried. And while the process was still incredibly painful with so much of our 

people’s tragedy and loss to wade through, with it came a new sense of fulfillment and belonging 

that made the world around me flare into sudden, vibrant color.  

These revelations, however, were much harder to communicate to my favorite cousin. 

Every time we were together, I’d attempt to tell her about all the wondrous things I was learning 

about our gods, plants, and symbiotic relationships, about moon cycles, sacred body forms, and 

scientific processes. Each time she would make it clear that the information I was sharing was, 

for the most part, unwelcome. My cousin, who was Hawaiian like me, would repeatedly say that 

my stories both hurt her head and made me sound like a haole, telling me on one such occasion 

that Hawaiians “liked simple things” and that the “nonsense” that I was spewing sounded more 

like make-believe “haole people stuff” than anything. 

Her responses not only angered me, but over time, made me look down on her when we 

hung out together. This is what’s wrong with our people, I thought savagely after another such 

interaction. They don’t care to learn their culture, they don’t care to act like real Hawaiians, 
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they just want to stay colonized, they just don’t want to know. As time went by all I could think 

about was how much of a disappointment she must be to our kūpuna. 

The frustration and self-righteousness that these encounters brought forth would all come 

to a head on one particular day in Kahuku when I tagged along with my cousin on one of her 

many weekly beach outings on the North Shore. I rarely, if ever, went to the beach anymore, as I 

felt that my time was much better spent wrapped up in old Hawaiian books and newspapers.  

Today the usual blue skies of the private beach on her family’s kuleana lands145 were 

lined with distant grey clouds that looked both ominous and heavy. My cousin, an accomplished 

diver and fisherman, quietly observed the scene before us, taking in the movements of the 

clouds, winds, water, and tides. After a bit she spoke: “We should be good to swim today but the 

water will start to get choppy in a few hours, maybe two or three hours tops.”  

With her okay, we geared up with me donning fins, a snorkel, and goggles and her 

grabbing just goggles and a goodie bag,146 intent on diving for the shiny fishing weights nestled 

in the rocks below. Over the course of two hours, the water, as predicted, grew rougher as we 

swam. The split coral that filled the water like broken glass made it impossible to hold onto the 

reef or access a sandy area to rest. Worried and growing more and more exhausted as I went, I 

called out to my cousin, gesturing that I was going back in to sit on the shore, already sporting a 

fresh array of cuts across my arms and legs that burned as I moved. My cousin simply nodded 

and continued diving, in and out of the rushing current, seamlessly navigating its increasing 

flow. 

As I sat aching and out of breath on the sand watching her, I was suddenly struck by just 

how much I did not know. Sure, I knew about our akua (gods) and kinolau (sacred body forms) 

and ʻōlelo and our history. But I did not know the water and winds like she did, could not swim 
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nor dive with the same abandon. Is this not our kūpuna? Is this not being Hawaiian? What good 

were my books and my research without this kind of connection I thought as my eyes began to 

well with shame, feeling more aware of my shortcomings than ever.  

That same feeling of not being Hawaiian enough, not being good enough to belong, the 

same shame and judgement that I found myself frantically running from in my race to reclaim 

my own identity was now the same derision and dismay with which I judged my own cousin. 

Devastated I sat there reeling in that revelation. In my attempts to escape the distain of my peers 

I had become just like them, using what little knowledge I thought I possessed to reenact my own 

insecurities upon her. 

 My mother’s words to me as a child struck me in that instant, loud, clear, and 

unwavering. “When you truly know who you are you won’t try to take that away from someone 

else. When you truly know who you are, deep down, proving it or judging others for it simply 

will not matter.” For me it seemed it did still matter, as my identity, it appeared, I still did not 

know.  

 

Judgement and Insecurity  
 

As seen in the example above, engaging in the practice of nonrecognition can often be 

symptomatic of an individual’s personal anxieties or insecurities surrounding their legitimacy or 

worth as a Kānaka. The false ideals of “Hawaiianness” that Native Hawaiian peoples are 

constantly subjected to promote a certain level of insecurity that is often negatively expressed 

against other community members, coloring interactions between them in both big and small 

ways. My own insecurities of not feeling Hawaiian enough encouraged me to make damning 

judgements of my cousin and her worth as a Kanaka as they allowed me to conclude that I was 
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indeed the “better,” more “authentic” kind of Hawaiian. As someone who also struggled with 

reconciling my fierce pride in being Hawaiian with my shame of not knowing many things about 

our culture, I could have seen her refusal to learn more about our culture from me for what it 

really was: embarrassment.  

My cousin was embarrassed that she did not know the things that I had been attempting 

to share with her, embarrassment compounded by the fact that it was her cousin, her equal, who 

knew things about being Hawaiian that she did not and was also judging her for that lack of 

knowledge too. Our discussions also probably led her to some question over what not possessing 

the supposed “sign-posts of Hawaiian authenticity” that myself and our conversations demanded 

of her meant for her own Hawaiianness, each making her less receptive to having those talks 

with me. All these things I could have considered if I hadn’t been so quick to assume that her 

refusal to engage in our culture in the way that I felt she should automatically meant that she was 

ignorant, shameful, and not proud to be Hawaiian. Or in other words, if I had been willing to see 

her and her Hawaiianness as equal and worthy to my own. 

In a study of judgmental behaviors, of which nonrecognition is part, personality features 

such as insecurity and social alienation proved to be some of the best predictors for judgmental 

tendencies.147 Insecurity is defined as anxiety or uncertainty about oneself or the feeling of being 

open to threat, danger or a lack of protection.148 The fact that Hawaiianness within our colonial 

society is an unattainable standard that we as colonized people are inherently never meant to 

reach can foster a deep sense of insecurity. As Chapter 1 discusses, the “genocidal logic of 

disappearance”149 upon which a colonial society depends, systematically attempts to strip 

Indigenous identity from Indigenous individuals in the interest of settler colonialism by 
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attempting to delegitimize any and all aspects of their Indigeneity as charging it as being 

inauthentic or not worth enough to “count,” creating and feeding inadequacy.  

For the most part, no matter what a person does or does not do, knows or does not know, 

looks like or does not look like, something about them will inescapably be seen as not being 

Hawaiian enough or authentic enough by someone. While one might be well-versed in their 

culture, language, or identity, or even if one’s features or skin color are already perfectly in line 

with being stereotypically “Hawaiian looking,” as defined in Chapter 1 there still can be 

lingering anxieties around one still not “measuring up” as a Hawaiian. This reality can then 

manifest in the form of peer judgement and microaggressions. 

Personal insecurities we Hawaiians might possess surrounding our own Hawaiian 

identities may sound like: I feel like I look too white. I didn’t grow up in Hawaiʻi and don’t feel 

Hawaiian enough because of it. I don’t really know my culture and that embarrasses me. I can’t 

speak Hawaiian and that makes me feel shame. These feelings can become the very foundations 

upon which we build our own dislikes and judgements of other Hawaiians. This is due, in part, to 

the psychological phenomenon of projection,150 defined here as the “process by which one 

attributes one’s own individual positive or negative characteristics–to another person or 

group.”151 This usually subconscious practice is often used as a defense mechanism152 by which 

“unpleasant or unacceptable”153 personal attributes are ascribed to others allowing an individual 

to justify their prejudices, evade personal responsibility, and avoid having to see, or deal with, 

their own faults or fears.154 In this context, by projecting the deep-seated fear of not being good 

enough as a Hawaiian onto others by viewing them as the unworthy ones, we are able to create 

emotional distance from those negative, personal feelings in an effort to self-soothe.155  
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Insecurity, as the feeling of being vulnerable to danger or a lack of protection,156 is 

another major driving force behind judgmental behavior within our community, though for a 

very different reason. Native Hawaiian people, lands, identity, and culture are very much under 

threat. The constant feeling of being in danger or unprotected is a very real reality for many 

Native Hawaiians. The staggering amount of exploitation, displacement, and appropriation our 

people have, and continue, to face, along with the trauma and grief that these experiences create 

has pushed many Native Hawaiians to feel very protective of their Native Hawaiian identities, 

identities that, in many ways, are some of the last things that we Hawaiians have any real, yet 

limited, control over.157 Thus judgement can act as both a form of protection and as a trauma 

response, serving as a tool for reasserting control and ownership over Hawaiian culture and 

identity in an effort to reclaim one of the many things that have been repeatedly stolen from our 

people. While these two sides of insecurity may seem messy or convoluted, all the complexities 

that inform the contemporary intersection between Native Hawaiian identity and insecurity must 

be examined and addressed so that this behavior can be rectified.  

 Social alienation, the other major predictor of judgmental behavior, is defined here as an 

individual’s feelings of disconnection from their community or other individuals who make up 

that community.158 It is seen by sociologists “as a sign of personal dissatisfaction” 159 with 

certain elements of a given society as well as an expression of an individual’s feelings of 

powerlessness.160 Colonization and lateral violence systematically create and encourage social 

alienation to take place within the contemporary Native Hawaiian community by reinforcing 

one’s worthlessness or illegitimacy as a Kanaka, in turn causing Hawaiians to feel disconnected 

from both their identities and fellow community members. This feeling of disconnection can lead 

Kānaka to feel anger or jealously towards other Hawaiians who that individual perceives as 
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asserting or displaying their own Hawaiianness; this is because social alienation positions Native 

Hawaiians as separate from one another, as disconnected competition instead of kin. This 

phenomenon may manifest as the uncomfortable feeling: I don’t even feel like I’m Hawaiian 

enough, who are you to think you are Hawaiian enough if I don’t? While some Hawaiians may 

argue that their harsh judgements of other Hawaiians are merely a way of holding each other 

“accountable” or maintaining a standard of Hawaiian authenticity, the negativity, exclusion, and 

disregard that this form of gatekeeping commonly entails is anything but healthy or conducive to 

individual or collective Hawaiian wellbeing and continuity.161   

 

Post-Colonial Distress  

Three Contributing Factors to Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence 

Lateral violence is as much the internalization of colonial violence as it is a response to it. 

Under the constant exposure to various forms of violence, oppressed peoples often end up 

suffering from trauma, defined here as “any disturbing experience that results in significant fear, 

helplessness, dissociation, confusion or other disruptive feelings intense enough to have a long 

lasting negative effect on a person’s attitudes, behavior, and other aspects of functioning.”162 

While discussions surrounding the negative effects of colonization upon Indigenous communities 

commonly center around trauma, such as intergenerational trauma or Indigenous Historical 

Trauma,163 Native American psychologist Dr. Joseph Gone suggests164 that the phenomenon of 

Post-Colonial Distress can be an equally critical construct to examine and include within these 

discussions for the nuance it enables.  

Post-Colonial Distress is defined here as a type of social friction that results from long-

term exposure to colonial violence and describes every day, low-level feelings of sadness, 
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anxiety, frustration, pain or upset that lay just beneath the surface of day-to-day living for many 

oppressed peoples that go largely unnoticed or unacknowledged. Here the use of “Post” is 

strikethrough however as Native Hawaiian people continue to live within a colonial experience 

and is thus removed in the spirit of famed Native Hawaiian scholar Dr. Haunani-Kay Trask’s old 

adage: Post-Colonial? What? Have they left yet?165 Unlike trauma,166 Post-Colonial Distress 

looks at a much broader range of negative responses to the nucleus of colonial trauma that, while 

perhaps more subtle, exist as a constant, cumulative tension that significantly colors how 

individuals perceive and interact with the world around them. Post-Colonial Distress is an 

especially useful concept to consider due to its focus upon distress instead of outright trauma, 

encouraging communities to both give weight to, and reexamine, many of the emotions, 

behaviors, and attitudes that may be ignored or taken for granted as natural or “normal” parts of 

life. Here we will look at three examples of Post-Colonial Distress specific to the Native 

Hawaiian community that, while responses to colonial violence, still function as significant, 

contributing factors to Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence. 

 

Reactive Skepticism 

Hawaiian Authenticity in a World of Hawaiian Appropriation 

The first example of “Post-Colonial Distress” specific to both the Native Hawaiian 

Community and Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence is a phenomenon that I am terming as 

“Reactive Skepticism.” Reactive Skepticism is the behavior by which many Native Hawaiian 

people react to people, places, or things purporting to be “authentically Hawaiian” with a 

preliminary level of suspicion, skepticism, or distrust instead of immediate openness or 

unquestioning acceptance. The concept of reactive skepticism is fashioned after reactive 
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aggression which is defined as “aggression that is elicited in response to provocation,”167 

provocation meaning “actions or speech that makes someone annoyed or angry, especially done 

deliberately.”168 Reactive skepticism is arguably a natural, reasonable response to the constant 

provocation of extensive theft, appropriation, and exploitation that Hawaiian identity and culture 

continues to endure.169 

 One of the main causes of this widespread appropriation is Hawaiʻi tourism, one of the 

largest industries and economic drivers in Hawaiʻi170 that benefits greatly from the appropriation 

and selling of Hawaiian culture and identity. Mass tourism took off in Hawaiʻi shortly after the 

illegal overthrow171 of the Hawaiian Kingdom by the United States of America during the illicit, 

American-concocted “territory” and “statehood” periods that followed. These periods 

“proliferated the idea, rooted in the racism of the time, that Kanaka Maoli [were] ‘skilled’ only at 

certain things–performing culture and physical labor.”172 Hawaiʻi tourism swiftly reimagined 

Hawaiʻi and Native Hawaiian people for the consumption and delight of the outsider, creating a 

false Hawaiʻi that was “a thousand light years away in fantasy,”173 a mysterious and exotic 

wonderland filled with alluring Natives and a mystical “ancient” Hawaiian culture that “if luck 

prevails…[would] rub off on you, the visitor.”174  

A key characteristic of Hawaiʻi tourism is that the fantasy that drives this industry, 

however, purports to be anything but. In fact, its entire conception functions off the claim of 

being “authentically Hawaiian.” Hula shows and tourist demonstrations are peddled as offering 

visitors a taste of the “true Hawaiʻi,” while tour bus drivers and dubious hotel historians175 offer 

questionable insight into “real” Hawaiian culture. This practice of Hawaiʻi tourism, what Dr. 

Trask so aptly refers to as cultural prostitution,176 revolves around the insidious concept of 

“staged authenticity”177 which is the practice of manufacturing or “staging” cultural events, 
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environments, or activities and modifying those experiences into whatever tourism professionals 

deem intriguing and digestible to visiting tourists (read “lucrative”), all while claiming 

authenticity. At the same time “real life and culture is often hidden or relegated to areas that 

tourists are not likely to venture.”178  

This reality has permeated almost all aspects of life within Hawaiʻi as a staggering 

number of shops, businesses, industries, government entities, and cultural shows throughout 

Hawaiʻi and abroad profit off of Hawaiian identity largely to the detriment and exclusion of 

Native Hawaiians themselves. Each does so by unscrupulously attaching “authentic 

Hawaiianness” to their advertisement campaigns, organization mechanics, or marketing 

strategies through the uninformed use of Hawaiian names, language, or iconography, while at the 

same time engaging in the exploitation of Hawaiian lands, labor, and people. Woven through 

each is the promise that lovely Hawaiianness can be yours, to have, to own, to claim, for the right 

price, a far cry from the day-to-day reality that actual Native Hawaiian people live. As Dr. Trask 

writes: “Hawaiʻi–the word, the vision, the sound in the mind–is the fragrance and feel of soft 

kindness…[However] to Hawaiians, daily life is neither soft nor kind. In fact, the political, 

economic, and cultural reality for most Hawaiians is hard, ugly and cruel.”179 

As a counterpoint to this widespread exploitation, the Hawaiian Cultural Renaissance180 

of the 1960s and 70s along with the Hawaiian Sovereignty Movement181 of the late 80s and early 

90s would greatly emphasize “expression[s] of ‘revitalized’ or ‘real’ Hawaiian culture over the 

tourist-driven visions of Hawaiʻi” 182 as a direct protest of such appropriation. Each movement 

highlighted the need, and the right, for Hawaiians to apply intense scrutiny towards assertions of 

authenticity and claims of Hawaiian identity as Kānaka began to make it clear that our heritage 
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was not a commodity for sale but a sacred expression and embodiment of our lands, gods, and 

ancestors that belong to our people and our people alone. 

This reality, however, has not been without its drawbacks, which brings us back to 

reactive skepticism. As Kanaka scholar Dr. Nohelani Teves writes, these movements “began to 

foreclose [upon] what kinds of expressions and cultural productions [were] legitimately 

‘Hawaiian,’”183 in turn “fuel[ing] growing divisions within Hawaiian communities”184 over what 

exactly constituted Hawaiian authenticity. What was worse is that other Hawaiians became 

collateral damage under the new scrutiny that now accompanied claiming a Hawaiian identity. 

Because of reactive skepticism, claiming or asserting a Native Hawaiian identity today is, for the 

most part, no longer accepted at face value, though the unfortunate necessity of such vigilance185 

makes it hard to dismiss such disbelief as mere cynicism or gatekeeping. While warranted, this 

reality has unfortunately encouraged lateral violence and community disconnection as reactive 

skepticism now brings suspicion and mistrust to the forefront of initial encounters between 

Kānaka, where the need to prove your Hawaiianness is now a prerequisite to inclusion, 

acceptance, and understanding from other Hawaiians.  

 

Triggering Whiteness  

 The next example of Post-Colonial Distress that is a significant, contributing factor to 

Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence is a phenomenon that I am terming “Triggering Whiteness.” 

Triggering Whiteness describes the instant, visceral feeling of dislike that many Native 

Hawaiians experience towards anyone or anything that is perceived as resembling or possessing 

“Whiteness” in any way. As previously stated, lateral violence takes place, in part, because of the 

inability of the oppressed to fruitfully or safely “get back” at the overarching power system that 



 

 
50 

 

oppresses them. While aggression or anger that the oppressed possess may become displaced and 

redirected towards their peers or themselves, lateral violence, at its core, is still an expression of 

the pain, anger, and upset that the oppressed feels and hopes to direct towards their oppressors 

and the system that oppresses them.  

In Native Hawaiian history and social experience, the oppressor class within Hawaiʻi has 

mainly been comprised of haole, or those of European descent.186 Anti-haole sentiment is well-

known throughout Hawaiʻi, informed by the now hundreds of years of ongoing racism and 

oppression at the hands of White people, religion, and government. While race is a social 

construct and is not “real” in the scientific sense, racism is the very real and very destructive 

outcome that worldwide acceptance and adherence to the construct of race has created and 

resulted in.  

While racism is systemic and not all haole, and indeed not all Hawaiians, hold anti-

Hawaiian or anti-haole sentiments respectively, the need and want to be perceived as anything 

but haole within the Native Hawaiian community is a widespread consequence of this ongoing 

history. As Kanaka scholar Dr. Willie Kauai states in “The Color of Nationality: Continuities and 

Discontinuities of Citizenship in Hawaiʻi”: “Being accepted as Hawaiian came with varying 

degrees of social capital, but its most significant implication was that you weren’t white.”187 

Because of past and present interactions with White people and the governmental and 

institutional structures related to them, many Native Hawaiians possess feelings of anger, 

distrust, disgust, and frustration towards haole individuals that negatively color how they 

perceive and interact with other Hawaiians by extension.  

Due to haole-ness, or Whiteness, being triggering or unwelcomed by and within the 

Native Hawaiian community, Native Hawaiians can end up feeling distrustful, repulsed, or 
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antagonistic towards other Hawaiians that they perceive as resembling a haole or possessing 

Whiteness in any way, shape, or form. This negatively impacts Native Hawaiians who have 

interests or attitudes that differ from those stereotypically deemed as being “Hawaiian” as 

examined within the Constructed Kanaka introduced in Chapter 1. It unfairly impacts Native 

Hawaiians who are of mixed Hawaiian-European ancestry who often have to fight against 

negative, preconceived notions from other Kānaka just because of what they look like. And, 

most critical of all, Triggering Whiteness is damaging to Native Hawaiians who are born, raised, 

or are living within the diaspora, especially those on “the Mainland,”188 the continental United 

States of America. Many of these Kānaka are actively dismissed or invalidated by the world and, 

most cruelly, by other Hawaiians when attempting to assert their rightful claim to their ʻŌiwi 

identities simply because of where they live or grew up. That invalidation might sound 

something like: What would she know about being Hawaiian, she’s from California! He’s so 

weird right? That ‘cause he grew up on the Mainland. They’re not even from here, what right do 

they have to speak as a Hawaiian? This negativity is especially alarming when we consider the 

fact that the majority of Native Hawaiian people today live in the country of our colonizers,189 a 

trend that is expected to continue to rise. 

As a Kanaka, to be labeled or referred to as a haole, especially by another Hawaiian, is 

considered by many to be the height of insult. It implies that that individual is arrogant, rude, 

selfish, and ignorant, the very pinnacle of being “Un-Hawaiian.” Within the framework of Native 

Hawaiian Lateral Violence, these accusations of being “haole” is frequently used to invalidate, 

demean, or exclude other Kānaka by their peers. It is also used by Hawaiians as an insult against 

other Hawaiians who may disagree with them. It is critical that we understand and acknowledge 
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the far-reaching effects that Triggering Whiteness has upon our community as it accounts for a 

good amount of tension within our community today whose true cause is often overlooked.  

 

Aloha Fatigue  
 

The third and final example of Post-Colonial Distress within the Native Hawaiian 

Community offered here is a phenomenon that I am terming as “Aloha Fatigue.” Aloha means, 

in part, love, affection, compassion, kindness and grace, and is perhaps one of the most well-

known, and most often misused, Hawaiian words both inside and outside of Hawaiʻi. Fatigue is 

defined here as a “feeling of extreme tiredness resulting from continued mental or physical 

exertion commonly caused by repeated exposure to stress.”190 Thus Aloha Fatigue describes the 

widespread response to constant, cumulative colonial violence that demands aloha as a response, 

that has resulted in a diminished capacity by which many Native Hawaiian people no longer 

freely “give out aloha” to every person they meet or interact with anymore. 

Aloha traditionally refers to kindness, love, and sharing, particularly within a familial 

context, in which people are openly welcomed and all is shared “with the understanding that 

people [who] gather to[gether] provide mutual helpfulness for collective benefit.”191 While aloha 

is an important traditional Hawaiian value and is one that is given freely, it is exchanged within a 

context of reciprocity, meaning that all parties who give and receive aloha do so with the 

understanding that what is freely received must also be freely, and equally, returned. Reciprocity, 

however, has been glaringly absent from American and settler state relations with Native 

Hawaiian peoples, and yet, aloha still remains one of the most coveted and exploited “goods” of 

colonial Hawaiʻi that is demanded of Native Hawaiian people.192 As Dr. Teves states: “As the 

Indigenous people of Hawaiʻi, and as the so-called repositories of the famed ‘aloha spirit,’ 
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Kānaka Maoli are held to a higher standard when it comes to aloha,”193 an expectation that can 

be as much a burden as a gift.194 

Aloha has undergone a serious historical transformation,195 so much so that today’s 

meaning and use of the word has been “carefully orchestrated and later entrenched [by] the 

settler state and the tourism industry as part of the settler-colonial project to abuse our [culture] 

for their own gain.”196 Aloha is now used “to obscure troubling lived realities that Kanaka Maoli 

experience”197 such as ongoing American occupation, dispossession, poverty and houselessness, 

as well as the alarming, mass exodus of Native Hawaiians from Hawaiʻi due to the high cost of 

living that settler colonialism and Hawaiʻi tourism has brought upon our shores. This is because 

colonial interpretations of aloha, as Dr. Teves writes, is honored “at the expense of Kanaka 

Maoli claims to sovereignty and self-determination because aloha makes Hawaiʻi available to 

everyone,”198 in turn making the expropriation and eviction that our people face of far less 

importance or concern in terms of “the rest of the world.” Under colonial aloha, our country, 

lands, and culture are no longer ours but, instead, are our “gifts to the world,”199 ones that 

Hawaiians “are obliged to share.”200 In turn “Kanaka Maoli sovereignty activists are framed as 

racist separatists who betray aloha in their aspirations for Hawaiian sovereignty or 

independence.”201   

False ideals of aloha are routinely weaponized against Native Hawaiian people to demand 

obedience and submission, contributing to the perverse expectation of Hawaiians needing to 

behave in a “welcoming and loving”202 way, to act as kind and agreeable despite, and especially 

while, being disrespected and demeaned. Any anger, frustration, or distress that Hawaiians might 

express towards their subjugation is swiftly treated as inappropriate, unbecoming or, most 

cruelly, “un-Hawaiian.” As Dr. Teves states: “The state of Hawaiʻi has been integral in–
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appropriating and co-opting aloha to quiet dissent and to police Kanaka Maoli behavior and 

identity.”203 This colonial bastardization of aloha undermines Native Hawaiian people’s rights to 

expressing justifiable anger, discrediting our realities in, and protests to, colonial violence, all the 

while demanding that we act “loving, open and unconfrontational”204 towards the very people 

and systems that are harming us. 

Regarding Aloha Fatigue, this repeated exposure to colonial violence has resulted in 

widespread sadness and fatigue throughout our communities, where aloha-withholding feels 

almost like an act of resistance against the demands of our colonizers and a now guarded exterior 

feels like an act of protection from the predatory expectations of foreigners and their industries.  

Unfortunately, this protective response to the outside world has inadvertently cut 

Hawaiians off from one another. In the act of guarding ourselves from further harm or threat, 

something precious is lost between our people as the love, loyalty, and openness that constitutes 

true aloha is no longer readily available, even between Hawaiians. As settlers now make up the 

majority of people living in Hawaiʻi and as colonial and settler violence continues to rise, Aloha 

Fatigue has become more and more prevalent. Not only is it a significant contributing factor to 

Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence but it also creates an environment where a pronounced lack of 

empathy and acceptance between people living in Hawaiʻi, especially between individuals who 

do not know one another, is especially common. 

 

What’s In a Name? 
 
 The reason why it is so important to understand and introduce these social phenomena is 

that by defining and naming these constructs we are more easily able recognize them and “call 

them out” as separate and foreign from Hawaiian culture and people. The tension, lack of 
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empathy, and disconnect between many Native Hawaiians is not merely symptomatic of 

“normal” or “modern” Hawaiian culture or somehow “Hawaiians just being Hawaiian” but is a 

deliberate, colonial process of ʻŌiwi destruction and erasure that is intended to destroy our 

people from the inside out.  

It does not have to, however, if we refuse to participate in the negative behaviors and 

beliefs of our oppressors. We can choose, we must choose, our lāhui over all else, over the 

impulse to belittle or exclude, over our anxieties and insecurities, over the desire to criticize or 

find fault in our peers. The three examples of Post-Colonial Distress specific to the contemporary 

Native Hawaiian community introduced in this chapter is only the “tip of the iceberg,” so to 

speak, as many social constructs, tension points, and colonial complexes within our community 

remain to be untangled. And while this exploration is only the beginning, these examples are 

offered here with optimism, humility, and the hope that they might start further discussion that 

leads to change.  
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Chapter 3:  Internal Barriers to Access  

Shame and Contemporary Hawaiian Language Acquisition 
 

Making Ass in Hawaiian Language Class 
 
 Growing up I had always wanted to learn Hawaiian but the private school that I attended 

in Mānoa, Oʻahu simply refused to teach it. As our school’s president proudly explained to our 

crowded middle school assembly one day when asked why not: “This is a college preparatory 

school and no college I’ve ever heard of cares about Hawaiian.” Our school’s questionable 

values aside, I was not to be dissuaded. I’d go on to graduate from the high school years later on 

a wet Saturday in May and attend my first Hawaiian language class the very following Monday 

at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa for its summer session. 

My pride in being Kanaka Maoli coupled with my almost zealous, life-long desperation 

to ʻōlelo made me feel as though every single moment of my life had been leading up to this 

opportunity. I was convinced that any feelings of shame or self-doubt surrounding my Hawaiian 

identity would disappear once I could finally speak Hawaiian, making classes nothing less than a 

godsend. 

And while the classes were fine and our Hawaiian teacher was good, I quickly realized 

something that should have been obvious but was still rather traumatic: I was not good at 

speaking Hawaiian. The familiar Hawaiian words I had been raised around my whole life were 

now the same ones I struggled to read aloud or speak in class. The same phrases that I had grown 

up hearing and responding to as a child, though in English, were now the same ones that fell 

from my lips in broken, non-sensical tangles, each mistake both embarrassing and incriminating.  
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My inability in ‘Ōlelo meant that I, more often than not, found myself flushed in silent 

embarrassment, open-mouthed and confused, as my kumu205 waited expectantly for an answer. It 

wasn’t just that I was bad, it was that my giant, increasingly-wounded ego as a Hawaiian felt like 

it was also on the chopping block by extension. Every mispronounced word and butchered 

sentence felt like more proof that I wasn’t nearly as Hawaiian as I had always pretended to be. I 

had attached so much expectation and heartache to my ability to ʻōlelo, had always attributed the 

ability to do so as a quintessential requirement for being a “real Hawaiian,” and here I was, 

finally given the chance to prove that I really could be that Hawaiian and yet...  

Hawaiian language class was the one place I could not hide nor pretend my way out of. 

No amount of aloha print or suntans or flowers in my hair could hide the fact that I could not 

speak Hawaiian. Nor could any amount of class time bravado mask the intense shame that that 

fact brought me. And while most of my classmates tried to help me, others who were more 

advanced laughed or muttered to each other whenever I or other classmates were unable to 

comprehend or respond correctly. Maybe it was nerves like the rest of us but for me it only 

compounded the embarrassment and vulnerability that class times brought with them. 

Eventually, I began to try to stop speaking Hawaiian in class altogether. I found that if I didn’t 

participate, I didn’t make mistakes. I found that if I refused to ʻōlelo then I could not be laughed 

at nor embarrassed by how poorly I did so. 

I tried my best to avoid being called on, responding to the questions that I couldn’t 

circumvent in English while subconsciously working less and less on the homework and tests I 

was given. In time, I developed the reputation of someone who wasn’t “trying very hard” in 

class. But what my kumu groused about and what my classmates laughed at was not the result of 

laziness but rather the fact that I was scared. Scared that I would never learn Hawaiian no matter 
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how much I wanted to or how hard I tried, scared that maybe the people who had always told me 

I wasn’t Hawaiian enough were right, scared that all my fears about being a fraud might actually 

be true.  

I knew I wasn’t alone in my feelings. A good number of my classmates, who loved being 

Hawaiian like me and who loved our culture and language like me, also barely studied or 

completed assignments. Their loud and earnest excitement in our other Hawaiian Studies classes 

together quickly faded in ʻŌlelo, replaced with silence, awkward laughter, and a similar 

unwillingness to be called upon. Outside of class they were confident, eager, and engaged in all 

things Hawaiian, each deeply committed to bettering our lāhui and reclaiming the ancestral 

knowledge that had been left to us by our kūpuna. This deep level of commitment, however, did 

not translate to a deeper level of engagement in Hawaiian language class.  

It wasn’t unusual for a group of us to be found huddled together rushing to complete our 

un-started ʻŌlelo homework right before class was to begin or for us to trade off-hand jokes 

detailing our different levels of unpreparedness and our plans to “wing” class times. And while 

we may have laughed together, each of us knew there was nothing funny about our situations. I 

knew we were all ashamed of our struggles with ‘Ōlelo, embarrassed by our failings that stood in 

direct opposition of our perceptions of ourselves, as proud, worthy, and culturally competent 

Kānaka. 

One day, as I went to turn in a form at my university’s Hawaiian language building, I 

overheard a conversation between two Hawaiian language kumu in a room behind a half-opened 

door:  

“These Hawaiian students!” One kumu exclaimed in exasperation, “They don’t really 

care about learning Hawaiian! They don’t do their homework or study or sometimes don’t even 
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come to class altogether! I wish they were more like the Japanese students.206 They care. They 

always do all their homework. They always participate in class. They’ll even come to office 

hours if they are struggling with something! God, I wish the Hawaiian students were more like 

them!” 

As I stood there, frozen in the hallway, my first reaction was of shame and then anger. 

Has she forgotten what it feels like? I thought. To question your entire identity every time you 

open your mouth? To have to confront the fact that maybe you’re not nearly as much a Hawaiian 

as you thought you were, the one thing that matters the most?  

The kumu’s valid frustration didn’t upset me but her response made it clear that most 

couldn’t see our disconnect in class for what it was. It wasn’t that we did not care about our 

mother tongue, it was the opposite. Most of us cared about learning Hawaiian so much so that the 

emotional and personal stakes attached to reclaiming it were much, much higher than any of our 

non-Hawaiian counterparts ever had to experience. Some Kānaka were better at dealing with that 

turmoil than others. For the majority of the Hawaiians that I knew, learning Hawaiian language 

was never them merely attending “another class” or learning “another language.” It was the one 

place where all your hopes, dreams, hurts, and fears about living up to being a Hawaiian was 

thrust, full force, onto center stage, for all to see, for all to know, especially yourself. 

 

Internal Barriers to Acquisition – Noke Ka Hilahila  
 

When researchers207 talk about Native Hawaiians, Hawaiian language, and shame, the 

conversation tends to focus upon the traumatic experiences of mānaleo, Native Hawaiian native 

Hawaiian language speakers, of the Republic and Territorial eras of Hawaiʻi (1894–1959).208 

While not the start of Hawaiian language loss in Hawaiʻi,209 these periods were characterized by 
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rampant English linguicism210 and attempted linguicide211 that saw the Hawaiian language 

forcibly stripped from Native Hawaiian communities in the interest of settler occupation. The 

nature of Hawaiian language suppression before and during these time periods is incredibly 

complex and exceeds the scope of this paper. However, some major factors that lent themselves 

to Hawaiian language loss included 1896’s Act 57212 which mandated English as the sole 

medium of instruction for all public and private schools in Hawaiʻi. Often referred to as the 

“Hawaiian Language Ban,”213 Act 57 did not ban the Hawaiian language outright but heavily 

constrained its use in schools. The Act and its enforcement further contributed to the widespread 

beating and shaming of Native Hawaiian children214 across Hawaiʻi’s schools as the vast 

majority of children during this time spoke Hawaiian as their primary or only language. This 

physical violence along with the “social sanctions”215 and self-policing throughout Hawaiʻi’s 

communities that accompanied it worked together to further the near eradication of the Hawaiian 

language, ultimately resulting in less than 2% of Native Hawaiians being able to speak Hawaiian 

by 1942.216  

However, the Hawaiian language revitalization movement that began in the early 1980s 

would change this. In 1984,217 history would be made with the opening of the first ever ‘Aha 

Pūnana Leo, a Hawaiian immersion preschool218 that offers instruction solely in Hawaiian, the 

first school to do so since the passing of Act 57 nearly 100 years earlier. Through the sheer will 

and tireless work of a dedicated group of teachers, elders, parents, and community members, 

Hawaiian immersion education began to spread across the islands, marking the genesis of an 

incredible period of Hawaiian language resurgence. A language that was once described as 

facing sure language death was now being spoken by a new generation of Hawaiian youth; a 

trend that continues as Hawaiian immersion and acquisition opportunities are now available from 
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the preschool to graduate level.219 In 1996, the “state” of Hawaiʻi would declare that year the 

“Year of the Hawaiian Language”220 as a “celebration of the fact that ‘ōlelo Hawaiʻi was alive 

and thriving.”221  

The success of the Hawaiian language revitalization movement continues to be heralded 

as a successful example of Indigenous language resurgence and a model for Indigenous language 

revitalization for communities around the world. Thus, in a time where the re-establishment of 

Hawaiian cultural pride has also been incredibly successful, it may seem counterintuitive that 

shame continues to play a prevalent role in the relationship between many Native Hawaiians and 

Hawaiian language use and learning today. The colonial presence of shame and shaming in 

relation to Native Hawaiian, Hawaiian language use as first experienced by mānaleo of Republic 

and Territorial Hawaiʻi, still continues though its outward composition may have changed. 

Today, instead of Kānaka being shamed and treated as inferior for speaking ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi like 

in the experience of our kūpuna, Kānaka are now shamed and treated as inferior for not speaking 

our language. This stigmatization encourages disconnection between Kānaka and their Hawaiian 

identities by placing feelings of doubt, embarrassment, and illegitimacy between them.  

The past and present language shame mentioned here are also first-hand examples of the 

mirrored relationship between Ngugi’s “cultural bomb” and its modern-day counterpart, the 

Inauthentic Status of Natives, as introduced and examined in Chapter 1. Hawaiians who were 

once inundated with false messages regarding the shameful “wasteland of non-achievement”222 

that colonization attempted to depict Hawaiian culture, people, and language as belonging to, are 

now inundated with messages of them existing within, and being a largely contributing part of, a 

present wasteland of non-authenticity. Both of these wastelands promote and perpetuate shame. 

The thesis statement of this research contends that shame functions as a prevalent and pressing 
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internal barrier to contemporary Hawaiian language acquisition by many Native Hawaiians 

today. Internal barriers, here, refer to emotional or psychological challenges to Hawaiian 

language learning that exist within the “mental universe”223 of a Kanaka that makes it difficult 

for our people to reclaim their mother tongue. It is important to examine internal barriers to 

Hawaiian language learning within the context of the contemporary Native Hawaiian community 

as they are generally unmentioned or under-researched in academic literature and prove critical 

insights into understanding the true health and sustainability of the Hawaiian language 

revitalization movement. By acknowledging, understanding, and removing these barriers we can 

make Hawaiian language more accessible and equitable for all Hawaiians.  

 

Hawaiian Language Hierarchies - The Haves and The Have Nots 
 

While there is no question that the Hawaiian language revitalization movement224 has 

been both widely successful and among the most important outcomes of the Hawaiian 

Renaissance, the increase in the number of Hawaiians now able to ʻōlelo had another unintended 

consequence. As one older Hawaiian language student describes it: “Once people in our 

community began to know our language again, it emphasized the fact that others did not, and a 

new line of division was drawn.”225 This “new line of division” is a cultural hierarchy within the 

Native Hawaiian community of post-Renaissance Hawaiʻi.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, power, worth, and legitimacy within the Hawaiian community 

is based on perceived cultural authenticity, the possession of which is a key factor to being 

afforded social acceptance as a Hawaiian. Hawaiian language ability, for many Kānaka, is 

considered to be the pinnacle of authentic Hawaiian identity expression.226 In a 2010 dissertation 

entitled “What is Hawaiian: Explorations and Understandings of Native Hawaiian College 
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Women’s Identities,” a group of Native Hawaiian women were interviewed regarding their 

perspectives on contemporary Native Hawaiian identity and Hawaiian language that underscored 

this reality. Each participant indicated that ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi was important to them, providing 

them with “a means to a greater sense of Hawaiianness,”227 and a “valid means to claim 

Hawaiian identity.”228 Interestingly, not only was Hawaiian language ability equated with the 

right one had to claim “Native Hawaiianness”229 but it “also created a measurement that 

determined the degree to which”230 one could effectively do so.  

Almost every participant interviewed expressed not feeling “Hawaiian enough” at one 

time or another in their lives, these feelings “often brought on after [participants] encountered a 

person or an environment that made them question their Hawaiianness,”231 many of these 

encounters consisting of interactions with other Hawaiians. Participants also reported often 

possessing personal fears or insecurities surrounding their Hawaiian identities independent of 

specific interactions with other Hawaiians that negatively colored their relationship with their 

Native Hawaiian identity expression. One participant stated that “she did not feel like she fit in 

because she was not fluent in the [Hawaiian] language and did not have a full understanding of 

the culture.”232 Another worried if she was even Hawaiian enough to “ha[ve] the right to learn 

Hawaiian”233 in the first place. The majority of participants also voiced particular “concerns with 

looking and acting Native Hawaiian,”234 having reported being “very aware of their behaviors 

and how the way they acted could, and would, be perceived by others.”235 These statements 

demonstrated a powerful awareness of the pervasiveness of peer judgement and scrutiny within 

our community, judgement that goes on to negatively impact Kānaka and their relationships with 

learning Hawaiian language.  
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In 2016 language revitalization specialists Dr. Paul Lewis and Dr. Gary F. Simons 

introduced the Sustainable Use Model for Language Development (SUM),236 a framework that 

highlighted five key conditions to language revitalization that must be present for long-term 

language revitalization to be sustainable. These five conditions, named the F.A.M.E.D. 

Conditions, highlight the multi-faceted nature of language reclamation. Long-term language 

revitalization success requires much more than increased language learning opportunities but 

must also prioritize and account for the social and psychological aspects of the reclamation 

environment as well.  

 “E” for “Environment” within these conditions asserts that “the external environment”237 

surrounding both the language in question and its users “must not be hostile”238 in order for its 

revitalization to be both successful and sustainable. While perhaps an obvious condition for 

language reclamation, this condition highlights the critical importance placed upon having a safe 

language environment for Hawaiian language learners to use and practice their language within. 

It also reinforces just how damaging Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence is to long-term Hawaiian 

language revitalization success.  

The prevalence of shame and shaming within the Native Hawaiian community as created 

and perpetuated by Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence creates a hostile environment around 

Hawaiian language use that directly undermines the Environment Condition needed for sustained 

Hawaiian language reclamation. “Hostile”239 in relationship to the Native Hawaiian community 

and Hawaiian language use refers to a spectrum of negative community attitudes and behaviors 

towards Kānaka attempting to learn or use Hawaiian language. As with all lateral violence, this 

hostility manifests itself in the form of microaggressions. “Environment,” with its accompanying 

need for safety, gives us a specific viewpoint to consider Native Hawaiian experiences with 
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Hawaiian language acquisition, judgement, and shame through in order to better understand the 

impact that Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence has upon the personal success of an individual’s 

Hawaiian language acquisition efforts.  

 

Primary Research  
Anonymous Hawaiian Language Acquisition and Engagement Surveys  
 
 The psychosocial realm of Hawaiian language learning is what my primary data 

collection focused upon in order to examine the role that shame and shaming in the context of 

Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence plays within contemporary Hawaiian language acquisition. 

This project’s thesis statement is that shame and shaming functions as one of the most prevalent, 

internal barriers experienced by Native Hawaiians today that hinder them from successfully, or 

more easily, acquiring Hawaiian language proficiency. The primary data for this investigation 

was collected through detailed online, anonymous Hawaiian Language Acquisition and 

Engagement surveys administered to 50 Native Hawaiian community members who had learned, 

attempted to learn, or avoided altogether, Hawaiian language and their reasons and experiences 

while doing so. It was equally important to survey Native Hawaiian individuals who had not 

attempted to learn Hawaiian previously as it was hypothesized that their reasons were possibly 

informed by shame, shaming, and/or Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence. While this was 

important, only a handful of Hawaiians who had not previously attempted to pursue Hawaiian 

language learning experiences completed this survey. 

Surveys were comprised of twelve questions, two were multiple choice, ten were open-

ended, with four of those ten including sub-questions used to further clarify data given in 

response to the initial question. Survey questions examined things like when, where, and why 
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participants learned or did not attempt to learn ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, what types of learning 

environments or teaching styles they best responded to, (if they did at all), and their level of 

comfort speaking Hawaiian in particular types of social environments and why. Questions 

included what participants felt would help them learn and use Hawaiian language better and what 

the easiest and hardest parts of learning Hawaiian were and why. Surveys concluded with a 

question on whether or not participants had experienced shaming or judgement when attempting 

to learn or speak Hawaiian, a question that also asked them to describe the experience and the 

individual(s) who were shaming or judging them. Survey questions were arranged in order of 

more easily answerable questions to harder, more uncomfortable ones. 

This thesis utilized an inductive approach to coding meaning that it created and chose 

codes directly from survey responses.240 This differs from deductive coding where researchers 

begin with “a predefined set of codes, then assign those codes to the newly compiled qualitative 

data.”241 Inductive coding was selected due to the under-documented nature of this paper’s 

research focus which made it all the more important for participants to essentially “speak for 

themselves,” and use their own words for the guiding analysis codes.  

Survey responses were manually coded and analyzed using both thematic and sentiment 

analysis. Thematic analysis extracts major themes from text242 by indexing and analyzing codes 

chosen directly from the data that allows certain patterns and themes within the data to be more 

easily recognizable. When thematically analyzed, surveys revealed high instances of shame, 

judgement, embarrassment, and avoidance when participants attempted to learn or engage in 

Hawaiian language. Surveys were also analyzed for the insights they provided into the hierarchy 

that currently surrounds Hawaiian language use and ability within the Native Hawaiian 
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community and the role that this hierarchy played in participant Hawaiian Language acquisition 

experience.  

Sentiment analysis, similar to thematic analysis, analyzes “how positive or negative the 

language”243 of said themes are, seeking out “emotionally charged themes”244 to help identify 

and separate emotions present within the data during review. Analyzing sentiment in the survey 

responses was an important metric for this project’s psychosocial focus as it allowed for 

identifying and understanding the different emotional attitudes present in each acquisition 

experience. 

 The anonymous online surveys generated mostly qualitative data which is non-

numerical245 data “in the form of descriptive words that can be examined for patterns or 

meanings, sometimes through the use of coding.”246 The collection and use of qualitative data 

was important to this project and represents the majority of the data utilized throughout. Besides 

shedding light on the contemporary psychological challenges to Hawaiian language learning as 

experienced by Native Hawaiian people, these surveys were also intended to provide more 

primary data on contemporary Hawaiian language acquisition experiences and Native Hawaiian 

Lateral Violence for use in future scholarly efforts by our community.  

 

‘Ike Maka – An Ethnographic Methodology – Prioritizing Native Voices 
 

This research project actively acknowledges the often-Eurocentric nature of academic 

research247 which can misrepresent native peoples, cultures, issues, and histories due to its 

exclusion of Indigenous perspectives and ways of knowing. This thesis therefore positioned 

Native Hawaiian experiences, research, and epistemes as the central lens through which all 

aspects of this project have been constructed, conducted, and analyzed through. It was necessary 
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to utilize traditional Hawaiian values and perspectives to create a Hawaiian-centered 

methodology in order to investigate the topics and research queries posed throughout this paper. 

This methodology, which I have termed ‘Ike Maka, uses a mix of ethnographic and 

autoethnographic methods as the basis for this project’s research collection and data analysis. 

The ‘Ike Maka methodology centers traditional Hawaiian values of personal experience and 

observation as its epistemological foundation.  

ʻIke is the Hawaiian word for knowledge and also means to see, know, feel, perceive, 

experience, and recognize.248 Maka is the Hawaiian word for eye, view, sight, or presence. 

Together they form the term “‘ike maka,” meaning to literally “see for oneself,” used to describe 

knowledge and insight gained through personal experience. The importance traditionally placed 

upon this type of knowledge is outlined within the well-known ‘ōlelo noʻeau, or proverb: “ma ka 

hana ka ʻike,” “through doing one learns.” This proverb is used to highlight the traditional belief 

that complete and in-depth understanding can only be gained through firsthand experience. Thus, 

this study’s methodology followed this Hawaiian cultural perspective on in-depth personal 

knowledge by prioritizing Kanaka Maoli first-person experiences as the chief source of this 

study’s primary and secondary data and analysis.  

This was accomplished in a few ways. First, it was accomplished through the inclusion of 

my own personal experiences as both a Native Hawaiian and as a Native Hawaiian, Hawaiian 

Language Second Language Learner. Again, Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence and its 

relationship with Hawaiian language learning is largely underresearched in academic literature. 

This autoethnographic approach allowed me to provide contextualization and a guiding rationale 

as to why certain topics, themes, or perspectives were highlighted, connected, or introduced 

throughout this paper. Ethnography’s method of producing a highly descriptive and interpretive 
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narrative that attempts to identify and understand “a group’s shared culture, conventions, and 

social dynamics”249 allowed me the method of short form narrative as a tool for better immersing 

readers in the complex and multifaceted reality of Native Hawaiian social interactions.  

The prioritization of Native Hawaiian first-person experience was also achieved through 

the use of the aforementioned Hawaiian Language Acquisition and Engagement surveys that 

relied solely upon Native Hawaiian personal, firsthand experience with Hawaiian identity and 

language learning to investigate the project’s research queries. This, again, ensured that Native 

Hawaiian people and perspectives were able to guide all parts of the data collected and its 

analysis process. The centering of Native Hawaiian voices was also achieved through this 

study’s prioritized use of relevant secondary data from Native Hawaiian authored resources. By 

anchoring (auto)ethnographical methods within a traditional Hawaiian “way of knowing,” this 

project was able to utilize both analytical traditions to create a more equitable and culturally 

appropriate methodology for serving this research topic and community.  

 

Survey Sample  
 
 While acquisition surveys were conducted anonymously, they were generally completed 

by University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa students mainly within the Hawaiʻinuiākea School of 

Hawaiian Knowledge, a college that includes Kamakakūokalani Center for Hawaiian Studies and 

Kawaihuelani Center for Hawaiian Language. Participants were found using a non-probability 

sampling method, meaning participants were selected using non-random criteria as they were 

students who were approached at the Kamakakūokalani Center for Hawaiian Studies to 

participate in this research project and were, thus, mostly Hawaiian Studies students. Students 

were given an overview of the project then were invited to participate in the survey. If students 
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agreed, they received a URL to access the survey online and were encouraged to share that URL 

with their family and friends. Surveys took on average 15 minutes to complete and included a 

mandatory consent form that detailed participants’ rights and responsibilities at the beginning of 

each survey.   

 The decision to sample students at the University of Hawaiʻi was made due to 

universities being one of the primary places where Native Hawaiian people learn Hawaiian 

language today. The population of Hawaiians surveyed were also primarily Second Language 

Learners of Hawaiian Language, which represents the majority of Hawaiian Language speakers 

today. The majority of students within Hawaiʻinuiākea are Native Hawaiian and both 

Kamakakūokalani and Kawaihuelani possess Hawaiian Language class requirements (although 

Kawaihuelani requires more Hawaiian language class completions), increasing the chances that 

students approached to be surveyed were both Native Hawaiian and had previous experiences 

with learning or attempting to learn Hawaiian Language. Some students did share the survey link 

with family and friends who were not university students, but these non-student participants were 

in the minority. This thesis could have benefitted greatly from the inclusion of more non-

university, Native Hawaiian perspectives, however the scope of this project focused on Native 

Hawaiian university students due to their accessibility.  

Participants were asked to self-report whether or not they were Native Hawaiian at the 

beginning of each survey and three initial participants indicated that they were not of Native 

Hawaiian descent. Data from these four individuals were removed from the overall data used in 

this study leaving 50 self-identified Native Hawaiian participants in total. The choice to remove 

the non-Hawaiian participant responses was made due to this project’s focus upon Native 

Hawaiian personal experiences with learning and using Hawaiian language.  
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Survey responses offered a window into the personal Hawaiian language acquisition 

stories of Hawaiians who came from all types of Hawaiian language backgrounds, abilities, and 

comfort levels. While some of the results were expected, others were quite surprising. The next 

and final chapter of this thesis includes a presentation of collected survey data, an analysis of 

these findings, and some major takeaways for us to consider.  
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Chapter 4: Data Presentation, Analysis, and Major Take-Aways 
 

Documenting the Struggle  
A Mahalo To Survey Participants  
 

This final chapter offers a detailed presentation of primary data gathered from the 

Hawaiian Language Acquisition and Engagement surveys anonymously completed by 50 Native 

Hawaiian individuals in 2020. As the presentation of data is rather lengthy, the Major 

Takeaways, the key points from the surveys’ findings and analysis, will be included at the 

beginning of the chapter for consideration, followed by the in-depth break down of participant 

responses in the data presentation after. While this analysis of Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence 

was crucial to this study, the increased documentation of these contemporary Native Hawaiian, 

first person experiences with learning or attempting to learn Hawaiian, especially its more 

challenging aspects, was the most critical outcome of this paper. As previously stated, much of 

the emotional and psychosocial challenges to contemporary Hawaiian language acquisition by 

Native Hawaiian people remain understudied in academic research. The hope is that the data 

provided here collected from the survey responses can serve as a steppingstone for future 

research related to improving the Hawaiian language acquisition experience for our people. A 

very special mahalo to every single participant that took part in these surveys as many of the 

questions within tackled uncomfortable topics and painful past experiences. Mahalo nui for your 

wiwoʻole, I could not have done this work without you. 
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A Note on Data Coding in the Presentation of Data 
 
 Survey responses that were coded using thematic analysis, 250  analysis that extracts major 

themes from text251 through codes in order for patterns within the data to be more easily 

identified, include examples of the codes used to determine the analysis themes by offering the 

direct quotes taken from survey responses that were used to create them. These direct quotes 

from survey participants are centered and italicized throughout the presentation of data. Survey 

responses that were coded using sentiment analysis which examines “how positive or negative 

the language”252 of said themes are in order to seek out “emotionally charged themes”253  from 

the data also include direct quotes from participant survey responses from which the codes were 

drawn. All codes were determined using an inductive approach254 to coding which allowed 

participants’ personal perspectives and experiences to more fully guide the data analysis process. 

As survey participants were welcomed to complete the survey in either Hawaiian or English, 

some of the codes and the direct quotes that comprise them are in Hawaiian as well as English. 

English translations for Hawaiian language participant responses will not be given. 

Survey participants were not required to answer every survey question and therefore 

some questions do not include responses from every participant. In the “Identified Themes” 

portion of select question response summaries, the total number of times themes that were 

identified in survey responses may outnumber the total number of participants listed as having 

responded to that particular question. This is because participant responses often fell into more 

than one theme and was therefore counted multiple times. This decision was made because it the 

importance of the survey data rested in the documentation, identification, and prevalence of the 

identified themes and not in the number of times each survey answer was sorted into a specific 

theme. 
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Major Takeaways  
   
A Desire for Connection and a Current Lack of Safety 
 
 Throughout survey responses, as demonstrated in response to Question 10 (What would 

help you speak more Hawaiian?), participants repeatedly expressed the need and desire for more 

Hawaiian language communities to frequently engage in Hawaiian language interactions. Many 

stated that the lack of people and places to consistently practice their Hawaiian, especially once 

outside of a Hawaiian language classroom setting, made it difficult for them to retain their 

language ability or to improve it. Many stated that they were one of the few or only people in 

their families or friend groups that spoke the language, thus making Hawaiian language 

interactions rare. As constant practice and repetition is a key facet of any kind of language 

acquisition, this lack of a reliable practice community, especially one readily accessible to the 

public, is considerably detrimental to successful, long-term Hawaiian language ability for a large 

number of Hawaiian language learners.  

The desire for more Hawaiian language communities and interactions were often further 

qualified to include the desire and need for safe people and places to engage in Hawaiian. The 

pronounced need for safety was a prevalent thread throughout a large majority of survey 

responses. The desire for safety was the second most cited theme for Question 10 (What would 

help you speak more Hawaiian?) and the most cited theme overall for Question 13 (When do you 

feel most comfortable speaking Hawaiian?). Both questions’ responses repeatedly stated 

participants’ desire for “non-judgmental” and “accepting” spaces to practice Hawaiian and the 

wish for Hawaiian language speakers to practice with that did not “make learning Hawaiian 

shameful.”  
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Many participants reported feeling judged, mocked, or “looked down upon” by other 

Hawaiian language speakers when attempting to engage in Hawaiian. High rates of shame and 

shaming were mentioned throughout almost all participant responses. Question 15 asks 

participants: Do you feel like you’ve ever been shamed or judged when speaking or trying to 

speak Hawaiian?, and 39 out of the 49 who responded stated that they had indeed experienced 

being shamed or judged when speaking or attempting to speak Hawaiian. With nearly 80% of 

survey participants citing past negative experiences with others when attempting to speak 

Hawaiian, particularly in the context of acquiring Hawaiian, the lack of safety that currently 

exists within Hawaiian language learning and speaking environments is made clear. More 

alarming, as demonstrated by Question 17 (Who was shaming or judging you?), is that it was 

most commonly reported that other Hawaiians were the individuals mostly likely to be judging 

or shaming participants, a data insight demonstrating the prevalent presence of Native Hawaiian 

Lateral Violence within Hawaiian language exchanges. The next most common sets of 

individuals that participants reported being shamed by were their Hawaiian language classmates, 

followed by their Hawaiian language Kumu [teachers].  

 

Hawaiian Language Hierarchies – Judgement Free Zone? 
 
 The lack of safety in Hawaiian language exchanges was further supported within survey 

responses for Question 13 (When do you feel the most comfortable speaking Hawaiian?) and 

Question 14 (When do you feel the most uncomfortable speaking Hawaiian?). As previously 

mentioned, safety was the number one indicator of participant comfortability when speaking 

Hawaiian as demonstrated by the responses given to Question 13. When participants perceived 

themselves to be in open, non-judgmental, supportive environments, they were most comfortable 
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to engage in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi. Participants demonstrated this feeling by citing safe people, namely 

family members and friends, as the one environment they felt most comfortable speaking 

Hawaiian. Interestingly, the next environment that participants cited feeling most comfortable 

speaking Hawaiian within was with individuals who had an equal or lesser Hawaiian language 

ability, or no Hawaiian language ability at all. This preference towards speaking Hawaiian to 

these individuals seemed to not only allude to the desire for safety, as these individuals are 

probably less likely to shame or ridicule people who are equal or better at Hawaiian than they 

are, but also demonstrated a keen awareness of the Hawaiian language hierarchy introduced in 

the previous chapter, and the social power imbalance embedded within this hierarchy.  

Within this cultural hierarchy those who speak Hawaiian more proficiently than another 

are commonly seen as having a stronger right or claim to a Hawaiian identity than those with a 

lesser or non-existent Hawaiian language ability. This hierarchy, an extension of the standard of 

being Hawaiian enough, routinely actualizes and perpetuates Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence 

as it encourages both shame and shaming based off of one’s ability to ‘ōlelo. While Question 13 

demonstrates that participants feel most comfortable speaking Hawaiian in safe, non-judgmental, 

spaces, survey responses for Question 14 showed that other Hawaiian language speakers, 

particularly those who spoke better Hawaiian than the participant, were perceived to be the most 

uncomfortable “space” for participants to engage in Hawaiian with. If we place this information 

again within the context of Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence, this lack of feeling safe makes 

sense as participants with poorer Hawaiian language ability would generally be seen as 

possessing less worth and legitimacy as Kānaka, especially within the context of a Hawaiian 

language exchange, and thus more likely to be on the receiving end of negative treatment by 

more advanced peers, likely manifesting as peer judgement, scrutiny, or shaming. As one 
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participant states: “People who are fluent view themselves in higher regards to those of us who 

never got the chance to learn until we took it upon ourselves to do so.” Another one simply 

concludes: “[I] don’t even try around those who are more fluent than me.”  

While perhaps not always maliciously intended, participant responses did seem to also 

note that peers, especially peers who were more advanced, often did not possess an adequate 

amount of empathy or compassion towards those with a lesser Hawaiian language ability. Some 

participants reported being sharply reprimanded or corrected in humiliating ways over language 

mistakes “even though the others understood what I was saying,” or correcting them “as if my 

mistake was so basic that I should’ve known better.” As shame often “creates an extreme 

sensitivity to other’s reactions,”255 it is critical to take special care when attempting to correct 

others as this behavior is most often seen as being embarrassing, hurtful, and unwelcomed. 

Often-times the best way to correct another, as informed by these survey responses, is to not 

correct them at all unless specifically requested to by that person.256 Instead of correcting them, 

offering them a safe and non-judgement environment to practice their Hawaiian is perhaps the 

more beneficial way to help that individual improve their Hawaiian language ability overtime. 

If we consider again the Sustainable Use Model for Language Revitalization 

Development and its F.A.M.E.D. Conditions257 both introduced in Chapter 2, the critical need for 

safety in Hawaiian language acquisition and revitalization is highlighted. As the “E” for 

“Environment” within the F.A.M.E.D. Conditions contends, the external environment 

surrounding both the language in question and its users/learners “must not be hostile”258 in order 

for its acquisition to be both successful and long term. Therefore, the high rates of shaming and 

peer judgement reported within a variety of Hawaiian language exchanges and acquisition 

experiences seems to indicate an especially pressing threat to the sustainability of the Hawaiian 
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language revitalization movement and the overall health and well-being of our community. 

Furthermore, it does not bode well for our community that being around other Hawaiian 

language speakers, the majority of whom are Native Hawaiian, was the most cited uncomfortable 

environment for participants to speak or attempt to speak Hawaiian. And Hawaiians in general 

cited as the most likely individuals to be shaming or judging participants who themselves are 

also Native Hawaiian. What happens when Hawaiians are most uncomfortable speaking 

Hawaiian with other Hawaiians? What does it mean for the future of our language if we cannot 

find comfort, support, and safety from our own people while collectively trying to reclaim our 

mother tongue? Or should Hawaiian language not belong to all Hawaiians? The data seems to 

imply, perhaps in the logical extreme, that we might not truly want all of our people to reclaim 

our language after all.  

  

Shame, Self-Efficacy, and Defensive Failure 
 
 Am I Good Enough to Learn? 
 
 Shame was an extremely prevalent theme across a majority of survey responses. In 

response to Question 11 (What was the hardest part about learning Hawaiian?), shame was the 

second most cited theme that participants reported struggling with when attempting to learn or 

speak Hawaiian after Technical Issues. The next most commonly cited theme after shame was 

negative emotions associated with Hawaiian language acquisition. The negative emotions 

described by participants were usually feelings such as embarrassment or frustration due to the 

participant’s Hawaiian language ability, feelings that seemed to indicate a sense of shame 

towards their current ability to ʻōlelo, particularly in comparison to peers. One participant 

response indexed within this theme that seems to demonstrate these emotions and the underlying 
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current of shame beneath them stated that the hardest part about learning Hawaiian is “having to 

ʻōlelo in front of my classmates and not being good at it. It’s overwhelming having to constantly 

embarrass yourself in front of others.”  

The next most cited themes recorded in response to Question 10, both of them tied in 

frequency, were negative experiences with Hawaiian language acquisition and engagement, and 

a fear of speaking Hawaiian. Survey responses indexed within negative experiences with 

Hawaiian language acquisition or engagement largely described participants experiencing 

shaming microaggressions when attempting to engage in speaking Hawaiian. Within the fear of 

speaking Hawaiian theme, participant responses described feeling fearful, anxious, or 

embarrassed to speak Hawaiian, probably due to their actual or perceived poor Hawaiian 

language ability, something also informed by shame. Both of these themes, and many others, 

demonstrated the prevalent presence of shame within the Hawaiian language learning experience 

though the codes indexed within these themes often did not refer to these instances of shame by 

name. When analyzing survey responses, this lack of explicit reference to shame made it 

important to pay particular attention to the myriad of ways that participants communicated 

shame within their responses. Participant responses such as “Around a lot of kumu and people 

who know how to speak Hawaiian, I want to shrink” and “When I’m called upon, and all eyes 

are on me, I freeze and want to disappear” are examples of codes indexed as expressions of 

shame though the word shame is not used. This is because shame, a powerful emotion, often 

operates outside of rational thinking,259 instead triggering the automatic nervous system,260 a part 

of the brain’s crisis response261 which can activate an individual’s flight or fight response.262 The 

flight response is often demonstrated in “the behavioral expression of the wish to disappear”263 

as shown in these participant responses. Another example of a participant response indexed as an 
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instance of shame without its mention was: “sometimes when I get nervous speaking ʻōlelo I 

have a lisp or I stutter and then my brain shuts down,” alluding not only to the flight response but 

the manifestation of shame as expressed as “fragmented thought and speech: pauses, repetitions, 

false starts, inaudible voice level, and unclear diction.”264  

As shame can be seen as “the emotional experience of another’s disdain or disgust, real 

or imagined,”265 participants’ feelings of shame surrounding their Hawaiian language ability, 

particularly in comparison to their peers, can occur because of the negative realities of the 

Hawaiian language hierarchy or even from the fear of imagined peer disdain. As one participant 

states in response to Question 16 (Describe that experience [of being shamed or judged when 

speaking Hawaiian]): “Nobody ever shamed me, but I think it’s something I’m afraid of by 

myself and feel intimidated outside of class when there are people who are much more proficient 

than me and it’s hard to understand them.” As this participant attests, their feelings of shame 

exist independently from any one particular microaggression tied to their Hawaiian language 

acquisition experience. However, within the context of the standard of being Hawaiian enough as 

explored in Chapter 1, this standard is a well-known and widespread reality amongst Hawaiians 

that is shame-inducing in its own right. Individuals can often feel judged or scrutinized by peers 

regardless of whether peer judgement is actually taking place. This participant could very likely 

have been reacting to previously internalized messages about their worth as a Hawaiian that 

instilled within them feelings of shame or inadequacy long before they ever attempted to reclaim 

their mother tongue. These feelings were then likely amplified when attempting to learn 

Hawaiian, as attempting to acquire the language most likely called-up other personal 

inadequacies or perceived shortcomings as a Kanaka attached to their language (in)ability. 
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As previously mentioned, interactions with ‘ōlelo Hawaiʻi can produce a wide array of 

negative emotions such as shame, guilt, or embarrassment as a Kanaka when you do not know 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi or you cannot speak it well. These feelings are often compounded when engaging 

with other Hawaiians who are capable of speaking the language. Such experiences are especially 

painful for Kānaka, who are, for the most part, quite proud to be Hawaiian, often making the 

embarrassment of having to learn Hawaiian, which implies the shameful lack of not knowing the 

language, to be especially difficult. As one participant states: “[Learning Hawaiian was] difficult 

because of the shame I felt in not being able to comprehend and speak. It kept me from 

participating much.” This response demonstrates that the shame of being unable to engage in 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi well was not only hurtful but also a major barrier to the participant’s ability to 

fully participate in the Hawaiian language acquisition opportunity altogether. Another participant 

echoes this sentiment stating: “the shame of constantly saying things wrong, makes you not even 

want to try.”  

Negative emotions such as these are important to understand and mitigate as they can 

often be powerful obstacles to successfully acquiring Hawaiian language. This is because 

behaviors like withdrawal and avoidance266 are common, subconscious tools that individuals 

often use to protect against those negative emotions. In the context of Hawaiian language 

learning, withdrawal and avoidance can look like a lack of engagement in class, the inability to 

prudently engage in or complete assignments or tests, procrastination, low participation and even 

the avoidance of class or Hawaiian language speaking opportunities altogether. As one 

participant writes: “I get so shame to even be in a [Hawaiian language] class and that sometimes 

stops me from even going.” 
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Withdrawal and avoidance can fall under the umbrella of what psychologist Dr. Amanda 

Crowell defines as “Defensive Failure,”267 a psychological phenomenon that describes what 

occurs when we so badly want to achieve something but do not seem to be able to do the things 

necessary in order to achieve it. Defensive failure is a subconscious defense mechanism that is 

the brain’s attempt to protect an individual from experiencing real failure. Dr. Crowell describes 

“real harm” also as actively working hard to achieve something and then finding out that you are 

indeed incapable or unable to achieve that thing after all. Defensive failure redirects and distracts 

a person from having to truly engage in the task at hand so that no real progress towards its 

achievement (and most critically non-achievement) is made, thus protecting you from the 

emotional harm of true failure.268  

Crowell describes “three powerful mindset blocks,”269 two of which are explored here, 

that can keep an individual trapped within a cycle of defensive failure. Crowell explains the first 

mindset, stating that within this mindset “you think, somewhere in your heart, that you can’t do 

it. You think that some people have the talent or the genetics to do this thing and specifically you 

don’t.”270 This mindset I am terming the Lack of Talent and Genetics mindset. In terms of 

Hawaiian language acquisition and the Native Hawaiian community, this can sometimes look 

like common beliefs held by some Native Hawaiians, particularly those of the older generation 

who lived after Hawaiian language was systematically diminished from Native Hawaiian 

communities and before the Hawaiian revitalization movement, by which they might say 

something like they simply ‘do not have a Hawaiian brain’ or are just not one of ‘those 

Hawaiians’ who could ever learn to speak or read Hawaiian proficiently. Within this mindset, 

you believe that at the core of acquisition success is genetics or in-born talent, that some 

Hawaiians are meant to be good at Hawaiian language and some are not. This in turn frames 
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mistakes that are common, basic, or necessary to learning Hawaiian as damning proof that you 

truly are one of those individuals incapable Hawaiians you always imagined yourself to be. 

The next mindset block that Crowell describes can be referred to as the Negative Identity 

mindset or the belief that “people like you don’t do things like this.”271 Within this mindset one’s 

internal perception of self dictates their ability and willingness to engage in a certain task at hand 

in order to successful acquire or complete it. This Negative Identity mindset is similar to the 

theory of self-efficacy first introduced by Dr. A Bandura in which people do not what they are 

capable of but do what they believe themselves to be capable of doing. In the context of the 

Native Hawaiian community, this is why the standard of being Hawaiian enough is particularly 

damaging to one’s ability to acquire Hawaiian language. If an individual constantly receives 

messages saying that they are not Hawaiian enough and will never be Hawaiian enough, then 

they will subconsciously do everything in their power to live up to this belief : “I don’t feel 

Hawaiian enough because of my skin color, where I was raised, what I look like, etc, which I 

cannot change and that make me not Hawaiian enough, therefore I am not Hawaiian enough to 

learn Hawaiian, because, again, I am not Hawaiian enough which I cannot change. This is who I 

am.” Self-efficacy is a key component to successful language acquisition as studies have shown 

that it is one of the biggest predictors of overall success in a given area, even more than self-

esteem and intelligence.272  

 

The “Internal Syllabus” 
 

Understanding the “mental universe,273” as described by Ngugi in the first chapter, of the 

Hawaiian language learner is critical not only to improve that universe but because it is critically 

tied to one’s language acquisition ability. In linguist S. Pit Corder’s 1967 essay entitled “The 
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Significance of Learners Errors,”274 Corder noted that advances in language instruction could not 

occur until one understood what language learners brought to the task of acquisition.275 Corder 

referred to this something as the “internal syllabus,”276 the internal world of an individual that 

regulated that individual’s ability to grasp the target language.277 Corder made a distinction 

between “input” and “intake,” defining input as the language available from the learning 

environment and intake as the aspects of that language that actually made its way into the 

learner’s developing competence.278 The way that we can increase the linguistic intake of 

Hawaiian language learners is by reaffirming the worth and legitimacy of Kanaka Maoli 

everywhere through the dismantling of Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence. As previously 

mentioned, lateral violence as a whole is an attempt to take power away from another in order to 

gain more power for one’s self. By instead giving power to other Kānaka and reaffirming that 

they are indeed “good enough” as Hawaiians just as they are, we will be able to increase our 

people’s Hawaiian language ability by healing their Hawaiian language self-efficacy while 

improving the safety of Hawaiian language spaces and interactions. Together we can reclaim our 

ʻōlelo makuahine for all of our lāhui for generations to come.   
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Nowemapa 11, 2017 – 9:00am at Mauna ‘Ala 
 
 On the 100th year anniversary of the passing of Queen Liliʻuokalani the last sovereign of 

Hawaiʻi, thousands gathered at Mauna ʻAla, the Royal Mausoleum, to begin the march from her 

tomb to ʻIolani Palace where she had both ruled and been imprisoned by the American 

businessmen who illegally overthrew her and her Nation. As we gathered silently around her 

crypt, I looked out at the sea of black around me. Today was unlike any other protest, the crowd, 

usually rippling with excitement and purpose, was stoic and subdued. Only the sound of crying 

could be heard through the throng as people unashamedly cried, tears pouring down kūpuna and 

keiki faces alike as the sharp sound of wailing broke out, a chilling sound of despair so tangible 

that every single hair on my body stood on end.  

Grief, so sick and so overwhelming, ripped through me, a feeling that made me lose my 

breath as my body convulsed forward with the sheer intensity of it. The deep sound of the pū 

(shell trumpet) suddenly broke through the crowd, long, loud, and steady. Three more times it 

sounded signaling that it was time for the march to begin. The crowd and ground beneath me 

were rendered almost invisible, concealed through a thick downpour of tears that made my knees 

weak and my feet unsteady. As the crowd began to move forward, I attempted to do the same but 

as soon as I stepped forward my legs began to buckle. A strong hand caught me, pulling me back 

to my feet, linking itself through my arms to hold up some of my weight. I turned to look at my 

cousin, my cousin who had insisted on coming here with me today. Through her own tears, she 

smiled softly at me as she held me up right. 

“It’s okay, Oli.” She said, “We’ll do it together.” I looked at her, nodding, relieved. 

“Together.” I agreed. And so, we began to march forward, arm in arm, for our Queen, for our 

country, for our people. Together.  
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Presentation of Data:  
Hawaiian Language Acquisition and Engagement Surveys 

 
Q1) Are you Native Hawaiian?  
 
 Native Hawaiian – 50 responses  

  Non-HWNs – 4 responses (responses removed) 

Out of the 54 surveys that were completed, 92.31% of those who responded were Native 

Hawaiian (50 Native Hawaiian Respondents and 4 Non-Hawaiian Respondents). Non-Hawaiian 

participants’ responses were removed from the overall data analyzed here due to this research 

project’s focus upon Native Hawaiian experiences with Hawaiian language learning. 

 

Q2) Do you speak some Hawaiian? 
 
 Yes- 92% (46 responses) 

 No – 8% (4 responses) 

This question was intended to gauge overall familiarity with the Hawaiian language among 

survey participants and was thus worded in a way as to not quantify the level or amount of 

Hawaiian spoken by respondents in order to achieve a more general look into participants’ 

Hawaiian language backgrounds. A more detailed analysis of participant language ability was 

included within Question 7. 

 

Q3) If yes, where or who did you learn your Hawaiian from? (48 responses – 2 skipped) 
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Figure 1. Question 3 Data Results, "Where Hawaiian Language Was Acquired."  

 
Identified Themes: 

1) Family (12 responses) 

Grandparents were the most common family members to teach or introduce Hawaiian language 

to participants followed by mothers.  

 
“My mother spoke some Hawaiian at home, commands and phrases here and there.” 

 

2) Hawaiian Language Immersion School (7 responses) 

Hawaiian Language Immersion schools are schools that utilize Hawaiian language as their 

medium of instruction.279 Started in the 1980, they include Pūnana Leo and Kula Kaiapuni, 

Hawaiian immersion education for preschool and elementary to high school, respectively. While 

many people rightfully view these Hawaiian speakers as very capable in the Hawaiian language, 

this portion of survey participants surprisingly also expressed feelings of shame or 
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embarrassment when learning or using Hawaiian language, especially when within Hawaiian 

language university classes that were similar to their non-Immersion, Hawaiian language peers 

though at lower rates.  

 

3) Hawaiian Language University Classes (25 responses) 

The university departments specifically listed within survey responses are the University of 

Hawaiʻi at Hilo’s Kahakaʻula Hawaiian Language Department and the University of Hawaiʻi at 

Mānoa’s Kawaihuelani Hawaiian Language Department. The majority of the University of 

Hawaiʻi system, however, was also represented within survey responses and were included 

within this theme. They include UH system community colleges such as Leeward Community 

College, Maui Community College, and Kapiʻolani Community College. Currently, the most 

common place280 for Native Hawaiians to learn or engage with Hawaiian language is within 

colleges and universities. Thus, it is unsurprising that university classes were listed as the most 

common place for survey participants to have learned or attempted to learn Hawaiian language. 

Surveys were also primary completed by university students which also lends itself to this data 

outcome.281 

 

4) School (Mix or Unspecified) (19 responses) 

This theme indexed all responses that cited learning Hawaiian language from a school that was 

either not an Immersion school, a college or university, or not specified altogether. Responses 

within this theme primarily included unspecified schools referred to simply as “my school” or by 

their grade level: “my elementary school” or “my high school.” However, this theme did also 

included several mentions of Kamehameha Schools as well as Hawaiian-focused charter 
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schools.282 While these schools do have important Hawaiian language acquisition opportunities 

,these responses separate University and Immersion schooling from other school environments 

due to, as previously mentioned, University and Immersion tending to be the most common 

places for Native Hawaiians to learn Hawaiian language.283  

 

5) Hālau Hula (2 responses) 

This theme included all responses that cited hālau hula, or traditional Hawaiian dance schools, as 

their source of Hawaiian language acquisition and engagement. Hula is a vital and sacred 

Hawaiian practice that is credited with the preservation and perpetuation of Hawaiian culture and 

linguistic knowledge and thus it inclusion here is an unsurprising, yet comforting, find.  

 

6) Multiple (16 responses) 

This theme included responses that listed multiple sources of Hawaiian Language acquisition. 

About a third of participants who responded to this question had engaged in Hawaiian language 

learning from more than one place. Those who did learn Hawaiian from multiple sources most 

commonly cited learning Hawaiian from their families and a school setting. 

 
“I learned Hawaiian from my dad’s side of the family, more so my grandma, and my school 

Kamehameha Schools Maui.” 
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Q 4) If no, is there a particular reason as to why not? (5 responses, 45 skipped) 

 

 

Figure 2. Question 4, Data Results, "Why Hawaiian Language Was Not Acquired."  

 
Identified Themes: 

1) Intergenerational Trauma (2 responses) 

Intergenerational Trauma is defined as “trauma that [is] passed down from those who directly 

experience an incident to subsequent generations.”284 Within this theme, one participant reported 

negative familial attitudes towards Hawaiian language from their kūpuna (elders) that later 

discouraged their pursuit of Hawaiian language use or acquisition. This is common among many 

Native Hawaiians who grew up in the mid to late 20th century due to having parents and 

grandparents raised within the Republic and Territorial periods of Hawaiian history, a period 

marked by shame, violence, and humiliation in regards to speaking Hawaiian. What is 

interesting, however, is that another participant whose response was indexed within this theme 
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describes themselves as being the family member, in this case the child, who encouraged their 

family member, their kūpuna not to speak Hawaiian. Both are examples of intergenerational 

trauma as neither party escaped from the negative stigma applied to Kānaka Maoli and the use of 

Hawaiian language despite being from different times. Both responses indexed within this theme 

are included below.  

 
“My great grandparents grew up in a time where Hawaiians and their culture were looked down 

upon. They were taught that English was the proper language to use, thus not passing the 
language down to their kids or my mom to learn.” 

 
“As a child my maternal grandmother would speak (Hawaiian), but we would ask her not to. It 

was not a popular language during my childhood and not practiced.” 
 

2) Discomfort/Not Confident (2 responses) 

Discomfort– expressed through uneasiness, anxiousness or embarrassment– is a common thread 

throughout participant responses and usually referred to by participants as them feeling 

“uncomfortable” or “not confident enough” to speak Hawaiian. While perhaps appearing mild in 

nature, the need for language learners to feel safe and comfortable within their learning 

environments, as highlighted within the F.A.M.E.D linguistic conditions in the previous chapter, 

is a critical part to successful linguistic acquisition and sustainable language revitalization 

efforts.285 The issue of safety, or lack thereof, was a prevalent theme throughout participant 

responses. 

 

3) Negative Experience with Acquisition (1 response) 

Negative experiences with acquisition refer to negative interactions experienced by participants 

within the process of language acquisition, in this case a series of bad interactions with the 

participant’s 201/202 Hawaiian Language teacher.  
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4) No One To Practice With (1 response) 

The lack of people to practice speaking Hawaiian with was a commonly cited barrier to 

Hawaiian language acquisition in responses to later questions answered by the majority of 

respondents.  

 

Q5) Have you ever tried to learn Hawaiian before? (49 responses, 1 skipped) 
 
This question differs from Q2, as it asks participants if they had ever deliberately attempted to 

learn Hawaiian language, differing from a participant’s overall familiarity with the language that 

may have been achieved without that individual actively attempting to acquire it.  

Yes – 85.71% (42 responses) 

No – 14.29% (7 responses)  

The majority of participants had attempted to learn Hawaiian before. The data gathered from this 

question is especially important as it indicates that a majority of Native Hawaiians today do care 

about Hawaiian language and hope to have the ability to speak it some day.  

 

Q6) Describe what the above experience was like? (44 responses, 6 skipped) 

This question was analyzed using sentiment analysis, meaning participant responses were coded 

for how positive or negative they perceived their experiences with attempting to learn Hawaiian 

language to be. The difficulty of the learning experience was separated into both positive and 

negative categories as a majority of responses that mentioned the difficulty of learning described 

it in both positive and negative terms. Shame was also a common emotion described by survey 

participants in response to this question. 
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Figure 3. Question 6, Data Results, "Sentiment Analysis of Hawaiian Language Acquisition 
Experience." 
Identified Sentiments: 

1) Positive Experience (15 responses – 34.09%) 

Experience of Hawaiian learning described positively. 

“Fun, interesting, it made me want to learn more.” 
 

“To me it’s like a blessing.” 
 

2) Negative Experience (8 responses – 18.18%) 

Respondents reported experiencing negative interactions, usually microaggressions, when 

attempting to learn Hawaiian language that made the overall experience of attempting to 

learn Hawaiian a negative one. Participants who reported feeling shamed by their classmates 

or their Hawaiian language teachers while attempting to learn Hawaiian made up 6 of the 8 

responses sorted in this theme.  
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“Learning Hawaiian language in college was intimidating. There were other students who 
knew the language better. They used to laugh at us a lot and that made me feel scared and 

not want to participate in class activities.” 
 

“I tried [to learn Hawaiian] at KCC when I was first getting my MA. I picked KCC because 
the dates and times fit my full-time work schedule. I felt shamed by my instructor and I ended 

up quitting Hawaiian language for 4 years.” 
 

3) Difficult Negative (10 responses – 22.72%) 

Experiences included difficulty as a major challenging factor in the learning experience, or 

difficulty that was described as being negative or not overcome. 

 
“Difficult because of the shame I felt in not being able to comprehend and speak. It kept me 

from participating much.” 
 
 

4) Difficult Positive (8 responses – 18.18%) 

Experiences cited difficulty as a compelling facet of the learning experience yet described 

being able to overcome said difficulty or referred to it positively. 

“It was beautiful! Yes, at first it was difficult but learning new things may always be difficult. 
Learning at such a young age was amazing and being able to grow with the language is so 

beautiful.” 
 

5) Neutral (3 responses – 6.81%)  

Included neither a positive nor negative sentiment in 

response. 

 

Overall Positive Experience – 23 responses = 56.1% 

Overall Negative Experience – 18 responses = 43.9% 

Out of 41 (neutral responses removed) 
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Figure 4. Question 6, Data Results, "Overall Sentiment 
Analysis of Hawaiian Language Acquisition Experience.” 
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Q7) I would describe my Hawaiian speaking abilities as: 

(50 responses) 

1. I don’t speak Hawaiian  
(2 responses - 4%) 

2. I can understand some Hawaiian but not speak it  
(13 responses - 26%) 

3. I can speak some Hawaiian but don’t understand well  
(13 responses - 26%) 

4. I am proficient “1 can carry on a conversation and understand well”   
(17 responses - 34%) 

5. Fluent  
(5 responses -10%) 
 

96% of respondents understood some amount of Hawaiian 
 

Q8) Do you wish you spoke (more) Hawaiian? (50 responses) 

1) Yes – (50 responses - 100%) 

2) No – (0 responses) 

Every single respondent reported wishing to speak more Hawaiian, which outlines an 

unmistakable desire by a majority of Native Hawaiians to reclaim their ancestral tongue. 

 

Q9) Why or why not? (49 responses) 

This question was thematically analyzed to understand the underlying motivations 

participants had behind wanting to speak more Hawaiian. The number one reason respondents 

reported wanting to learn Hawaiian was for connection. This desire to connect refers not only to 

the desire to connect with Hawaiian language but to all that it entails: family, identity, 

community, culture. Participants also expressed that speaking or reclaiming Hawaiian language 
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also afforded them with a sense of healing, many citing that speaking Hawaiian made their soul 

or their naʻau feel better.  

 

 

Figure 5. Question 9, Data Results, "Motivations For Wanting To Speak More Hawaiian." 

 

Identified Themes: 

1) ‘Ohana - Family (19 responses) 

Participants frequently cited a connection to kūpuna (past and present family elders) as a major 

motivation for wanting to learn Hawaiian language and expressed a strong desire to pass 

Hawaiian language down through their own families as a “home language” in order to reclaim 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi for future generations. This theme also included responses that expressed a 

motivation to connect to the larger Native Hawaiian community, included here as an 

overarching, extended family. 

“I want to learn [Hawaiian language] with my whole heart...to help perpetuate our Hawaiian 
language once again, my son speaks Hawaiian to his twins and I want to be able to understand 

and speak to them too.” 
 

“I want my children to speak Hawaiian” 
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“I want to be able to hold a conversation with my kupuna.” 
 

“It’s my heritage and I feel closer to my kupuna and family. I also feel more fulfilled and 
balanced. I also know that it not only grounds me but helps me to focus on Hawaiian values. I 

would like to perpetuate them as part of my legacy. When Hawaiian is spoken I feel more 
connected to the world around me.” 

 

2) Iho – Native Hawaiian Identity (24 responses) 

The most identified motivation cited by participants was the desire to learn Hawaiian to help 

better connect, grow, reaffirm and understand their own personal identities as Native Hawaiians. 

As explored in previous chapters, Hawaiian language stands as a critical facet of Hawaiian 

identity and Native Hawaiian identity formation, and the data gathered here further supports this. 

Through reclaiming ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, a majority of participants stated a sense of belonging, 

connection, healing, and peace. 

“To feel a connection to being Hawaiian.” 
  

“It is the language of my people.” 
 

“It is my culture and who I identify as.” 
 

“I feel better in my nāʻau when I’m speaking Hawaiian…I want it to be the first language of my 
children…In order to make sure this can happen, I have to hoʻomau and keep striving to speak 

whenever and to whoever I can.” 
 

“It’s good for my soul.” 

3) ‘Ike Hawaiʻi – Hawaiian Knowledge (7 responses) 

This theme included responses of participants desiring to know Hawaiian language in order to 

more deeply engage with the complex knowledge systems embedded within Hawaiian language.  

 
“Hawaiian language has very nuanced interpretations. I wish I spoke more so that my 

comprehension/understanding would be more comprehensive.” 
 

“Great for research and it is part of me as a kanaka to learn.” 
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“So that I can look to the nupepa [Hawaiian language newspapers] and use it for reference.” 
 

4) Mea Hawaiʻi – Hawaiian Culture (6 responses) 

Responses included a motivation to learn Hawaiian language in order to better participate and 

understand Hawaiian cultural activities and practices.  

“Hawaiian language is critical in hula which is a huge part of my life.” 
 

“Language carries culture” 
 

“I believe you can’t understand the culture without knowing the language first. Also, I strongly 
believe that if we revive the language, the Hawaiian community will feel a sense of connection 

and unity again.” 
 

Q10) What would help you speak more Hawaiian? (50 responses) 

Participants had several suggestions as to what would help them speak more Hawaiian. 

Evidentially, Community and Safety were the foremost things participants expressed needing in 

order for them to more successfully acquire Hawaiian language. The need for community, as in 

people and places to consistently practice Hawaiian language with or within, was mentioned in 

the majority of responses. The repeated nature of this theme throughout participant responses 

seemed to demonstrate a present lack of connection within the Hawaiian language learning 

experience.  

A large portion of these responses that expressed the need for community were further 

qualified to include the need for a safe community to practice and learn within. The desire for a 

safe Hawaiian-language community to frequently engage with was a common thread throughout 

survey responses, alluding to a lack of safety, or more troubling, an unsafe Hawaiian-language 

community.  
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Figure 6, Question 10, Data Results, “What Would Help You Speak More Hawaiian?” 

 
Identified Themes: 

1) Community (35 responses) 

Included responses that expressed a need for more places and people to speak Hawaiian language 

with, especially on a frequent basis.  

 
“Having more places to do so. There are a very select few members of my family that know any 
Hawaiian and even then to hold a conversation would be hard to do with them. Outside of my 

classes, school friends, and my ipo [romantic partner] there really is no one else for me to speak 
Hawaiian with. I think that more public or community-based functions/opportunities would be 
helpful for me. I strongly believe that each community needs some type of function or gathering 

in order for the Hawaiian language speakers to meet and form relationships so that the language 
can live. This would be helpful for people like me who do not have much interactions with people 

who can ʻōlelo.” 
 

2) Safety (12 responses) 

This theme included all responses that had language describing the desire for safety, namely a 

safe community or space to practice Hawaiian with or within. Responses included statements 
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such as the need for “speaking environments that do not feel intimidating” and “Kumu and 

communities that don’t make learning Hawaiian shameful.” Responses that also stressed the 

need for a “casual” or “informal” learning space were also included within this theme as this was 

seen as equitable to desiring a safe space.  

 
“Places I can practice with others, especially without fear or shame of being judged, corrected 

or ridiculed.” 
 

“Teachers who have patience and who care to see all their students succeed, not just the ones 
who are fast learners.” 

 
“Safe environments where others are willing to help you learn.”  

 

3) Public Access (To Acquisition Opportunities) (6 responses) 

Respondents requested more public community access to Hawaiian language acquisition 

opportunities, that is learning that is not attached to a school or university program or setting. 

Respondents also highlighted a need for more “on the go learning opportunities” for people with 

busy lives or families and more places “closer to home” to learn Hawaiian if not physically 

living in the islands.  

 

“One thing that would help me learn Hawaiian is having maybe an extra class that the public 
could join. Just having a class that people can come and learn.” 

 
“More classes, more external opportunities outside of a classroom to use it as well. Lots more 

community events.” 
 

4) Hawaiian Language Normalization (6 responses)  

Responses included the desire for Hawaiian language to be more normalized in public in order to 

help with its acquisition such as including more Hawaiian language labeling in stores, more 
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Hawaiian-language public media, and compulsory Hawaiian language classes in all Hawaiʻi 

public schools.  

 
“Normalizing ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi in the community (i.e. having labels in stores in Hawaiian etc) so 

that I can constantly build up my vocabulary.” 
 

“[Seeing Hawaiian in] radio broadcasting, television, daily newspapers, magazines.” 
  

“I believe Hawaiian language needs to be taught all throughout primary and secondary school. 
Although most of Hawaiʻi’s population is Asian, we should normalize the expectation of learning 

the native language of where we are living.” 
 

5) Immersion Environments (4 responses) 

Participants requested more places for the community to participate in more immersive, 

immersion-style Hawaiian language opportunities. Respondents stated that being surrounded by 

ʻōlelo and able to speak it every day would be the most beneficial factor to learning Hawaiian 

language.  

 
“Having a place that I can be surrounded by Hawaiian language so I can fully immerse myself 

within the language.” 
 

“More classes offered only in ʻōlelo.” 
 

6) Cultural Activity-Based Learning Opportunities (3 responses) 

Responses included a desire for more “hands-on” Hawaiian language learning opportunities such 

as Hawaiian dance or farming classes conducted in Hawaiian to improve acquisition.  

“I believe working in a hands-on place like a loʻi, doing work and speaking Hawaiian would 
help me learn better and if I didn’t understand I could kind of ask ‘what does that mean’ or just 

small things like that while doing the work over and over again while people are talking to me in 
Hawaiian over and over. I am a hands-on person and I am willing to learn.”   

 

7) Personal Improvement (5 responses) 



 

 
102 

 

Responses included the desire for improving personal effort put towards learning Hawaiian 

language as an important factor for increasing their language ability.  

“I need to make the commitment and put for the effort that is required to learn.” 
 

“Going out of my way to involve myself in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi speaking environments.” 
 

“Not being shame and not being lazy.” 
 

Q11) What was the hardest part about learning or trying to learn Hawaiian? (49 

responses) 

This question was analyzed thematically, and 11 themes were identified in survey responses. 

Technical Issues, Shame, and Negative Emotions associated with learning Hawaiian and 

Negative Experiences associated with learning or speaking Hawaiian, in this order, were the 

most cited hardships in learning or trying to learn Hawaiian. The high prevalence of shame 

within the majority of each identified theme was also noted. 
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Figure 7. Question 11, Data Results, "What Was The Hardest Part About Learning Hawaiian?” 

 

Identified Themes: 

1) Technical Issues (17 responses) 

Respondents cited technical issues as their biggest obstacle to learning Hawaiian language. This 

includes codes citing issues with grammar, pronunciation, memorization or Hawaiian reading 

comprehension. 

“ʻAʻohe nā pilikia ma koʻu wā liʻiliʻi no ka mea ua paʻa wau i koʻu waha a hoʻolohe ka pepeiao. 
Akā, i kēia manawa ano paʻakīkī ka mea “sentence structures, patterns” a pēlā wale aku wau e 

hoʻomaopopo.” 
 

“Ka puana ʻana i koʻu ʻōlelo.” 
 

2)  Negative Experiences w/ Hawaiian Acquisition/Engagement (7 responses) 

Respondents cited experiencing microaggressions when attempting to learn or speak Hawaiian 

language, citing this as a major challenge to trying to learn Hawaiian.  
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“Toxic people in class laughing or making me feel like I’m not good enough.” 
 

“Having kumu with no patience. One of my 200 kumu used to mock me when I said the incorrect 
answer.” 

 

3) Negative Emotions Associated w/ Hawaiian Acquisition (14 responses) 

Responses included participants expressing negative feelings or perspectives towards the act of 

learning or speaking Hawaiian language. Participants described feeling “overwhelmed,” 

“frustrated,” or “embarrassed” when attempting to learn or speak Hawaiian. Emotions recorded 

were largely ones involving shame.   

 
“The time it takes for me to understand and then respond is so frustrating that I sometimes just 

speak English though all I want to do is speak Hawaiian.” 
 

“Having to ʻōlelo in front of my classmates and not being good at it. It’s overwhelming having to 
constantly embarrass yourself in front of others.” 

 
“My lack of confidence in class.” 

 

4) Shame (15 responses) 

Included responses that discussed feeling “shame” when attempting to learn or speak Hawaiian, 

specifically experiences of being shamed by others when doing so. Responses within this theme 

fell into the two themes outlined above but were coded separately due to shame functioning as a 

significant component of Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence. 

 
“The shame of having no ʻōlelo background. The class I was in was full of charter school, 

immersion and other students who had been speaking [Hawaiian] for a while already. It was 
humiliating.” 

 
“The embarrassment and shame when first learning, being too awkward or embarrassed to ask 

for help or clarification when you don’t understand.” 
 

“The shame of constantly saying things wrong, makes you not even want to try.” 
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5) Fear of Speaking Hawaiian (7 responses) 

The fear or reluctance to speak Hawaiian language, especially with other Hawaiian language 

speakers, was a commonly found theme within participant responses. This theme included 

responses that mentioned anxieties around, or the active avoidance of, speaking Hawaiian. These 

responses typically included instances of shame, fear, or embarrassment surrounding personal 

Hawaiian language speaking ability. This technical issue was analyzed separately from the above 

Technical Issues theme due to the critical importance that orality plays in language revitalization. 

Orality, connected to spoken language, is a critical aspect of language revitalization and 

sustainability exceeding that of literacy, which focuses upon reading and writing.286 If Hawaiian 

language learners are too afraid or too reluctant to speak Hawaiian with others Hawaiian 

language speakers that revitalization looks unlikely to be sustainable in the long run. 

 
“I feel that because we were raised with a western mindset I’m too afraid to speak and mess up. 
Especially considering that some people who are fluent aren’t willing to take the time to kōkua 

those of us who are trying.” 
 

“Feeling so inferior in class that I didn’t want to participate or speak [in Hawaiian] to others.” 
 

“Being around those that speak ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi at a higher level discourages me from speaking 
in public as I don’t want to be looked down on.” 

 
“Being confident and not thinking that I sound like a haole when I speak [Hawaiian].” 

 
“The fear of not saying it correctly.” 

 

6) Lack of Consistent Teaching Styles (5 responses)  

Included responses that mentioned a lack of consistent teaching styles among the often-changing 

Hawaiian-language teachers participants had, usually in a university or college setting. Some 

responses specifically mentioned the University of Hawaiʻi Hawaiian language classes, citing 
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that students often had different professors every semester, each with very different styles of 

teaching. 

 
“I think the hardest part of about learning Hawaiian is adjusting to the teaching methods of a 

new kumu every semester and it’s tough to not compare myself to others who may be more ahead 
of me.” 

 
“Always being taught in a different way, everyone teaches very differently depending on whose 

class you’re taking.” 
 

“Constantly changing kumu at university.” 
 

7) Differences in Hawaiian Vs English Mindsets/Perspectives (4 responses) 

Included responses that mention having a difficult time adjusting to a “Hawaiian way of 

thinking,” referring to the differences in grammatical structures and linguistic mindsets of the 

Hawaiian language and English, a critical change needed in order to better grasp Hawaiian 

grammar structures and implicit concepts.  

 
“The switching of my mindset from a western perspective to that of a native Hawaiian speaker is 

something that I have always struggled with and continue to struggle with today.” 
 

“Trying to unlearn the English way of thinking and speaking to Hawaiian, also not having 
resources that are easy to understand or resources to start at home with.” 

 

8) Time Commitment (3 responses)  

Included responses that mentioned not having enough time to commit towards learning Hawaiian 

language or engage in any upkeep of their language ability once outside of a Hawaiian language 

class. 

 
“Finding the time since I am working full time and classes are not always easy to get to. I would 
like to have other people to walaʻau with. Learning it online is okay but it’s more engaging with 

someone else to speak to. It makes the language come alive.” 
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9) Access to Resources (4 responses) 

Responses included those who did not have access to resources necessary to learning Hawaiian 

language such as access to classes, community groups, or people to practice speaking with. Some 

participants referenced geographical location as a major reason for this lack of access while 

others mentioned attempting to learn Hawaiian on their own because of their inability to access 

resources, each of whom reported failing when attempting to do so.  

 
“Not having access to online resources. I’m trying to teach myself through some old books but it 

isn’t working.” 
 

“Not having anyone to speak Hawaiian with.” 
 

“I don’t live in Hawaiʻi anymore so there’s no real options for me to keep up with practicing my 
Hawaiian.” 

 

10) Western Style of Teaching (3 responses) 

Included responses in which participants described struggling with a “Western style of teaching” 

which they describe as being less “hands-on” and focused heavily on grammar, sentence 

structures, reading and writing instead of actually speaking Hawaiian or using older-style, 

poetical Hawaiian language.  

 
“The hardest part of learning Hawaiian is trying to talk about feelings or everyday life stuff, but 

that’s probably mostly a vocab issue. It’s also hard to learn how our ancestors really thought 
and spoke since most teachers just teach grammar rather than saying things the poetic or 

mānaleo way or teaching us how to actually understand and express ourselves in the way that 
our kupuna did.” 

 

11)  Frequency of Use (4 responses) 

Participants stated their biggest challenge to learning Hawaiian was their infrequent use of the 

language. Participants reported not having opportunities or environments to speak Hawaiian in 
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daily conversation, leading to forgetting different Hawaiian words and structures or not being 

able to continue their Hawaiian language acquisition journey altogether. 

 
“Not being able to practice enough, I don’t have anyone around me who speaks Hawaiian and 

now that I’m out of Hawaiian classes it’s even harder.” 
 

“I rarely get to speak Hawaiian nowadays, it’s hard to constantly try to find a time to speak it, 
especially since I’m by myself with that.” 

 

Q12) What was the easiest part about learning or trying to learn Hawaiian?  
(49 response) 
 
This question was analyzed thematically and 14 themes were identified. Hawaiian Vocabulary 

was cited as the easiest part about learning or trying to learn Hawaiian. The second most cited 

code was quite simply “Nothing,” as a good number of respondents stated that there was nothing 

easy about learning Hawaiian. The next most cited themes were Surrounded by Language, 

Supplemental ‘Ik,e and Kūpuna (each defined below) demonstrating that Hawaiian language 

learning must be supported and available outside of a classroom setting to be truly successful and 

that the desire for connection to ancestors is a strong motivator for many Hawaiians to reclaim 

ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi. 
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Figure 8. Question 12, Data Results, "Easiest Part About Learning Hawaiian." 

 
Identified Themes:  

1) Childhood Language Learner (2 responses) 

This theme included responses in which participants cited being raised speaking Hawaiian since 

childhood was the easiest part about trying to learn Hawaiian as they did not struggle as much as 

their peers who attempted to acquire the language later in life.  

 
“That I got to start at the age of three.” 

 
“Being in kaiapuni [Hawaiian Immersion] all my life.” 

 

2)  Surrounded by Language (5 responses) 

Included responses in which participants stated that being surrounded by Hawaiian language, 

whether it was through being raised in Hawaiʻi or being raised around Hawaiian language 
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speakers, was the easiest part of learning Hawaiian as this previous familiarity with the language 

allowed for participant acquisition to be much easier. 

 
“I was raised here [in Hawaiʻi], I am familiar with many of the words.” 

 
“I’ve heard it a lot growing up.” 

 

3)  Supplemental ‘Ike (5 responses) 

Included responses that cited supplemental Hawaiian activities that support Hawaiian language 

learning, most notably hula, to be one of the easiest parts of learning Hawaiian language as 

participants expressed the benefits of arriving to Hawaiian language learning with some 

preliminary ability and familiarity with the language.  

 
“Growing up in hālau [traditional Hawaiian dance school] made learning ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi much 

easier. I was already familiar with hearing and speaking the language.” 
 

“Dancing hula from a young age helped me a lot in Hawaiian class.” 
 

4)  Interactive Learning (2 responses) 

Included responses that cited hands-on learning opportunities within Hawaiian classes to be the 

easiest part about learning Hawaiian. Participants stated that learning Hawaiian through songs, 

games, and activities allowed them to grasp the language quicker and retain it more easily. It 

should be noted that mele (songs) and oli (chants) have long been used by our ancestors to aid in 

the memorization of vast amounts of information. It is unsurprising yet no less reaffirming to 

find the beneficial use of them demonstrated here.  

 
“I would say the mele and oli I learned that made it fun to learn more Hawaiian. We would also 

play games which encouraged us all to speak more Hawaiian and that carried on out of the 
class.” 
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“Speaking and using songs to memorize sentence patterns.” 
 

5)  Hawaiian Vocabulary (9 responses) 

Included responses that cited Hawaiian vocabulary as being the easiest part of learning Hawaiian 

language. Most responses that included this also cited having a previous familiarity with 

Hawaiian language that allowed them to more easily obtain and understand Hawaiian 

vocabulary. 

 
“The easiest thing in learning Hawaiian is the vocabulary, growing up here helped.” 

 
“Learning new vocabulary words.” 

 

6) Hawaiian Grammar (4 responses) 

Included responses that stated that Hawaiian grammar was the easiest part of learning Hawaiian. 

Some responses mentioned Hawaiian’s similar structure to Hawaiian Pidgin (Hawaiʻi Creole 

English) that allowed them to easily grasp and retain different sentence patterns. 

 

“The Hawaiian alphabet and sentence structure.” 
 

“The structure of the language doesn’t require verb conjugation but just tense markers.” 
 

“The easiest part is learning grammar.” 
 

7)  Memorization (1 response) 

Included response that cited that memorizing Hawaiian was the easiest part of learning 

Hawaiian. The respondent also cited that they had previous familiarity with the language that 

further aided their ability to more easily memorize when learning Hawaiian.  
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“I could remember things easily. I grew up around the language so I could understand a lot of 
it.” 

 

8)  Translation (1 response) 

Included a response that cited translating Hawaiian to be the easiest aspect of learning Hawaiian. 

The response in this theme (included below) seems to allude to the fact that translation is perhaps 

easier than attempting to speak Hawaiian out loud when learning.  

 
“I feel like translation is easier.” 

 

9)  Writing (1 response) 

Included a response that cited writing Hawaiian to be the easiest part of its acquisition. 

“Writing was the easiest part because all the words are phonetic so the spelling is easy.” 
 

 
10)  Reading (2 responses) 

This theme included responses that stated reading Hawaiian was the easiest part of learning 

Hawaiian language.  

 
“Learning to read was really difficult at first, it would take me 5 hours to understand a 

paragraph; but after two months of one-on-one instruction, I could understand 5 pages in 5 
hours.” 

 

11)  Safe Community (3 responses) 

Included responses that cited being surrounded by supportive, safe, or helpful environments or 
people when learning Hawaiian to be the easiest part of its acquisition. Participants mentioned 
that having a safe community allowed them to learn Hawaiian more easily and more enjoyably 
too. 
 

        “Being in a class where everyone is accepting and are willing to kōkua when needed.” 
 

When my peers are patient and don’t judge or test you about this or that.” 
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“Once I got started and felt less self-conscious it was like I was remembering.” 
 

12) Nothing (7 responses) 

Included responses that stated, quite plainly, that there were no easy parts of learning Hawaiian. 

“I believe that there wasn’t really any easy part. I believe it was hard work and dedication 
throughout the whole thing.” 

 
“Nothing!” 

 
“There was no easy part.” 

 

13)  Desire To Learn (3 responses) 

Included responses that stated that the ‘iʻini, or desire, to learn Hawaiian language was the 

easiest part of learning Hawaiian. Participants stated that regardless of the different challenges 

they faced when attempting to learn Hawaiian their deep-seated desire to learn their ancestral 

tongue allowed them to persevere.  

 
“My desire to learn.” 

 
“The ‘i‘ini [desire] I had to learn.” 

 

14)  Kūpuna (5 responses) 

Included responses that stated that the easiest part of learning Hawaiian was the connection 

participants felt to their kūpuna and to being Hawaiian. Participants stated that “knowing 

Hawaiian language is in my blood” allowed them to push through the different challenges they 

faced when learning.  

 
“Knowing it’s already in my DNA.” 

 
“That I know it’s in my blood, that I have been speaking it for thousands of years, and that it has 

only been about two lifetimes that I have spoken English.” 
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Q13 When do you feel the most comfortable speaking Hawaiian? 
(50 responses) 

Safety was the number one indicator of comfortability. When people were in 

environments that were open, non-judgmental, and supportive, they were most comfortable to 

speak Hawaiian. Friends and family were the most commonly cited answer, which again 

indicates a need for safety in order to have a conducive environment towards learning and 

speaking Hawaiian. 

 There also seems to be a preference towards respondents feeling the most comfortable 

speaking Hawaiian with those who had the same level of language ability, less language ability, 

or no ability at all. Again, this indicates a desire to seek out safe speaking environments, as those 

with equal or lesser language ability are less likely to be judgmental or negative towards others 

who are essentially equal or more able to ‘ōlelo than them. No respondent stated that they feel 

more comfortable speaking Hawaiian with someone who spoke more or better Hawaiian than 

them.  
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Figure 9. Question 13, Data Results,"When Are You Most Comfortable Speaking Hawaiian?"  

 
Identified Themes:  

1) Family and Friends (26 responses) 

Responses cited being most comfortable speaking Hawaiian with friends and family. The high 

prevalence of this theme seemed to indicate a desire for safety among participants as the 

assumption here is that friends and family probably provide respondents with a safe and 

nonjudgmental place to speak or attempt to speak Hawaiian in.   

 
“I am most comfortable speaking in a small group especially with friends or people who I know 

will help me.” 
 

“With my friends and family.” 
 

“When I’m speaking [Hawaiian] with my family.” 
 

“At home or with friends that don’t judge you.” 
 

“When I am with my friends and family. When I am not concerned about messing up my 
grammar.” 

 

2) w/ Non- Hawaiians (2 responses) 

26

2

3

3

3

11

2

5

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Family and Friends

Non-Hawaiians

Lesser Language Ability

Equal Language Ability

Never Comfortable

Safe Community

Peers

Hawaiian Class

When Are You Most Comfortable Speaking 
Hawaiian?



 

 
116 

 

Included responses that stated participants were most comfortable speaking Hawaiian with non-

Hawaiians. This theme seems to allude to participants feeling most comfortable speaking 

Hawaiian with people who speak less or no Hawaiian.  

 
“Around haoles.” 

 
“With my Anglo Husband.” 

 

3) w/ Those with Lesser Language Ability (3 responses) 

Included responses that specifically stated that participants felt most comfortable speaking 

Hawaiian with “people who know less” Hawaiian than the participant. This again seemed to 

demonstrate the conscious desire to avoid judgement and shame when speaking Hawaiian or 

attempting to do so, as those who have a lesser language ability are less likely to correct or look 

down upon the participant for their own language ability and any mistakes they might make in 

the process. 

 
“Of course with non-speakers! I can rap like nobody’s business!! No fear of getting slammed for 

mistakes, etc…” 
 

“When I am in the company of Hawaiian-language speakers who are less advanced than I am.” 
 

4) w/ Those with Equal Language Ability (3 responses) 

This theme included responses that stated participants felt most comfortable speaking Hawaiian 

with those of equal Hawaiian language ability. Just like with the theme above, this theme also 

seemed to allude to the fact that participants felt most comfortable speaking Hawaiian on an even 

playing field with others who were not more able and thus perhaps less likely to judge, shame, or 

correct them.  
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“In class with others who ʻōlelo at the same level as I and also with the teachers that encourage 
me to ʻōlelo.” 

 
“I feel most comfortable speaking Hawaiian when there are people speaking Hawaiian who are 

not too fluent because I am not too fluent. Sometimes I would be willing to speak with fluent 
people if they’d be willing to help me.” 

 

5) Never Comfortable (3 responses) 

This theme included responses that stated that participants are never comfortable speaking 

Hawaiian. The feeling of not feeling comfortable speaking Hawaiian was seen in a large portion 

of participant responses. 

 
“I have not found that space yet.” 

 
“I still don’t feel comfortable to speak.” 

 

6)  Safe Community (11 responses) 

Responses cited being most comfortable speaking Hawaiian in a safe community, meaning an 

environment, class, group, or person who was supportive and non-judgmental. It is unsurprising 

that this was the second most cited environment that participants felt comfortable speaking 

Hawaiian within. Second only to ‘Family and Friends,’ both themes further highlight the vital 

need for safe, non-judgmental spaces and interactions for Hawaiian language use to successfully 

and sustainably increase amongst the Native Hawaiian community.  

 
“In class, after I get to know everyone I begin to feel comfortable. Sometimes talking with close 

friends.” 
 

“With someone who won’t judge me and correct me on what is the right structure for my 
sentence.” 

 
“When I’m with people who won’t judge me.” 
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7) w/ Peers (2 responses) 

Included responses that cited being most comfortable speaking Hawaiian “with peers” with no 

other qualifiers surrounding “peers.” The term “peers” implies some type of equal footing or 

relationship between the respondent and the people they allude to here. Again, the desire to be in 

an equal language environment, that is with others who have the same language ability as 

another, was a common theme throughout participant responses.  

 

8) In Hawaiian Class (5 responses) 

Included responses that stated participants were most comfortable speaking Hawaiian language 

in a Hawaiian class without making statements regarding safety. This theme bodes well for 

Hawaiian language classroom environments. It should go without saying that not all Hawaiian 

classes are negative or toxic or otherwise connected with Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence. 

Many students and teachers have an extremely positive experience learning and speaking 

Hawaiian within Hawaiian language classes. The goal of this research project is to shine light on 

the more negative aspects of contemporary Hawaiian language acquisition so that more classes 

can become safe spaces for students to learn and speak Hawaiian. It should also be noted that the 

majority of Hawaiian language learners do view their overall experiences learning Hawaiian as 

positive ones, further supported by this research project as seen in Question 6 above.  

 
“In class.” 

 
“Inside my ʻōlelo class.” 

 
“In m my ʻōlelo class or at a loʻi.” 

 

Q14 When do you feel the most uncomfortable speaking Hawaiian?  
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(50 responses) 

This question along with Question 13 documented some of the most critical data produced from 

this thesis. Participants here cited feeling most uncomfortable speaking Hawaiian with other 

Hawaiian Language Speakers, particularly those who were perceived to speak or know more 

Hawaiian than them. As Question 13 demonstrated that participants feel most comfortable 

speaking Hawaiian in a safe, judgement free space, it is alarming that other Hawaiian speakers as 

a whole were perceived to be unsafe for Hawaiian language learners to engage with.   

 

Figure 10. Question 14, Data Results, "When Are You Most Uncomfortable Speaking Hawaiian?" 

Hawaiian Language Speaker = HLS 

 

Identified Themes:  

1) w/ Other Hawaiian Language Speakers (26 responses) 

This theme included all responses that mentioned feeling uncomfortable speaking Hawaiian with 

other HLS. Many of the responses indexed into this theme were also included under other, more 
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specific themes like with “Hawaiian Language Kumu” or with “Other HLS Who Speak More 

Hawaiian.” This more general theme was included to gauge the overall comfort of participants to 

engage with another person who could speak Hawaiian, regardless of either person’s language 

ability. The majority of responses here cited that participants felt the most uncomfortable 

speaking Hawaiian with other Hawaiian speakers. This troubling data point is of particular 

concern as Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence and the standard of being “Hawaiian enough” fuel 

shame and shaming within the contemporary Hawaiian community. 

 
“Around a lot of kumu and people who know how to speak Hawaiian, I want to shrink.” 

 
“In class or with people who are proficient in their ʻōlelo.” 

 
“When I am around fluent speakers.” 

 
“When I’m with other Hawaiians who can speak Hawaiian.”  

 

2) W/ Other HLS Who Speak More Hawaiian (16 responses) 

This theme included responses that specifically mentioned being uncomfortable speaking 

Hawaiian with others who are more advanced or know more Hawaiian than the participant. 

Several participants also reported feeling embarrassed, ashamed, or looked down upon by more 

advanced speakers. As the second most cited theme, a common thread between this theme and 

the themes outlined in Question 13 emerge: that most respondents are keenly aware, and 

sensitive to, the power imbalance within Hawaiian language interactions between those who 

speak more or less than others. This seems to strongly support the Hawaiian Language Hierarchy 

described in the previous chapter, where one’s claim to their Hawaiian identity is somehow 

strengthened or undermined dependent on their Hawaiian language ability. This power 

imbalance goes much deeper than novice and expert linguistic learner interaction but speaks to 
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the core of the standard of being “Hawaiian enough” in which one’s entire Hawaiian identity can 

be called into question based upon their ability to ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi.  

 
“When I am with higher level and experienced speakers.” 

 
“When I am in the company of Hawaiian-language speakers who are more advanced than I 

am.” 
 

“In public or when I am with people who I perceive to know more Hawaiian than me.” 
 

“When I am speaking to someone who is fluent.” 
  

3) w/ Native Speakers (3 responses) 

This theme included responses that cited participants feeling most uncomfortable speaking 

Hawaiian with native speakers of the language. It is interesting to note that native speakers were 

cited less than participants being uncomfortable with another Hawaiian language speaker 

regardless of language ability. This may have to do with the small number of mānaleo (native 

Hawaiian language speakers) today. 

 
“Around Native speakers.” 

 
“In a fast conversation around native speakers.” 

 
“In a setting with very fluent native speakers, especially around mānaleo.” 

 

4) Large Groups (5 responses) 

This theme included responses that described participants feeling most uncomfortable speaking 

Hawaiian in front of large groups of people.  

 
“I feel most uncomfortable when speaking with fluent speakers or in a big group.” 

 
“Around a large party of people.”  
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5) w/ Other Hawaiians (3 responses) 

Included responses that specifically described feeling most uncomfortable speaking Hawaiian 

with other Hawaiians. While only a few responses specifically named other Hawaiians as the 

most uncomfortable to speak Hawaiian to, the fact that the majority of Hawaiian language 

speakers and learners today are Native Hawaiian along with the clearly demonstrated aversion to 

speaking Hawaiian with other Hawaiian language speakers seems to highlight the overall 

discomfort or anxiety speaking in Hawaiian with other Hawaiians in general.  

 
“Amongst Hawaiian speaking Hawaiians.” 

 
“With other Hawaiians, especially if I don’t know them or if they speak Hawaiian or do so better 

than me.”  
 

6)  Non-Hawaiian Speakers (2 responses) 

This theme included responses that stated participants feeling uncomfortable speaking Hawaiian 

with those who spoke no Hawaiian. This theme is interesting for a couple of reasons as the 

reason for the discomfort remains unclear. Are they uncomfortable speaking a language another 

doesn’t understand because it could be seen as rude or excluding or is it because they feel judged 

or shamed by those non-Hawaiian speaking individuals for speaking Hawaiian? 

 
“With friends when non-speakers are present.” 

 
“In front of non-speakers, or when the majority of those around me only speak English.” 

 

7) In Front of Others (4 responses) 

This theme included responses that simply stated “in front of others” in some form as being the 

most uncomfortable setting to speak Hawaiian in.  
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“In public.” 
 

“In front of a group of people in an academic setting.” 
 

8) Not Uncomfortable (4 responses) 

Participants stated that they were not, in fact, uncomfortable speaking Hawaiian.  

 

“I seek out discomfort.” 
 

“I never really feel uncomfortable speaking Hawaiian. I enjoy speaking it whenever I get the 
chance.” 

 

9)  Never Comfortable (3 responses)  

Participants stated that they never feel comfortable speaking Hawaiian. 

 

10)  Classroom Environment (9 responses) 

Included responses that stated that a classroom environment was the most uncomfortable place 

for speaking Hawaiian. This theme was the third most commonly cited uncomfortable 

environments for participants to engage with Hawaiian. 

 
“In the classroom with fluent speakers. It’s hard ‘cause I don’t wanna mess up, especially if I’m 

in a classroom setting where everyone is watching.” 
 

“Environments that are overwhelming, mainly a classroom environment.” 
 

“In class sometimes like I’m going to be judged or listening to great speakers or people in NHSS 
[Native Hawaiian Student Services] who make me feel like they judge me because they know 

more than I do.” 
 

11) Hawaiian Language Kumu (5 responses) 
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Included responses that stated participants were most uncomfortable speaking Hawaiian in front 

of or with Hawaiian language teachers. 

 
“In front of people who I feel intimidated to speak in front of such as Kumu and others in the 

community who are more skilled at speaking Hawaiian.” 
 

“Speaking in front of a professor who is judging you.” 
 

“In front of Hawaiian speaking teachers, because I’m afraid I might say something wrong.” 
 

Q15 Do you feel like you’ve ever been 

shamed or judged when speaking or trying 

to speak Hawaiian? 

(49 responses) 
 
This question was used to gauge overall 

participant experiences with shame-related 

microaggressions, many of which could 

possibly fall under the umbrella of Native 

Hawaiian Lateral Violence. 

 

A majority of participants have experienced being 

shamed or judged when speaking or trying to speak 

Hawaiian. 

 

Yes = 79.59% (39 responses) 

No = 20.41% (10 responses) 

80%

20%

Have You Ever Been 
Shamed or Judged When 

Trying To Speak Hawaiian?

Yes
No

Figure 11. Question 15, Data Results, "Have You 
Ever Been Shame or Judged When Trying To 

Speak Hawaiian?" 
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Q16 Describe that experience.  
 
(43 responses) 
This question was intended to more consciously target specific instances of Native Hawaiian 

Lateral Violence through experiences with shaming or related microaggressions when attempting 

to speak or learn Hawaiian. This and the previous question were purposely left open, meaning 

that words like “lateral violence” or wording like “Have other Hawaiians shamed or bullied you 

when trying to speak Hawaiian?” were not used. The hope here is that participants would not be 

led to think or share only Native Hawaiian-specific microaggressions but reflect more 

holistically over past instances of negative Hawaiian language interactions instead. 

 A handful of participant responses were included below for consideration. An important 

thing to note across these negative interactions, many of them microaggressions, is the spectrum 

across which they manifest, from outright insults and excluding behavior to quiet judgement and 

implied shame. As Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence includes negative beliefs and behaviors 

aimed at peers and inwardly towards one’s self both, are represented here. In the context of 

shame, many participants describe being shamed by others while still other participants discuss 

feeling internal shame brought about by their own negative feelings that were independent of any 

specific behavior or instance with another. These instances, despite some overlap, have been 

separated into two general categories below: External Shame and Internal Shame. 

 

87.7% of the above question responded: 

External Shame: 

“My first Hawaiian Language kumu made me feel very judged. She repeatedly asked me where I 
was from, even after I’d answer several times, in order to indicated that I “don’t seem like I’m 



 

 
126 

 

from Hawaiʻi.” She told me that because I didn’t speak pidgin in the classroom, it “threw her 
off.” Ultimately, I think she was haole-shaming me (I am mixed-Japanese, Hawaiian and Irish).” 

 
“I was shamed mostly by Hawaiians, was humiliating, went home crying from papa ʻōlelo 

Hawaiʻi a lot in the beginning.” 
 

“As I explained above most people who are fluent view themselves in higher regards to those of 
us who never got the chance to learn until we took it upon ourselves to do so. Many of them see 

you as less than because of this.” 
 

“When I came from community college to UH [University of Hawaiʻi], because I did not learn 
KPPH, KPPO, or Akena [Hawaiian grammar pattern] my kumu at the time kind of laughed at 
me like what did your previous Kumu teach you. However my previous kumu grew up speaking 
the languge so he didn’t go by poʻo, piko, ʻawe [Hawaiian grammar structure terms] and other 

stuff like that.” 
 

“When I first went to college there was a lot of Hawaiians who’d judge you if you say something 
wrong.” 

 
“UH Students both Mānoa and Hilo think they are better because they speak at a college level. 

Kaiapuni is closer to mānaleo [Native Speakers] than it is to the structured language that is 
being taught at the colleges.” 

 
“It was more so about getting shamed through actions…I can’t recall a specific time but I 

remember moments I have experienced where when I spoke somebody or some people would 
look at me weird or ignore me altogether. Especially if I was surrounded by more fluent 

speakers, then they would just continue talking amongst themselves or some would be an ‘olelo 
police’ and not help in a positive way.” 

 

“I was at hula. I said something in Hawaiian but didn’t structure the sentence correctly (even 
though the others understood what I was saying). Another member of the halau corrected me in 

a sassy way - as if my mistake was so basic and that I should’ve known better.” 
 

“It feels really awkward and I know they are talking or making a rude face at me but I don’t 
know what they’re saying.” 

 
“People were telling me to "stop wasting time" while explaining something to them in Hawaiian 

and said ‘just use English’.” 
 

“When I was speaking Hawaiian in class, I got the sentence pattern wrong and one of my 
hoapapa [classmates] laughed and whispered something to her friend. That discouraged me.” 
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Internal Shame: 
 

“I feel like I am doing injustice to the language and am not good enough. I also feel like an 
outcast.” 

 
“Nobody ever shamed me, but I think it’s something I’m afraid of by myself and feel intimidated 
outside of class when there are people who are much more proficient than me and it’s hard to 

understand them.” 
 

“Sometimes when I get nervous speaking ʻōlelo I have a lisp or I stutter and then my brain shuts 
down.” 

 
“I felt like I wasn’t confident in what I was speaking in front of someone, it makes you feel 

intimidated and like you’re saying something wrong.” 
 

“When I’m called upon and all eyes are on me, I freeze and want to disappear. I get scared and 
don’t want to say anything. I believe I would learn easier in a hands-on setting and with just a 
few people around me that I would be comfortable with and who wouldn’t be judging me at all 

but would support me in every which way instead.” 
 
Q17) Who was shaming or judging you?  
(43 responses) 

 

 

Figure 12. Question 12, Data Results, "Who Was Shaming or Judging You?" 
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1) Other Hawaiians (11 responses) 

Included responses that specifically stated that the person(s) who were shaming or judging the 

participant was Hawaiian. 

“Hawaiians judging Hawaiians. Honestly our own people are the very ones making our people 
shame to ʻōlelo. Especially when people comment that ‘you’re not Hawaiian if you cannot 

ʻōlelo’.” 
 

2) Classmates (10 responses) 

Participants cited that classmates were those who judged or shamed them. 

“My classmates, especially those who were fluent in Hawaiian.” 
 

“Kula kaiapuni haumāna in my papa.” 
 

3) Hawaiian Language Kumu (8 responses) 

Included responses that stated it was a Hawaiian language teacher who shamed or judged 

participants. 

“I felt the kumu and everyone in class [shamed me].” 
 

4) Family and Friends (5 responses) 

Participants cited family or friends mocking them when attempting to learn or speak Hawaiian. 

“My family members on the continent.” 
 

“Family, friends, Emerson students, high makamaka Hawaiian.” 
 

5) Self (5 responses) 
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Included responses that stated participants felt more shamed and judged by themselves, 

explaining different feelings of embarrassment or shame surrounding their own personal 

language ability. 

 

6) Non-Speakers (4 responses) 

Included responses that stated participants were shamed or judged for speaking Hawaiian by 

non-Hawaiian language speakers. 

 
“Majority was people who didn’t understand the Hawaiian language or had no respect for the 

culture.” 
 

7) People (Non-Descript) (6 responses) 

Included responses that did not specifically state who was shaming or judging participants. 

Responses included instead “others” and “people”.  

 

Q18) What does speaking Hawaiian mean to you?  
 
(49 responses) 

This question was included to reaffirm the incredible importance that many Native Hawaiians 

place upon Hawaiian language and the ability to speak it. Participant responses demonstrated a 

clear thirst to learn and speak Hawaiian.  

 
“Speaking Hawaiian means the world to me, it connects me to my ancestors, gives me my 

identity, connects me to my homeland and it also gives me a sense of belonging.” 
 

“Speaking Hawaiian means rooting into my identity and understanding our collective history 
more deeply than I can now. Speaking Hawaiian means my children get to root into their 

identities in a way that I was never able to because my dad wasn't given the tools to teach me. 
Life and death are in our language. I want to be a part of why we live on.” 
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“It makes me feel good in my na‘au. It is hard to explain with words in either English or 
Hawaiian but when I speak Hawaiian everything feels better. I hope that makes sense, and I 

hope to pass this feeling and idea on to my children and anyone else who I can along my journey 
through this life.” 

 
“Speaking Hawaiian is me regaining my soul.” 
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Limitations 
 
 This survey had a few notable limitations, the most pressing one being that the 

anonymous Hawaiian Language Acquisition and Engagement surveys were never intended to be 

the only or even main source of primary data collected for this thesis. Because of this, surveys 

did not offer more detailed questions and larger amounts of comprehensive data through which 

to interpret Native Hawaiian Lateral Violence and contemporary Hawaiian language acquisition. 

This is because the series of in-person, long form interviews along with a community-powered, 

Hawaiian-language interaction stimulation pilot study that were originally planned as part of this 

project were not able to be conducted due to the COVID-19 pandemic that began during the first 

few days of data collection in 2020. Other limitations within these surveys included not asking 

participants to specify their age, an oversight that resulted in an inability to break down 

participants by age and observe generational differences between them.  

Another key issue was that the survey question that asked participants if they had ever 

been shamed or judged before, a query intended to actively engage the topic of lateral violence, 

did not specifically ask respondents to include the ethnicity of the individuals shaming or judging 

them. The reason this question did not ask the ethnicity of these individuals or if those 

individuals were Native Hawaiian was because it was felt that doing so would inappropriately 

lead participants’ answers. This left some left question over whether the negative experiences 

detailed within them were actual instances of lateral (intra-community) violence or another form 

of bullying. Even without being prompted, however, a number of participants stated that it was 

other Native Hawaiian people who had shamed or judged them. Other responses simply referred 

to those individuals by their relationship to them, such as: “my ʻōlelo teacher” or “my 

classmates.” The vast majority of students and teachers in the Hawaiian Language departments at 
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the University of Hawaiʻi are Native Hawaiian, as is the majority of Hawaiian Language 

speakers in general. Thus, despite not including the ethnicities of these people, it is still 

reasonable to assume that many of these instances were still ones of Native Hawaiian Lateral 

Violence.  
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