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ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation argues for the use of metaphor as a means of teaching first-year 

composition that values Indigenous cultures and identities, and as a way for Indigenous non-

Pacific Islander and Indigenous Pacific Islander students to be able to succeed in the college 

classroom. The research in this project draws upon the field of Indigenous and Western 

pedagogies, including Place, Land, and ‘Āina-based education, as well as that of Composition 

and Rhetoric, to articulate the complexity of literacy and learning practices in general, but 

particularly in Indigenous cultures, in order to make a case for metaphor as one way to address 

our struggles in the university setting, and writing courses specifically. 

 One component of this project is to suggest that not enough is being done to combat the 

evolving landscape of education within which Indigenous students are striving to succeed. 

Another is to suggest that more accountability needs to be taken on the part of both Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous instructors in making sure we’re identifying and addressing the pedagogical 

needs of Indigenous students. Additionally, through a tracing of the history of English and 

Composition studies respectively, this project seeks to understand the origin(s) of the ongoing 

indifference between instructors of composition and of literature. 
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PREFACE 

 

 For Māori, to ask us where we are from is to ask from which waka (canoe) we descend 

from of those that migrated from Hawaiki to Aotearoa. For myself, to answer the question of 

waka is to first tell the story of Hoturoa, Raka, and the creation of the waka “Tainui.” With the 

overpopulation of Hawaiki, Hoturoa, a descendent of the great seafarer Kupe who left Hawaiki 

400 years earlier, built a waka in order to find another home. When it was time to build the waka, 

Memeha-o-te-rangi, the father of Whakaotirangi who is  one of Hoturoa’s wives, asked Raka-

taaura, a descendent of Rata from whom the knowledge of waka building came, to build the 

waka.  

At the top of Hawaiki was a mountain called “Maunga-roa,” upon which a child that was 

only developed from the head to the chest was buried. At this site grew a great forest. From 

where the child was buried, a great tree grew, and at the very spot where the child was buried 

grew a great tree, which was selected by Raka to be cut down and made into a waka. Raka felled 

the tree twice only to return each morning to see it standing again. On the third night, Raka 

stayed and saw that the elements of Tāne Mahuta, god of the manu (birds) and ngahere (forest), 

were restoring the cut pieces of the tree, thereby making it whole again. After being advised to 

do so by Maahu-rangi, a wise-woman, Raka again cut the tree but this time left offerings for 

Tāne Mahuta at the place of the cut. When he returned the next morning, it remained lying on the 

ground, and he proceeded to build the waka. The name given to the waka was “Tainui,” which is 

said to be the name of the child buried atop Maunga-roa, from whence the tree was cut (Jones 

16-28). Descended from Hoturoa was a man called Tupahau, whose grandson was named 

“Toarangatira,” a name given to him by the Tainui priest, Tamurē (Jones 28). It is from 

Toarangatira that I am directly descended, and thus, I am from the waka Tainui.  



Thompson vii 

 

Although the entire story of waka Tainui is valuable to me, for the purposes of this 

introduction I wish to focus on the role of Raka himself, particularly the dilemma he faces in 

successfully harvesting the tree. What is interesting to note about this dilemma is that Raka 

indeed bears the knowledge of waka building, yet for reasons not immediately clear to us he is 

twice denied access to the tree he had chosen to build Tainui with. The notion imbued by this 

denial is that there are formalities associated with the taking of the tree that Raka fails to follow.  

 The need for these formalities is confirmed in Maahu-rangi’s charge to cut the tree down again 

but this time to leave offerings for Tāne Mahuta. It is at this moment Raka returns to the tree this 

third time and finds that it remains down that we learn the nature of his mistake, as the offerings 

he left the night before and the result of the tree staying down suggests there was more to the 

taking of the tree that needed to be satisfied than simply having the knowledge. Since Raka bears 

the knowledge of waka building and has with him the proper tools to execute the task of cutting 

the tree down, the problem is not a lack of knowledge but a lack of access that prevents the 

application of his skill; his failure to acknowledge Tāne, the host, by providing the requisite 

offerings.  

The rejection of Raka in this instance highlights one of the core issues plaguing place-

based education in my opinion: educators who likewise fail to acknowledge the host culture of 

the community, state, or region within which the institutions they are teaching are located. 

Acknowledgement of the economic, social, political, and religious climate within which their 

respective universities and workplaces are located, and how this ought to inform instructors’ 

approach to teaching in such a place, is paramount. Not to conform but inform. As an example, 

I’ll discuss this dynamic as it pertains to the small town of Lā‘ie where I grew up and where I 

attended the local university, Brigham Young University Hawai‘i (BYU-Hawaiʻi) and worked at 
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different times at the Polynesian Cultural Center (P.C.C), which is owned and operated by the 

Mormon church. Given the church’s influence over Lā‘ie and the surrounding communities, 

these relationships between the church, the university, the center, and the community are 

imperative to explore in order to understand what elements control the learning space(s) we may 

occupy as educators, regardless of where we are teaching.  

For Mormons, the building of the Church College of Hawai‘i is significant in part by the 

notion that it was prophesied to happen, meaning that it was God’s plan. When the Mormon 

temple opened in Lā‘ie in 1919, David O. McKay, who was an apostle of the Church at the time, 

declared that one day a school would be built in Lā‘ie as well. In 1951 McKay became president 

of the Church and began preliminary work on the school, which opened four years later in 1955. 

This history is important because it set a precedence of the Mormon church as the paramount 

entity and executor of Lā‘ie’s interests and subsequent development. Thus, when I discuss the 

relationship of the primary entities of the community like the Polynesian Cultural Center and 

Hawai‘i Reserves Inc., and their influence on the community as a whole, it’s imperative to 

understand the driving force of assimilation is that it was “God’s plan”.  

The opening of the Polynesian Cultural Center (P.C.C) in Lā‘ie in 1963 was an extension 

of this prophecy, particularly that Lā‘ie would serve as a gathering place for Mormons across the 

Pacific. Built for the purpose of providing BYU-Hawaiʻi students with employment, the dual 

function of the center to help students pay their way through school as well as “preserve” 

Polynesian culture was essentially a doubling down of the Church’s mission to expand its 

membership, and thereby, ideological reach in the Pacific. Where my commentary may not fully 

convey its weight in meaning concerning the influence or impact of the Church on its members 

and the community, this grounding should help do so.  
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The church’s high rate of membership in Lā‘ie and the surrounding communities ensures 

that its influence manifests in virtually every facet of the community. According to the most 

recent data from the U.S. Census, the population of the greater Ko‘olauloa region (from 

Ka‘a‘awa to Kahuku) is 13,259. In the Mormon church, the larger unit of church members in 

each region is called a Stake. Within this geographic area the Church has two Stakes, consisting 

of 7,376 members, which means that 55% of the population are members of the Church.  

The general manager of the only hotel in the area, David Betham, is Mormon. The hotel itself is 

part of the larger Marriott franchise, which was founded by prominent church member John 

Willard Marriott, so no alcohol is served at the hotel and no pornographic material is available 

on room entertainment systems. Additionally, as is custom in all Marriott establishments 

(including all Starwood Hotels, which was acquired by Marriott International) a Bible and Book 

of Mormon can be found in the nightstand of each room (Durbin).  

The only shopping center in the region, located in Lā‘ie, is managed by Hawai‘i Reserves 

Incorporated (H.R.I.), a land management arm of the Mormon Church, and its President Eric 

Beaver is also Mormon. Adhering to Mormon doctrine and principles, the entire shopping center, 

except for the gas station, is closed on Sundays. The movie theater located in the shopping center 

does not show “R” rated movies, and the primary grocery store, Foodland, does not offer any 

alcoholic beverages, nor does the gas station. Though not all of the businesses in the shopping 

center in Lā‘ie are owned by Mormons, it’s clear how the church’s influence is pervasive 

throughout the community. This influence is key to note, particularly when one considers the 

impact it has on employment opportunities.  

The church’s requirement of all employees at BYU-Hawaiʻi and the P.C.C. to present 

ecclesiastical endorsements in order to work there is another example of the church’s influence 
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on the community. While the leader of a Stake is referred to as a Stake President, the head of the 

smaller body of members within a Stake, a ward, is referred to as a bishop. Each church member, 

in order to work at either institution must receive a signed endorsement by their respective 

bishop acknowledging the applicant is in good standing with the church. If an applicant is not 

Mormon, per P.C.C.’s website, they are waived from needing a formal bishop’s endorsement but 

still need a “written commitment by the applicant to live by specific standards of conduct and 

dress and grooming or a statement by the applicant’s ecclesiastical leader that the applicant is 

committed to living by the standards the P.C.C requires (Polynesian Cultural Center). BYU-

Hawaiʻi’s requirement per their website is similar, asking all new and returning students to 

“obtain an ecclesiastical endorsement through their current bishop or university chaplain” (BYU-

H). In this case, non-Mormon applicants would obtain an endorsement from the university 

chaplain, typically a senior Mormon service missionary.  

The impact of the ecclesiastical endorsement is that it enhances the church’s ability to 

maintain a measure of control over its students and employees. This control places a tremendous 

amount of pressure on students and employees to adhere to Mormon doctrine and principles both 

at home and at work, or risk enrollment/employment. As an example, if I was a professor at 

BYU-Hawaiʻi and was caught, say, drinking a beer outside my home and someone took a picture 

of me then reported it to my boss or bishop (my endorser), not only would I be in jeopardy of 

losing my job, but my very membership in the church would be on the line as well. For non-

members, the loss of membership is a moot point, but their employment would still certainly be 

in jeopardy. If one was both a member and a student-worker, you would risk enrollment, 

employment, and membership in one fell swoop.  
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Lastly, the high volume of church membership in Lā‘ie and the surrounding communities 

solidifies the church’s influence even outside church-owned and operated institutions like the 

P.C.C., BYU-Hawaiʻi, and church-friendly businesses like the Marriott hotel. To date, the 

specified region (Ka‘a‘awa to Kahuku) is home to four elementary schools and a single high 

school. Of the four elementary schools, three of the schools’ principals, Jennifer Luke-Payne 

(Ka‘a‘awa), Ui Kaitoku (Hau‘ula), and Leialoha Kaka (Lā‘ie), are all Mormon (Jennifer Luke-

Payne actually attends the same congregation as me). Recently retired Kahuku High School 

principal (2016) and long-time Kahuku elementary principal (2019) Pauline Masaniai is also 

Mormon. Even current Sunset Beach elementary (just outside the specified region) principal 

Eliza Elkington is a member of the church.  

The significance of noting the large Mormon population in Lā‘ie and the surrounding 

communities is to establish the fact that society at virtually every level is influenced by the 

church, and, therefore, its doctrine and principles. This influence deepens significantly when one 

considers the sociopolitical ramifications it has on subjects over issues such as culture, gender 

identity, same-sex marriage, cultural sovereignty, and land and water rights, to name a few.    

The ‘Awa Rebellion of 1873 is an example of the church’s impact on culture in Lā‘ie, 

namely in creating a stigma around the consumption of ‘awa (kava in some cultures), which still 

persists today. Frederick Mitchell, a missionary called to essentially serve as the luna (boss) of 

the church’s sugar plantation, as well as other missionaries in Hawai‘i, attempted to enforce the 

Word of Wisdom1 on Hawaiian Saints who were drinking ‘awa as well as selling it. As to a 

possible reason for this action, Cynthia Compton writes, “Kanaka Maoli who worked in Lā‘ie 

often could decide when to work or when not to work for the plantation, depending on their own 

economic needs and their desire to spend time working with their own crops” (4). Mitchell likely 



Thompson xii 

 

resented Hawaiian planation workers who spent more time working for themselves than for the 

plantation, so he placed a ban on ‘awa in the name of the church using the Word of Wisdom as 

justification. Compton shares that another motive for the ban was, “his desire to more efficiently 

regulate and control labor on the plantation” (1). The impact of Mitchell’s ban, despite the 

church officially siding with the church members that he was acting unjustly, is that ‘awa still 

very much carries the stigma of violating the Word of Wisdom, which makes it difficult for 

church members like myself to embrace (partake of) the tradition freely in the community 

without risking enrollment in school or employment.  

Church policy and doctrine surrounding gender has also impacted the community, 

considering the significant number of Pacific Islander teens who do not identify simply as either 

male or female. In 2016, a Kahuku High and Intermediate School (KHIS) student Jennea Purcell, 

whose given name was originally Jackson, made local and national headlines when she accused 

KHIS administration of not allowing her to walk during graduation as a female, since on record 

she was a “boy” (Clarke).  

Without question, the imperialist mentality of the church, in an area like this one so dense 

with church members, would have an extremely influential effect on the aforementioned topics, 

which are being instituted at the earliest age and perpetuated on through college. Such is the 

environment of learning in Lā‘ie and other communities within the Ko‘olauloa region, that 

whether through direct membership, employment, or educational obligation, the church is able to 

maintain its influence on matters unrelated to its religious interests. And yet, even influence may 

not be a suitable designation for the power the church commands within the community. Given 

that the church’s presentation of their history and mission as inextricable from the history and 
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values of Indigenous Pacific Islanders has been so successful,1 many of their exploits on 

Indigenous soil go unquestioned. This is certainly the case in Lā‘ie. 

  Indeed, while the power the Mormon church possesses in the Pacific, Hawai‘i, and 

especially in Lā‘ie, is largely due to the narrative that the church and the people of the Pacific 

share a significant historical connection via the earliest inhabitants of the Americas.2 Another 

significant factor is the church’s increased ownership of land, and their subsequent development 

of those lands to reinforce their presence throughout the Pacific. In 1865 the church purchased 

the 6,100 acres that make up the two ahupua‘a of Lā‘ie, and through H.R.I., they have since 

acquired an additional 900 acres. Two subsidiary companies of H.R.I., Lā‘ie Water Company 

and Lā‘ie Treatment Works, operate the water system and wastewater treatment facility for the 

town as well (Hawai‘i Reserves). So it is, the rhetoric that Hawaiians serve an integral, 

predestined role in the mission of the church coupled with the laws set forth by the 1848 Māhele 

instituted much earlier, set the church up in a position of power over Hawaiian church members 

in perpetuity by establishing the discourse that the church’s purchase of Lā‘ie and its subsequent 

settlement there was indeed the will God. Hokulani Aikau’s A Chosen People, A Promised Land: 

Mormonism and Race in Hawai‘i offers what I consider to be the most intimate critical analysis 

to date of Lā‘ie in this regard. Much of this connection, I gather, comes as a result of Aikau’s 

 
1 In “Polynesians and Mormonism: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in the Islands of the Sea,” Paul 

Morris suggests the church’s great success in the Pacific Islands was due to its “hermeneutical strategies,” the 

narrative the church and the cultures and people of Polynesia have a shared past. 

2 In short, this connection is based upon church teachings that immediately after his resurrection Jesus Christ visited 

various peoples around the world including America, and that many descendants from the people that lived there at 

the time, including a man called Hagoth, built canoes and sailed from what is essentially the southwest United States 

down into the Pacific region. 
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own relationship to the community of Lā‘ie, not only as someone who grew up in the Mormon 

church, in a predominantly Mormon family (Aikau ix-xii) but because in spite of this genealogy, 

she is yet critical of the Church’s presence in Lā‘ie. This cohabitation (if one wishes to call it so) 

of culture and religion in Lā‘ie is what problematizes the relationship between many Hawaiians 

and the church today, since any dispute of injustice regarding land is viewed as a perceived 

indictment against the church itself and may therefore jeopardize a member’s good standing 

within it. 

 The Church’s positioning of Lā‘ie as a “gathering place” for Mormon saints in the Pacific 

region plays on the already existing designation of Lā‘ie as a pu‘uhonua (place of refuge). 

Speaking to the correlation between the Māhele and the eventual settlement of Lā‘ie, Aikau 

writes, “For Native Hawaiians, it was a place of refuge in the aftermath of the political storm we 

now call the Māhele—a set of procedures that privatized the land” (Aikau 55). Aikau’s remarks 

point to the notion that in the wake of the Māhele, Lā‘ie served as a place for Hawaiian families, 

Hawaiian latter-day saint families, to settle; the church simply capitalized on this rhetoric.  

 The church’s ownership of much of the land in Lā‘ie contributes to its ability to control 

the learning environment via its influence over the demographic, which is instigated by its 

growth. With the expansion of the church and its assets comes an inevitable growth in the 

population of haole (foreign) families in Lā‘ie and the surrounding communities, since a 

staggering number of the administration and faculty at BYU-Hawaiʻi are not from Hawai‘i. The 

most recent Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) report submitted by the 

university for the 2019-2020 year indicates that of the 130 full-time faculty members (assistant, 

associate, and full professor), 89 of them, or 68% are ‘white,’ with twelve categorized as ‘Asian’ 

or ‘Black or African American’ respectively. Of the 14% of full-time faculty (11) identified as 



Thompson xv 

 

‘Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander,’ the report does not distinguish how many are only 

Native Hawaiian (IPEDS 3). While the disparity between the number of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous full-time faculty employed at the university is indeed shocking, what is more critical 

to understand here is how the influx of haole families to the area changes the educational 

landscape.  

 For Aikau, the rhetoric of Lā‘ie as a gathering place is simply a reinforcement of the 

religious and cultural ideological norms of American imperialism. She writes, “A key feature of 

the early church that resonated throughout its history was the call to gather,” and further adds, 

“the gathering principle linked two dominant discourses of the time: first the religious millennial 

discourse that the end of days was near…and second, the American nationalist discourse of 

manifest destiny” (Aikau 61). If it’s not already clear, the suggestion Aikau is attempting to 

make here is that the church’s success in Hawai‘i was not a coincidence, but rather a conscious 

effort to find ways to align the needs and desires of the church with those of Hawaiians in the 

wake of what amounted to confusing new land policies. To this end, Aikau notes, “the combined 

effect is the ability to narratively link the growth of the church with preexisting Hawaiian beliefs 

in order to create a timeless connection between Mormonism and Hawaiianness” (Aikau 67). 

This connection is highly problematic in terms of education, learning, and especially culture, as 

the narrative of Mormonism has essentially usurped the power of these unto itself, rendering 

these as secondary to membership in the church. One is no longer just a student, or a Hawaiian, 

but a Mormon student, a Mormon Hawaiian. The privileging of Mormon ideology in this way is 

exponentially increased when accompanied by a significant integration into society as the church 

has attained in the Ko‘olau region through the workforce, education, the management of natural 

resources, and even housing.    
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 Related to its growth in the Ko‘olauloa area, another significant way the church is able to 

maintain control over the learning environment is through housing. The overwhelming influx of 

middle-class haole professors and administrators moving in and buying/renting homes takes 

away from those available for local families to purchase/rent. These “new” owners are often 

skittish or altogether unwilling to rent long-term to local families, especially those with families 

with multiple young children, noting the increased wear and tear that can be incurred on homes. 

Renting to non-Mormons is a rarity considering the location and population. Exacerbating this 

issue is the expansion of the BYU-campus and student enrollment coupled with a housing 

shortage on campus. Owners would much rather prefer to rent out the, say, four-bedroom house 

they own to eight students for $500 a head ($4,000) than to an entire family of six to eight for 

$2,5000-3,000. The result is the establishment of institutions like BYU-Hawaiʻi and the P.C.C., 

propped up as the fruition of religious prophecy rather than as a conduit of American 

imperialism and cultural exploitation. For Hawaiian members, our cultural and educational 

growth is suddenly inextricable from our religious progression. 

 This confluence of cultural, educational, and religious values into such institutions as 

BYU-Hawaiʻi and the P.C.C. served to anchor the ideological influence and power the church 

wielded over their subordinate Hawaiian members. Aikau describes how the “economic needs of 

the plantation were at times at odds with the religious imperatives of the mission and the cultural 

interests of Native Hawaiians,” with one result being an appropriation of the title of Konohiki by 

Mormon church leaders (Aikau 75). This melding of Western religious rhetoric with the power 

and position of the Konohiki in Hawaiian society reinforces the church’s role in subjugating 

Hawaiian members to imperialist ideologies under the guise of religious duty. This position of 
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power is sustained by those teaching at the university, where Western ideologies pervade the 

pedagogy of many of its professors and their curriculum. Such was my experience. 

 In 2009, returning to college with only a single failed semester under my belt, I enrolled 

in an English 100 composition course with much anxiety. I had failed my previous English 101 

course eight years prior, making no connection with my instructor, the assignments, or any of the 

course texts, not to mention I wasn’t very confident in my ability to write anything of real 

coherence and substance. I got an “A” this second time around, and as I reflected upon the 

disparities between the two freshmen English courses I took, I knew without a doubt that one of 

the issues was a lack of cultural connection between my first professor and me. She, a thirty-

something-year-old haole transplant “slumming” in the proverbial English department basement 

that has become first-year writing courses, came not to evaluate my writing skills in order to help 

me improve but to introduce a slew of white-author-canon-based essays and writing prompts to 

“educate” me. Here I was, a young mixed-Polynesian student of a single-parent household, the 

proxy-dad and eldest of 4 kids. A home of domestic violence, abuse, and drugs was where I was 

coming from, so Gaskell’s Cranford was about as familiar to me as the beach is to a polar bear.  

 On the other hand, my second professor was a Māori-pakeha (Caucasian) woman who 

seemed to understand what I was looking for in the readings, or at least what might appeal to me. 

I wasn’t in need of a wholesale shift from Victorian to Pacific literature, but in hindsight I 

suspect what I needed was to see how what was happening in the Victorian era could mean 

something to me. Take one of my first essays in freshman English the second time as an 

example; an explication of Modernist poet Wilfred Owens’ “Dulce Et Decorum Est” (See 

Appendix 1). 
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Upon further reflection, one comment toward the end of the essay regarding the mode by 

which I appeared to engage with Owens’ work is telling. It reads, “This poem is an awesome 

portrayal of the author’s skills in being able to manipulate a reader’s mind and get us to side with 

him, rather than merely create a topic of discussion. He uses a blend of similes, imagery, and 

diction to explain his experience in war, and then provide us with a conflict that is much bigger 

than just war on a battlefield, but war amongst societies and conformity.” The connection I felt to 

Owens’ work wasn’t by way of any cultural or social parallel between Hawai‘i and some 

European war zone, but in the empathy I felt in Owen’s contempt for the so-called pride of dying 

for one’s country. The depiction of pain and heartache, the anxiety, the chaos of the scene as a 

whole was something I was familiar with, save of course the poisonous lung-curdling gas.  

 Truth be told, as a Mormon living in a predominantly Mormon town, attending a 

Mormon school whose student body and faculty was almost wholly comprised of Mormons, 

Lā‘ie could feel quite constrictive. Not so much in the sense of religion for me, but in the sense 

that as a Hawaiian I was coming more into the realization that I was a minority in my own 

hometown. Thus, being accepted into the local university was presented as a kind of gift—a 

sacred, not too often traveled road that I should be so lucky to find myself on. Considering that 

the first time I was admitted came on the recommendation of the new water polo coach after 

having already been denied, then having to submit a why-should-we-let-you-back-in-again 

manifesto in order to get in the second time, I was primed to have gratitude for the “service” 

being rendered to me in granting me admission. Couple this introduction into the world of higher 

education with my aforementioned home life, and it gets easier to see how there might be some 

disparity between my perspective on education in relation to those tasked with providing it to 

me. 
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 As Raka bore the knowledge of his prospective craft, I’m sure my first professor, like my 

second, had the knowledge and education requisite for teaching, but her lack of effort in 

understanding the cultural and social space I was living in neutralized her skill, unlike the 

second. With regard to first-year composition pedagogy, it is within this quandary—having the 

knowledge of composition and bearing the skill to teach it, but lacking access and connection to 

students—that I propose many instructors’ pedagogical efforts fail to gain access to those 

proverbial trees, our students, with whom we hope to foster further development. Moreover, for 

Indigenous Pacific Islander instructors who bear the esoteric knowledges of culture and learning 

within the Pacific region, we sometimes fall short of properly acknowledging those elements that 

are ultimately in control of the learning spaces we occupy. The following is a re-tracing of steps 

leading to my own arrival at this moment, along with my suggested offering for those desirous of 

gaining access to the realm of Indigenous pedagogy. 

 A significant factor in the birth of this project was my teaching of first-year composition 

courses at two separate universities simultaneously, the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa and 

BYU-Hawaiʻi, the former a public university, the latter of course owned by the church. While 

both universities boast a highly diverse student population, I found that the constraints placed 

upon me as an instructor at BYU-Hawaiʻi limited my abilities to provide a culturally diverse 

writing experience. In addition, particularly at the latter university, I found students to be largely 

uninformed of the history of Hawai‘i in general and of Lā‘ie, with conceptions of place 

originating primarily from the Mormon Church’s settlement in Hawai‘i. As such, I tweaked the 

course in order to utilize more Indigenous material, which was delivered using a more 

Indigenous pedagogical approach.  
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 One such change in material was moving away from the recommended anthology 

textbook to texts written by Indigenous authors spanning the Pacific. While the recommended 

anthology Literature: The Human Experience was sprinkled with some powerful non-white 

authors the likes of Jamaica Kincaid, Sandra Cisneros, Audre Lorde, and Amy Tan, these were 

an overwhelming minority (Abcarian et al.). My class had four Sāmoan students, a Tongan 

student, three students from the Marshall Islands, and a Fijian student, and while they made up 

less than half the class, I selected texts that I felt these students might identify with better. 

Utilizing a mixture of novel, poetry, and short stories, I implemented works by both older and 

more contemporary authors like Albert Wendt (Sāmoan), Patricia Grace (Māori), Selina Marsh 

(Sāmoan), Karlo Mila (Tongan), Matthew Kaōpio (Hawaiian), Vernice Wineera (Māori), and 

Haunani K. Trask to name a few.  

 While it may appear that my non-Pacific Islander students would be at a loss here with 

my selection of readings, my explanation on the first day of class was that we are, after all, 

attending a university in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, in Hawai‘i, surrounded by a diverse 

population of Pacific Islander students, and we have a great privilege and responsibility to learn 

of the cultures of the region we are visitors to. Though I was satisfied with the outcome on my 

end, the reality was that I seemed to “lose” many of the students, more specifically those without 

any Pacific Islander background, since my approach and the material I used were so foreign to 

them.  

 Thus, this project aims to articulate a solution to question(s) I’ve asked myself at the end 

of each semester I’ve taught since, questions I anticipate most Pacific Islander instructors ask 

themselves as well: In terms of impacting students’ lives both within and outside the classroom, 

not in terms of end-of-the-semester evaluations, how can I be a more effective teacher?  
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• How can my teaching strategies embody my Indigenous heritages (Indigenous 

knowledge(s)) without falling short of the culturally exclusive administrative demands of 

the Euro-American3 educational institutions I teach in?  

• In what ways can Indigenous knowledges elevate the values and accountability of the 

Euro-American educational institutions I teach in?  

• As an instructor, how can I balance (or resist) settler colonial influences in education with 

more Indigenous pedagogies?  

• How can I utilize Indigenous knowledges and pedagogies in a way that appeals to 

Indigenous students while still addressing the needs of non-Indigenous students, without 

undermining the inevitable yet necessary moments of discomfort and unfamiliarity 

associated with challenging dominant settler discourses of pedagogy?  

• How can Indigenous pedagogies be used to inform the teaching of composition, 

particularly in first-year university writing courses? 

 Given the rootedness of Indigenous knowledges in various facets of cultural expression, 

which spans written and oral forms, this project aims to illustrate how the use of metaphors in 

teaching composition provides a means through which these questions might be addressed. Our 

ability as Pacific Islanders to remember the genealogies and histories (of people, places, and 

things) effectively, I’m convinced, is due to the method by which these kinds of knowledges are 

transferred—packaged in songs and stories, which in turn serve as metaphors that more clearly 

articulate what can otherwise be very complex ideas and protocols. Their complexity rendered 

via the culturally charged context in which they are given. Thus, this project argues for the use of 

 
3 See Jace Weaver’s The Red Atlantic: American Indigenes and the Making of the Modern World 
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ocean-based metaphors in teaching composition in order to present the process of writing 

through a more culturally relevant means. 
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INTRODUCTION 

On the body of the mother came a change… A line began to grow 

upward slowly from the bottom of the abdomen, and another 

started down from the top. The line was called alawela.4 When 

these lines met and went into the naval, the baby would be born— 

— Mary Kawena Pukui, Nānā ‘I Ke Kumu 

 As a renowned scholar and educator of Hawaiian culture, Mary Kawena Pukui was 

consulted by the Hawaiian Culture Study Committee in 1968 to share some of her ‘ike 

(knowledge) regarding the pregnancy and birthing practices of Hawaiians. Asked where the 

committee ought to start in their inquiry, Pukui replied, “Ho‘omaka mai kinohi mai…begin with 

the beginning. With ka hua o ka pū ‘ao.5 With the seed in the womb. With the child to be born” 

(Pukui and Elbert 1). In order to understand how metaphor can be effective in composition 

pedagogy, indeed, one must begin by considering the meaning(s) and application(s) of metaphor 

as practiced within the womb of Indigenous Pacific Islander cultures.  

 For this project, I assert that metaphor is the alawela, the integral marker by which one 

can better understand and anticipate a more effective pedagogical approach to teaching first-

year writing. Metaphor is the path by which, for myself at least, culture and pedagogy have 

converged to signal the birth of an Indigenous pedagogy that I seek to articulate as Hawaiki 

Pedagogy, using Indigenous Pacific metaphors to teach first-year composition. This 

introduction will attempt to provide more clarity of what metaphor is within both an Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous context, articulate metaphor’s importance to Pacific Islander culture, 

 
4 Pukui defines the term alawela as “burned or scorched path,” likely due to the darkened line of skin being 

referred to. 

 
5 Translated in the book as “the fruit in the womb.” 
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particularly Hawaiian, Sāmoan, and Māori cultures,6 and compare these with Euro-American 

uses of metaphor in order to establish a clearer understanding of what metaphor is and does 

differently within Indigenous and colonial genealogies, respectively. Also, to see how metaphor 

might intersect with one another, commingle, if you will, in terms of their pedagogical 

application. 

The Understanding, Significance, and Purpose of ‘Ōlelo Ho‘ohālike in Hawaiian Culture 

 In ‘ōlelo Hawai‘i (Hawaiian language) there are two terms for “metaphor,” the first is 

‘ōlelo ho‘ohālike. Broken into its parts, the phrase can be translated to mean similar language or 

language that is comparable: ‘ōlelo (language) and hālike (alike/similar/compare/resemble). 

Pukui’s Hawaiian Dictionary translates hālikelike as exemplify, and ho‘ohālikelike to 

“equalize, match, impersonate” (53). Pukui writes that ho‘ohālike can also mean an artificial 

replication, specifically with regard to flowers (e.g. pua ho‘ohālike or artificial flowers) and 

kumu ho‘ohālike as model. 

 The second term for “metaphor” is mana‘o ho‘okūkū, translated as mana‘o meaning 

thought/idea/opinion and kūkū meaning jerk/shake/bounce. So, in translation the word 

ho‘okūkū means to cause to shake or jerk, thus mana‘o ho‘okūkū could mean an idea or opinion 

that causes shaking or jerking (jarring). In most instances, the use of ho‘okūkū is used when 

referring to a challenge or competition. Based on the translations of the two terms, while 

mana‘o ho‘okūkū may make for some interesting theoretical conversations with regard to 

metaphor and what it can do when applied, the more fitting definition, and the one that will be 

engaged throughout this project, is ‘ōlelo ho‘ohālike  

 
6 The reason for limiting my analysis to these three particular cultures is simply that these are what I’m made of, 

and which I feel able to discuss meaningfully and accurately. 
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 To say that ‘ōlelo ho‘ohālike Hawai‘i (Hawaiian metaphor) is a critical component of 

understanding Hawaiian culture and values is an understatement. I contend that with the 

exception of ‘ōlelo Hawai‘i (Hawaiian language) itself, understanding Hawaiian metaphors is 

invaluable to understanding Hawaiian culture and people. As Hawaiians, the way we’re taught, 

how we learn, how we make sense of and live in the world around us, is predicated upon 

relationships—between ourselves, akua, and ‘āina. These relationships, real and tangible as they 

are, are perpetuated through metaphors, metaphors that conceal and protect the intimate kaona 

that have developed within them. As will become evident in the ensuing analyses, while kaona 

and metaphor are often used interchangeably due to the way they function in relation to one 

another, kaona has a distinct purpose from metaphor, which purpose I’d like to establish now 

before moving on.  

First and foremost, the purpose of kaona is to carry meaning, specifically, meaning that 

is meant to be veiled, or hidden. In Hawaiian literature, references to kaona reflect the broad 

intellectual mo‘okū‘auhau (genealogy) of its use and meaning this way: “hidden meaning” 

(Pukui 130); “deeper meaning” (Kame‘eleihiwa 79); “underlying, poetical meaning” 

(ho‘omanawanui 131) “inner meaning” (Arista 665);  “symbolic language” (Hall 30); “veiled 

layers of knowledge” (Pao qtd in Moses); “veiled meaning” (McDougall 29); “figurative 

multiplicity” (Osorio 138). As a simple visual reference, I think of catching he‘e (octopus), 

which I’m admittedly terrible at. In addition to the he‘e’s own ability to camouflage itself, he‘e 

holes are concealed by the clean, colored undersides of rocks it places around the entrance of its 

hale (house), which in conjunction with the reef bed and limu (seaweed), does well to conceal 

the he‘e’s location. I posit that the he‘e represents the kaona or hidden meaning, and the rocks, 
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the limu, and papa (reef) in general are the metaphors concealing the he‘e. Sometimes a light 

excavation of the rocks (metaphors) concealing the he‘e (kaona) is needed to render a clearer 

view of it, and other times the diver, like an audience, knows what to look for and can see it 

from afar. Of course, sometimes the he‘e is just swimming freely and not hidden at all. This is 

where the function of the he‘e’s swift, slippery body and inky camouflage comes into play. 

Like the he‘e has the means within itself to evade being captured, kaona’s rhetorical 

applications function in a similar fashion. To play with the he‘e metaphor a little further, I see 

the metaphor of the he‘e hiding in the hole as a more “passive” (not to infer unintentional) 

deployment of kaona, where the composer applies layers of meaning in order to conceal the real 

or intended one. Like the he‘e swimming freely, however, darting and inking its way to evade 

capture, kaona as a rhetorical device is a more offensive function of kaona—a more active, in-

real-time maneuvering of kaona. In “Ma ka Hana ka ‘Ike (In the Work is the Knowledge) Kaona 

as Rhetorical Action,” McDougall and Nordstrom discuss the use of kaona as a form of 

resistance to colonial censorship. As examples, they discuss Kapihenui and Ho‘oulumāhiehie’s 

respective retellings of Pele-Hi‘iaka relationships in resistance to colonial censorship of 

Hawaiian mele and mo‘olelo, which was prevalent at the time (and in many ways still is). Of 

this resistance, the authors write, “While missionaries brought writing to Hawai‘i and sought to 

exercise control over it, Hawaiians effectively used writing to assure the continued survival of 

their culture and express their resistance” (McDougall and Nordstrom 104). I emphasize here 

that kaona’s effectiveness in undermining and resisting colonial oppression this way is due to 

the haoles’ (foreigners’) inability to recognize the various metaphors guarding the kaona, even 

despite knowing the language and being aware that kaona was being deployed. This speaks both 

to the importance of the interdependency of kaona and metaphor, as well as their distinct 
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purpose and function in relation to each other. Continuing the discussion of metaphors in 

Hawaiian culture, as well as the relationship of kaona and metaphor, the following Kānaka 

scholars, artists, and cultural practitioners all speak to the importance of ‘ōlelo ho‘ohālike 

Hawai‘i to Hawaiian culture. 

  Different cultures have their own distinct metaphors, which can only be understood by 

those who understand the cultural context in which they were created. In the early chapters of 

her book Native Land and Foreign Desires, Lilikalā Kame‘eleihiwa praises historian Greg 

Denning’s articulation of metaphor vs. model,7 which she interprets as “every culture has 

certain metaphors that are understood only within that culture…metaphors are those things, 

those phrases, those customs, a kind of language, if you will, that only members of a particular 

group understand” (4). A highlight of Kame‘eleihiwa’s commentary here has to be her rather 

inclusive definition of metaphor, which is suggestive of metaphor’s pervasive influence within 

Hawaiian culture. Also noteworthy is the notion that while metaphors themselves, and to this 

end I mean the actual representations of metaphor, are accessible to all cultures, their 

meaning(s) remain unclear so long as there is no cultural context with which a person can 

“read” them. 

 As an example of this, the ‘ōlelo ho‘ohālike lei (lei metaphor) highlights the contrasting 

interpretations of metaphor that can occur when the receiver of it isn’t ma‘a (familiar) to it. In 

her essay “He Lei Ho‘oheno no nā Kau a Kau: Language, Performance, and Form in Hawaiian 

Poetry,” ku‘ualoha ho‘omanawanui presents the lei as an appropriate metaphor to represent “the 

diversity of influences on Contemporary Hawaiian poetry” (29). For most if not all Hawaiians, 

no other analysis would be needed for us to agree that the lei is an appropriate metaphor, since 

 
7 Denning’s Islands and Beaches argues that while both are “readings of experience, products of consciousness,” 

metaphors are understood, models are imposed. 
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our knowledge of the many meanings that can be engendered by lei, along with our experience 

with lei whether in making, giving, or wearing, will have taught us some. The meaning 

conveyed by diverse types of lei—the colors, the shapes and styles, the mo‘olelo of the places 

they come from, the etiquette in selecting/picking pua (flowers)—while may not be articulated 

at the time a lei was made or given, nonetheless teach us. Sure we might not be expert lei 

makers, but we know enough because we are Hawaiian. How we celebrate every May Day 

celebration, birthday, graduation, funeral, wedding, or any holiday or special occasion when lei 

is given, informs and is informed by our identity as Hawaiians. For haole on the other hand, if 

the lei’s value is based solely off of its aesthetic beauty or its cost, the lei as a metaphor won’t 

work because they’re unable to grasp the depth of the lei metaphor in the first place. Knowing 

the different meanings of lei is a step one must take prior to attempting to understand the kaona 

of the metaphor itself.  

‘Ōlelo ho‘ohālike in Hawaiian culture are often used for the purpose of witty deception. 

In short, Hawaiians used metaphoric speaking as a kind of playful mischief, if you will. 

Speaking of Hawaiians investment in this kind of word play, Martha Beckwith writes, “the 

feeling for analogy governs their wit, their gift of naming” (39), to which end Samuel Elbert 

also shares that Hawaiians had a “preference for figurative expression, for the veiled, symbolic 

and clever” (353). Calling the practice “riddling,” John Charlot writes that using metaphor was 

natural for Hawaiians, noting they have “a ‘habit of mind’ that looked for analogies and double 

meanings, [that is a] part of the general mental tendency…” (290). Of course, the use of 

metaphors this way was not just for fun but also had some very real social implications, like to 

see whether the receiver was genuine or meant harm, someone who perhaps couldn’t be trusted 

with certain information. 
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‘Ōlelo ho‘ohālike are also used to conceal meaning. In some instances, metaphorizing 

provide multiple layers of concealment. Via riddles and proverbial sayings (the latter often 

being metaphorical)8 a user could say something in a way that it could be spoken to all but only 

be understood by a few, or to purposefully insult or confuse listeners in order to keep them in 

the dark (Charlot 292). An oft-used metaphor I heard around my family was calling someone a 

“mullet” (‘ama‘ama) when someone was afraid to do something out of the norm (that others 

didn’t want to do) or unless others were willing to do it. The comparison to the well-known 

Hawaiian fish species would draw laughter and deliver insult simultaneously, the latter because 

it compared the subject to a species of fish that was notorious for its large schools and highly 

choreographed swimming patterns. Likening the subject to a mullet (ah, you mullet!) signaled 

the person was a “follower” and not a leader; that they would only do things if others were 

doing them first. 

While ‘ōlelo ho‘ohālike is often used to conceal meaning, the practice of using them this 

way isn’t always pejorative by nature but merely reflects Hawaiians’ carefulness with words. 

Consider the Hawaiian proverb “I ka ‘ōlelo no ke ola, I ka ‘ōlelo no ka make” (in 

words/language there is life, in language there is death) and what it communicates about 

Hawaiians and their reverence of language and word usage. In Finding Meaning, Brandy Nālani 

McDougall writes that the “veiling of meaning through allusion, symbolism, and metaphor have 

enabled Kānaka to employ a form of communicative etiquette” (25). Elaborating on just what 

types of discussions/topics Hawaiians might “use or invoke kaona” for this specific purpose, she 

continues: 

 
8 See Penfield and Duru’s “Proverbs: Metaphors that Teach.” 
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Debates or other intellectual challenges (as in riddling contests); public declarations of 

emotion; polite conversation about intimate, awkward, or difficult topics; personal, 

social, and political critiques; and both lewd and gushingly romantic stories using humor 

and poeticism. Because of the wide use of kaona and other related practices several 

scholars note the Hawaiian penchant for figurative meaning making, analogizing, and 

interpretation. (26) 

 McDougall’s insight here is helpful to understanding the multi-faceted use(s) of ‘ōlelo 

ho‘ohālike: concealing meaning as a method of play/deception in addition to navigating 

communicative etiquette. Such is the case in general, too, regarding allusion, symbolism, 

figurative meaning making (26), analogizing, and interpretation, to note a few. McDougall’s 

articulation of the difference between kaona and metaphor highlights the preciseness of her 

understanding as a Kanaka woman and scholar. Moreover, for Hawaiian writers specifically, 

where kaona is mentioned, metaphor is naturally implied. 

In fact, many Hawaiian scholars I’ve encountered use ‘ōlelo ho‘ohālike and kaona as 

fluidly as McDougall does. Including those previously mentioned, Noelani Arista does so when 

asserting kaona can be applied as a “linguistic and cultural paradigm” for interpreting Hawaiian 

historical sources (664), so does Leilani Basham’s discussion on Hawaiians’ embodiment of 

Lāhui (38), Kamaka Kanekoa’s discussion of authorship in graphic design (8), and Noenoe 

Silva’s mapping of Hawaiian intellectual history using the writing of Kanepu‘u and Poepoe (12) 

to name a few. For those who discuss kaona more distinctly for its meaning than its 

imagery/symbolism: Tengan (68-69); Warren (9-10); Galla et.al (136); ho‘omanawanui (“Hā, 

Mana, Leo" 31-33), reference to the latter are practically implied even when there’s no specific 

mention of metaphor. Of course the brilliance and versatility of Hawaiian metaphor and kaona 
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is on display in these projects, given the variety of topics that employ its use: research, nation-

building, graphic arts, Indigenous intelligence, masculinity and sexuality, cosmogony, hula, and 

poetry. Yet, to be clear, ‘ōlelo ho‘ohālike (metaphor) is not the same as kaona. In the following 

section I’ll attempt to make sense of the difference and function of the two in order to illustrate 

as much with the purpose of providing more understanding. The decision to provide more 

understanding of the relationship of metaphor and kaona, rather than definition, feels more 

appropriate to this particular project since it is at its core a project looking to provide more 

space for discussion and learning more than setting concrete boundaries. 

Functions of ‘Ōlelo Ho‘ohālike 

Metaphor houses the elements of meaning making from which kaona draws in order to 

express itself. Revisiting ho‘omanawanui’s work discussed earlier, she likens the haku lei (lei 

maker) to a poet with the lei maker “selecting, arranging, and putting in order the pua…literally, 

the flowers” and the poet weaving in “…the metaphors and symbolic imagery that evoke 

kaona” (“He Lei Hoʻoheno” 33). Of note here, again, are the distinct roles ho‘omanawanui 

places on metaphor and kaona, with the former evoking the latter, indicating their separateness. 

Also important to point out is the kind of symbiotic relationship metaphor and kaona have, with 

each sharing a key role as it pertains to meaning. 

Metaphor acts as a veil to help conceal the kaona that is to be expressed. Most 

references to kaona describe it as veiled, hidden, or layered meaning; metaphor is one of these 

veils. Referencing the 1861 publication of the mele titled “He Mele Aloha no ka Na‘auao” in 

Ka Hae Hawai‘i, a mele that was strongly criticized by the haole and Christian community, 

Ka‘imi Ka‘iwi writes of one critic who couldn’t understand the metaphor of the mele itself, let 

alone the kaona. She writes, “It was clear that while this critic possessed the ability to read and 
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write in the Indigenous language, and that he was also aware mele often contained metaphorical 

or figurative language, he was unable to understand the ‘real’ meaning, the kaona” (13). 

Ka‘iwi’s assertion here is significant; that despite his ability to read and write in Hawaiian and 

understand the metaphorical nature of mele, this critic still couldn’t understand the kaona. 

Significant because it points to only one other culprit, experience (upbringing), as it relates to 

language, the culture, and Hawaiian metaphors. Notice also the “barriers” that arise in the 

subject’s quest for meaning, in order as listed: read Hawaiian, write Hawaiian, understand 

metaphor, understand kaona. Metaphor disrupts his ability to understand the kaona because it 

requires interpretation and understanding also, which can only be acquired through experience 

and upbringing.9 Lastly, Ka‘iwi’s emphasis of the word “real” with regard to meaning suggests 

the multiplicity of meaning kaona can provide, depending on the users intention(s). 

While metaphor can be used to veil or altogether conceal meaning, it can also make 

meaning more accessible. More important than what it does though is how it does it, by playing 

on a multitude of senses connected to things, places, memories, and feelings. Speaking of 

Hawaiian literary metaphors in a presentation she gave entitled “Living the Myth and 

Unlocking the Metaphor,” Pua Kanahele shared that “metaphors are like fragrant orchids in 

your garden, or it is like special spice in your food” (TedX, Maui, 2012). While metaphor-as-

additive is a highly simplistic application of it in contrast with how it has been discussed thus 

far, the beauty is precisely in that detail; that despite all the meaning making it can hide, it can 

also take on the most understandable forms as well. Here, the commonality of the orchid in 

Hawai‘i in conjunction with the practice of seasoning food does well to drive home the crux of 

 
9 Manu Meyer refers to this as “gross knowing” or “gross level knowing.” 
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Kanahele’s talk, which is about the kuleana of storytellers to find common ground with those 

they’re telling the stories to. She continues: 

The storyteller was an important part of our society because his kuleana 

(responsibility) was to pass on information of events…and so the storyteller, in 

weaving the story, added to the story some common everyday practice so that 

most of the population would understand… and so he was very good at weaving 

stories so that everybody could understand it because this was one way of 

passing down information (TedX, Maui, 2012). 

In total, Kanahele provides three ways of passing on information: stories, mele (songs), and 

hula. She ends her talk by stating that the storyteller always understood that their needed to be a 

lesson to their story and that the lesson was to understand the space we live in, how it impacts 

us, and how we impact it (TedX, Maui, 2012). Thus we see that although metaphor was often 

used to keep meaning hidden to varying degrees, it was also used to clarify information as well. 

Important to note here also is the fact that metaphor is used in all three genres, which is an 

important facet of understanding metaphor use as I seek to also introduce non-Indigenous 

perspectives and uses of metaphor, which don’t often make their way outside the boundaries of 

writing. 

Whether used to house, veil, or simplify meaning, one of the primary purposes of ‘ōlelo 

ho‘ohālike is to teach/learn. Like other distinctly Hawaiian methods of teaching/learning—

mimicry (Charlot XXIV), memorization (Charlot 17), ho‘opāpā (Charlot 17) and talk story 

(Kana‘iaupuni et al. 83)—teaching and learning via metaphor is so natural to Hawaiian culture 

it’s not always referred to as a structured learning style, though it is utilized in all forms of 
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teaching and learning.10 While the following story is an example of mimicry, it is more so a 

metaphor for the specific moment I was learning in. I can recall the first lesson I had in patching 

my ‘upena ho‘olei (throw net) from Uncle Richard Pualoa, a well-known lawai‘a from Lā‘ie. I 

gave him my net and he hung the piko (naval) of the net onto a nail fastened to a wooden beam 

in his carport and did the same with his right next to mine. He sat on a chair in front of his net 

and draped the skirt over his knees and began working from puka (hole) to puka as he told me 

story after story about his fishing adventures over the years. After about 30 minutes or so he 

turned to me and said “ok, you try now.” Unfortunately I was paying more attention to what he 

was saying than what he was doing and failed my first lesson of patching ‘upena. My job had 

been to observe and follow. There was no list of instructions, written or verbal, just watching 

and then doing.  

The metaphor of the throw net is a common one for Hawaiians. Kimo Cashman 

discusses the ‘upena as a metaphor for family relationships (82-83), as does Jamaica Osorio (5). 

Brandy Sato uses the ʻupena metaphor to represent her desire to decolonize her learning 

experience as a graduate student, with the knots representing the ha‘i mo’olelo (storytelling) of 

other native scholars serving to anchor her and connect her with others in need of support (17-

18). Malcom Nāea Chun also uses the process of mending ʻupena as a metaphor for the process 

of ho‘oponopono (reconciliation) (11). In this particular space and time where I was learning 

from Uncle Richard, the patching of the net was a metaphor for old and new generations of 

lawai‘a, with each puka a representation of the need and desire to bridge, connect, and in some 

instances reinforce the knowledges of fishing from one generation to the next. In the spirit of 

 
10 Jean Ilei Keale Beniamina expresses similar sentiment when discussing the teaching style of “Tēnā,” which she 

grew accustomed to while growing up on Ni‘ihau. 
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bridging and connecting, the following section will seek to articulate what metaphor means in a 

non-Indigenous context. 

Metaphor in a non-Indigenous Context 

 Interestingly, in a non-Indigenous context, the English definition of metaphor is also 

fairly simple, but it is, at the same time, complicated by the multitude of types and forms of 

metaphors, as if a more concerted effort to define and outline the parameters of metaphor lends 

itself to an increase in purposes and uses within in a variety of settings. To start, metaphor is 

defined as “a figure of speech in which a word or phrase is applied to an object or action to 

which it is not literally applicable… a thing regarded as representative or symbolic of something 

else, especially something abstract” (Oxford Dictionary). “Life is a highway” is an example of 

metaphor defined in this way. Of course, life and highways have no literal connection to each 

other, but the metaphor of the road: with its twists, turns, imperfections, joys, and perils used to 

represent life, which can pose similar symbolic characteristics and challenges. Adding varying 

degrees of difficulty to the definition of metaphor are the numerous types and forms of 

metaphor that exist. 

 A general perusing of metaphors suggests there are four types of metaphors: standard, 

implied, visual, and extended. An example of a standard metaphor would be the “life is a 

highway” one used above, the comparison of two disconnected things, using one to characterize 

the other. An implied metaphor would be something like “my husband has been barking orders 

at me all day.” Here, the “speaker” is comparing her husband to a barking dog, yet the dog isn’t 

mentioned specifically but is implied by the action. A visual metaphor is often used in company 

logos, advertisements, film, and more recently, emojis. It’s the use of a visual object or thing to 

represent something else with which it may have built an association over time. An example of 
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a visual metaphor could be the symbol of the Jaguar brand car, the animal jaguar serving as a 

metaphor for the power, speed, and efficiency that the car possesses. Lastly, an extended 

metaphor would be something like what I used at the start of this introduction, the metaphor of 

the converging alawela to represent the convergence of culture and pedagogy in this project. 

Since the complete illustration of this occurs over the pages of the dissertation in its entirety 

rather than at once, it is therefore an extended metaphor. 

 Some forms of metaphor are literary devices that have similar traits and/or uses as 

metaphor but which have been given their own denotation. These would be simile, analogy, 

parable, allegory, and metonymy. Beginning with ancient Greco-Roman philosophers and 

continuing with modern scholars today, these are all metaphors in some way, shape, or form. 

Plato’s (3rd century BCE) use of the term eikōn indicates his reference of metaphor and simile as 

interchangeable (Kirby 530). Aristotle (4th century BCE) calls simile, proverb, and even 

hyperbole all metaphors (Kennedy 205, 225); Isocrates’ (4th century BCE) metaphora denoted 

the more elaborate analogies and similes (Kirby 526); Black (1954) calls simile and analogy the 

“characteristic transforming function involved in metaphor” (282); Glucksberg (1998) writes of 

simile as a mode of communicating metaphor (41-42); Crisp (2001) contends that when not 

expressed visually (painting or sculpture) allegory “involves the surface linguistic expression of 

underlying conceptual metaphor” (6); and Dancygier and Sweetser (2014) posit the rootedness 

of metaphor to metonymy (151). Quite frankly, the vast bibliography of scholars engaged in the 

discussion of metaphors and their likeness is staggering, far too expansive to cover in a 

reference book, let alone this project. What stands out among these is how most writers, when 

discussing metaphor, begin with Aristotle, particularly when it relates to the cognitive 

function(s) of metaphor (which will be discussed at length in Chapter 2).  
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Speaking to the body of work Aristotle dedicated to the discussion of metaphor, in 

“Aristotle on Metaphor,” John Kirby traces the use of metaphor even further back to the likes of 

Homer, Isocractes, and Plato. Anticipating the avid reader would point out the fame of Homer’s 

similes (as opposed to metaphors), Kirby writes: 

as Aristotle classified the simile as a genus of metaphor, he himself would have 

considered the Homeric similes to be metaphors. In fact there is no doubt that, by this 

definition, the similes in the Iliad and the Odyssey constitute the best-known group of 

metaphors in Greek Literature up to Aristotle’s time (521). 

The word “metaphora” as used in Isocrates’ Evagoras 9 is defined as to transfer or carry 

something from one place to another, and Aristotle defines it as a movement “from genus to 

species, species to genus or from species to species or by analogy” (Kennedy 276). Here, 

Aristotle’s taxonomic presentation of metaphor may offer an explanation as to why such 

ambiguity and crossover exists between metaphor, simile, analogy, allegory etc.—because they 

each descend from the same, what one might call ‘literary species.’ This organic connection, in 

conjunction with the expansive discussion of the different functions of metaphor, makes the 

origins of metaphor in this way all the more intriguing since a key point of emphasis for this 

project is precisely that metaphors share common uses and applications, and thus, can be used 

to teach first-year writers. 

The Function of Metaphors in the Pacific 

 As shown through its definitions and applications, whether in an Indigenous or non-

Indigenous context, metaphor can be extremely simple or highly complex, a conduit for 

connectivity or an inhibitor. One distinct difference I’ve noticed in my research of both is that, 

for Hawaiians in particular, metaphor’s relationship to kaona enhances its uses and function in 
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ways I haven’t yet seen in non-Indigenous metaphors. Its use as a rhetorical device for resisting 

colonial oppression as shown earlier, resistance in general even, is one example of this. The 

point is, Hawaiians’ fondness of and dependency upon metaphor on a daily basis, illustrates 

how integral it is to everyday life.  

While in a non-Indigenous context the use of metaphor shares a similar purpose and 

role, there does seem to be quite a bit of dissension on the value of metaphor altogether, which 

appears to hinge on the diversity, albeit often vague, articulations stemming from Aristotle 

himself (Hartman). In short, given the relationship between metaphor and culture, and with it, 

the beauty, creativity, and intelligence needed to use and read them effectively, those who 

cannot simply cry foul. In the wake of such imperial and colonial attitudes, the following 

section discusses the use of metaphor in the broader Pacific, highlighting the work of two 

Pasifika scholars specifically because the body of their work has focused on relationships and 

connections more than exclusivity. 

Similar to Hawaiians, Sāmoan metaphor is embedded with layered imagery and 

symbolism, which produce meaning that is uncovered based on the depth of a person’s own 

understanding. Regarding the metaphor of tatau (tattoo), in Albert Wendt’s seminal essay 

“Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body,” the metaphor of tatau functions simultaneously in both a 

direct textual and culturally symbolic capacity, Western and Indigenous. At the outset of the 

essay, Wendt distinguishes colonial and Indigenous notions of nakedness, noting “In 

prepapalagi times, to wear nothing above the navel was not considered ‘nakedness’… In many 

Pacific cultures, body decoration and adornment is considered clothing” (400). Wendt goes on 

to caution that what is often considered adornment and decoration by outsiders is actually a vital 

part of Pacific identity. What is critical to point out here is how the adequacy of what it means 
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to be “clothed” is being determined by disparate cultural perceptions of nakedness. In this way, 

the metaphor of tatau in this instance functions to represent both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous symbolisms of clothing by using one artifact to represent two cultural 

understandings.  

 In addition to being able to bridge an Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultural divide, 

Pacific metaphors also reflect the genealogy of the tala (stories) from which they are borne— 

stories which are rooted in cultural symbolisms. In the same essay, Wendt specifies, “the 

common name for tatau is pe‘a, flying fox, my favorite winged creature, a combination of rat 

and furred bird…” (402). This reference comes from the story “O le Pe’a ma le Isumu,” (The 

Bat and the Rat) in which a rat mischievously acquires the wings of his bat friend in order to 

steal them for himself, as he covets the bat’s ability to fly. Ignorant of the rat’s plot, the bat 

agrees to let the rat borrow his wings and, to the present day, has never gotten them back. The 

misery and shame of the now wingless bat (rat) is reflected in the dark, cold spaces it typically 

inhabits.  

In light of this story, the metaphor of tatau represents not just the intended symbol of 

clothing but also any stories tied to the ‘upu (word) tatau. Wendt’s use of tatau as a metaphor 

invokes the cultural knowledge and stories of its origin, like that of the pe’a and isumu, which 

enhances the symbolism of the thing being represented. In this case, the correlation between 

tatau as clothing and the pe’a. Citing Niuean artist and poet John Pule’s opinion on what the 

pe’a looks like, Wendt concludes, “If you look at the tatau frontally, the male genitals, even 

with a penis sheath, look like the pe'a's head, and the tatau spreading out over the thighs and up 

towards the navel and outwards looks like its wings outstretched” (17). Thus, not unlike ‘ōlelo 

ho‘ohālike Hawai‘i, metaphor is a receptacle of Indigenous knowledge and identity, which 
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knowledge gets imbued into the subject the metaphor is being used to symbolize, uncovering 

meaning. Such use of metaphor this way can be found throughout the Pacific, not just Sāmoan 

culture,   which Wendt descends. 

 In Epeli Hau‘ofa’s essay “The Ocean In Us,” metaphor is used to articulate the challenge 

of Pacific Islanders to form a more united, regional identity. He argues that such an identity 

ought to be grounded in “our common inheritance, the Pacific Ocean,” but further describes the 

challenges of doing so as having “foundered on the reefs of our diversity” (41). The reef 

metaphor is highly relevant and appropriate given the prevalence of large barrier reefs 

throughout the Pacific region and also since it speaks to the particular challenge reefs can pose 

for seafarers and navigators who seek to avoid having their boats and waka (canoes) run 

aground. Furthermore, the ecosystems surrounding these reefs are often teeming with animals 

all co-existing and competing with one another for sustenance from the same resource, like the 

social, political, and economic struggles we’re faced within the Pacific. But these are only the 

literal connotations of the metaphor. 

 Hau‘ofa’s reef metaphor recalls stories of te moana (the ocean) that further enrich the 

symbolism of the reef. For instance, in Māori folklore, the story of Pania provides a more 

culturally grounded perspective of the reef, particularly outside of the Hukarere Cliffs in Te 

Matau a Maui, Napier, Aotearoa.11 The Kumulipo establishes the genealogy of Wākea, sky 

father, and Papahānaumoku, earth mother, who is most often referred to as Papa, which can be 

used to denote the reef (Hauʻofa 119). Haunani K. Trask’s description of windward Oʻahu, 

 
11 “Pania of the Reef” tells of Pania, an ocean-borne maiden who falls in love with a man named Karitoki. Each 

morning she would leave Karitoki on land and return to her people in the sea. When she becomes pregnant, 

Karitoki fears she will leave him with their baby, Moremore, and go back to the ocean. He consults a tohunga 

(priest) who tells him to place cooked food in Pania’s mouth to keep her on land. Before he can accomplish this in 

full, she awakens and rushes to the ocean, turning into a large stretch of reef, with Moremore turning into a 

Taniwha (guardian) as a shark, to live near his mother. 
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particularly “the hum of reef-ringed Kaʻaʻawa,” paired with the genealogies given above, serve 

to present Pacific Islanders’ perspectives of the reef as a living element (Light in the Crevice 

Never Seen 61). Just as Wendt’s metaphor of tatau does, Hau‘ofa’s use of the reef metaphor 

serves a dual function to provide both a direct textual symbolism (reef as an inhibitor, an 

obstacle that must be overcome) as well as a cultural symbolism (reef as an ancestor of the 

people of Ahuriri). This tandem of symbolism is inextricable when used or applied in a Pacific 

context. 

  The use of ocean-based metaphors specifically in this project is a highly conscious and 

strategic decision on my part. To begin, the ocean has long served as a metaphor for the identity 

and connectedness of people in the Pacific.12 Not only is the ocean a fitting symbol of Pacific 

identity with regards to the size and vastness of the region, but it speaks to the mutual 

responsibility we all share in its well-being, since the same ocean touches the shores of our 

individual Islands; therefore, we have an individual responsibility (in terms of our various 

cultures and geographic locations) to care for it. Similarly, the education of our people is also a 

collective responsibility, and the use of ocean-based metaphors presents writing through a 

model of cultural and theoretical flexibility, mimicking characteristics of the ocean; flexibility 

in that this approach is not intellectually or pedagogically rigid but can be revised and adapted 

to meet the needs of students regardless of their familiarity with it. This flexibility also 

embodies my desire as an instructor teaching in multi-ethnic classrooms/universities to appeal 

to both Indigenous and non-Indigenous students.  

 
12 In “We Are The Ocean,” Hau‘ofa discusses the importance of embracing a more regional identity through which 

Pacific Islanders might “act together for the advancement of our collective interests” (42). This includes the 

adoption of the Pacific Ocean, given that it connects our islands and due to its vastness, as a more significant 

symbol of identity in the Pacific. 
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Ocean-Based Metaphors, Composition Pedagogy, Project Impact 

 In terms of colonial impact and influence, the ocean has served as a site of unfettered 

cultural expression (Walker 15-16), which may explain why it is engaged so often by Pacific 

scholars and writers to articulate collective strength, responsibility, and unity amongst our 

people. Applying ocean-based metaphors in Indigenous composition pedagogy insists that 

Pacific Islander instructors draw upon knowledges and methods unconstrained by Western 

educational practices. As illustrated in the work of Indigenous writers like Mishuana Goeman, 

Gloria Anzaldúa, and Noelani Goodyear-Ka’ōpua, for example, a critical component of 

education among Indigenous peoples is examining the spaces in which learning takes place—

and as the Pacific is where we live, accounting for the ocean in our pedagogical approaches is 

essential. To this end, the ocean serves as a fitting metaphor since it decentralizes place in 

education, first through a privileging of a space of learning that isn’t geographically or 

pedagogically connected to the academy, colleges, universities, or other Western institutions of 

higher learning; and second, through its soluble, fluid nature, it resists placing any form of 

learning atop the hierarchy of education since one cannot be established. In short, Western 

education achieves its privilege over other forms of learning by establishing a presence on land 

first and foremost, and then through the building of structures that often stick out from the 

typical landscape of the area that surrounds it. In the ocean, such a colonial presence is more 

difficult to achieve. 

  In terms of purpose and influence, I’ve envisioned the purpose of this project as 

providing some much-needed guidance for Pacific Islander instructors, especially those of us 

who teach in institutions and communities located within continually contested sites of settler 

colonial occupation and subjugation, on how we might reposition Indigenous pedagogies back 
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at the forefront of systemic educational relevance. This is to say that Indigenous pedagogies 

ought not to be inserted within Eurocentric pedagogies to be deemed as useful or compatible, 

but as Scott Richard Lyons suggests, implemented in a way that pervades and even supersedes 

them, especially within these contested sites (465).  

 To better illustrate these points, one example of how an Indigenous approach to 

composition pedagogy might supersede a more Eurocentric pedagogical approach concerns 

peer-review/proofreading. Consider the opening summary given on the Purdue Online Writing 

Lab website, in the section on proofreading, which reads, “Proofreading is primarily about 

searching your writing for errors, both grammatical and typographical, before submitting your 

paper for an audience (a teacher, a publisher, etc.)” (Purdue Writing Lab). The posturing of the 

principle of proofreading in this way devalues students’ writing by suggesting that errors are 

part of our nature, needing to be edited and altered to a “finished state.” On the contrary, I teach 

this process in likeness to that of the aforementioned Māori whakairo (carver), who, after 

beginning to carve the waka, is careful to refrain from blowing the wood-shavings created from 

his work lest he risk blowing life into the piece, a power reserved for atua (Grace 9). Brushing 

off the shavings, rather than blowing them off, renders the shavings visible in relation to the 

piece from which they are borne. In this way, first-year writers are taught that like the shavings, 

proofreading/editing is a valuable marker for the work they have produced at any given point 

rather than as a reminder of their shortcomings. Brushing the shavings away rather than blowing 

them off corresponds with a writer who works through the revision process methodically as 

opposed to one who simply deletes them and starts over. Furthermore, it mars the notion that 

writing always achieves an ideal completeness or that its purpose is to move toward such an 

ideal to begin with. 
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 I’ve envisioned the purpose of this project as greatly benefitting the field of critical and 

placed-based pedagogies insomuch that it seeks to ground the theories and discussions of 

scholars within the field in praxis. In my studies up to this point, something that has stood out to 

me is that while there appears to be a plethora of work speculating and analyzing at the 

theoretical level, there’s a great need for explication of praxis or ways to apply these theories. 

While theory is extremely important and necessary, this project also seeks to be a practical tool 

in the proverbial toolbox of pedagogy, one informed by theory, but that also manifests in 

practice. This project is rooted in the hana of teaching and education—the doing, the work. As 

the ocean’s reefs serve as the pulse for the health of its waters, so the classroom signals the 

effectiveness of scholarly inquisition.  

 Drawing from Indigenous Hawaiian scholar Kapā Oliveira’s mapping of the ocean 

“from moana (deep sea) to the… ‘ae kai (place where the waves wash up on the beach)” 

(Oliveira 57), I envision the stakes of this project following in a similar organizational fashion, 

interrogating the deeply rooted settler colonial impacts of education in the Pacific, the 

theoretical and idealistic realm (moana), as well the more active classroom space (‘ae kai).13 

The instructor embodying the position of the beachgoer, whose enjoyment within this zone is 

dependent upon the cognizance and skill they possess in order to successfully adapt to its ever-

changing landscape. The suggestion here is that the more impactful instructor is the one 

adapting and creating change working within the ‘ae kai, the classroom, rather than explicitly in 

moana, representing theory, perhaps even softening the distinctions between the two zones. This 

project seeks to impact three distinct zones of education in the Pacific: the institution, the 

instructor, and the student. 

 
13 In Waves of Resistance, Isaiah Walker discusses the more volatile po‘ina nalu (surf zone). 
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 This project can impact the ways writing programs and first-year writing course 

instructors operate with regard to their approach to teaching composition. In Geographies of 

Writing: Inhabiting Places and Encountering Difference, Nedra Reynolds discusses the need for 

instructors to explore the movement of learning environments, geographically and 

pedagogically, “understanding difference via geography,” in order to learn exactly what writers 

need (Reynolds 303). She states:  

Writers or learners need strategies for entering unfamiliar areas or ways to   

 recognize the politics of space enacted in various places. But they also need to see 

 discourses as places to be inhabited, not just something to pass through or “try  

 on,” like the latest fashion or as a hurried stop on the way to somewhere else. 

 (Reynolds 4) 

Attending to Reynolds’ comments here, rather than emphasize the rigid (culturally and 

educationally) structures of composition pedagogy, departments ought to encourage instructors 

to implement more relatable methods of teaching composition based on an 

institution’s/department’s distinct cultural, political, and pedagogical climate. Such a move 

would do what Dolores Calderon says is not being done enough in place-based education, 

which is to “meaningfully engage colonial legacies” (Calderon 25). To use Brigham Young 

University-Hawaiʻi (BYU-Hawaiʻi) again as an example, university and department policy 

makers ought to make the integration of Pacific texts, and thus Pacific cultures and histories, 

into their curriculum a must, in the way that Lyons points out is needed for his Native people 

when he says that “No student should encounter a Native American text without having learned 

something about Indian peoples’ historical ongoing struggles…and teachers of Native students 

in particular should create a space for those kinds of discussions” (Lyons 465). I’d argue that 
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most discussions of Pacific peoples and culture at the university are more additive to 

curriculum, as opposed to integrated. 

 This project can also impact ways instructors of composition approach the crafting of 

their courses pedagogically and thematically, especially in the way they manifest in content 

material and, most importantly, in projected outcomes. Here the sentiment of Eric Ball and 

Alice Lai is critical to consider, as they note issues that would arise when “students perceive 

that the educator’s goals of socioecological transformation run counter to their own desires to 

succeed within the overall status quo” (272). The cultural and pedagogical flexibility of 

metaphors would allow students to come into the principles of what is being taught on their own 

terms, which terms I as the instructor can adjust to instead of the other way around. One 

example of this is in having students create their own metaphors along the way, metaphors that 

they might find more useful or effective for themselves as individuals. Such an adjustment by 

myself as the instructor, as opposed to the student, is critical in fostering a learning environment 

where students can feel confident that their opinions, perceptions, and experiences with learning 

the metaphors will be not inhibited by some sense of cultural or intellectual superiority on my 

part.  

 Indeed, the use of metaphors in composition pedagogy can impact students’ willingness 

to participate in class and interact with their classmates, which is a crucial element to creating a 

vibrant learning environment. In her essay “Experience as Evidence: Teaching Students to 

Write Honestly and Knowledgeably about Public Issues,” Carolyn Matalene speaks to the 

delicate task of presenting writing in a less pedagogically stringent way, while still instigating 

student participation. Matalene writes: 
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Composition courses when structured exclusively as courses in argument, though 

 intended to bring student into the academic conversation, can easily become rigid and 

 formal…surely, we want to strengthen their individual, private voices so that one day 

 they may speak, not just listen, and act, not just watch. (Matalene 262-263) 

Important to point out in Matalene’s comments here, particularly towards the end of the 

passage, is the need for pedagogy that incites a kind of performative action if you will, within 

the class and through teaching composition in a more fluid way. The use of ocean-based 

metaphors can provide such a medium in pedagogy for students. I lay out how I will attend to 

these concerns in this dissertation in the following chapter overviews. 

Chapter Overviews 

Chapter 1: Indigenous Knowledges and Composition Pedagogies 

In this Chapter, I discuss texts that speak to critical components of Indigenous identities that are 

important to understand if instructors are to craft pedagogies that work towards a meaningful 

purpose within their multicultural learning spaces. Specifically, I articulate language, literacy, 

and resistance as essential elements of a critical pedagogy of place in the Pacific. Furthermore, 

this section discusses some of the more complex topics that inform critical pedagogy of place, 

like settler-colonial impacts and influences on pedagogy, land-based education, ecology, 

tensions derived from articulations of Indigenous and local identity, and culturally based charter 

school education.  

Chapter 2: The Problem of Composition Studies and Metaphor 

Thus, this chapter will discuss the climate of reading and writing prior to the formation of 

composition generally, highlighting the work of non-Indigenous scholars as a preface to 

discussing the effectiveness of using Indigenous ocean-based metaphors, which comes in 
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Chapter 3. The first task is to analyze the socio-political and cultural climate within which the 

field of composition was formed in the hope that some context could shed light on the use of 

metaphor in composition pedagogy. This includes the formation of crucial groups like the NEA, 

NCTE, and the CCCC. The second is to comb through and highlight some of the common 

concerns plaguing composition studies as it pertains to the use of metaphors, particularly their 

efficacy as a pedagogical approach to teaching composition, which generally tend to revolve 

around themes of definition, use, understanding, and creativity. The final task of this chapter 

will be to look at some of the common applications of metaphor in composition, which includes 

the metaphors used and taught within the field. 

Chapter 3: Indigenous PI Metaphors in Composition Pedagogy and in the Classroom 

This final chapter focuses on the damaging impacts of privileging literature over writing 

specifically as it pertains to the categorization of literature in the Pacific, which impact is the 

exclusion of visual arts as a form of literature, and in turn affects the use of metaphor in 

teaching. Next is a more in-depth use of the various metaphors utilized in teaching throughout 

the Pacific. Additionally, this final chapter focuses on the use of ocean-based metaphors in my 

classrooms over the years and the lesson plans/strategies that go with them. This includes my 

own self-reflection and analysis of problems I’ve encountered and solutions I’ve found for 

them.  
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CHAPTER 1. INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGES IN COMPOSITION PEDAGOGIES 

 When it comes to fishing, one of the perks of growing up in Lā‘ie is that it’s the 

destination of the ‘anaeholo variety of ‘amaʻama (mullet). Each year, the ‘anaeholo travel from 

ʻEwa to spawn in Lā‘ie, then travel back. One version of the mo‘olelo of the ‘amaʻama tells of a 

brother and sister, Kaihuopala‘ai and Kaihuku‘una, who grew up in Honouliuli. When 

Kaihuku‘una was in her mature years, she left Honouliuli and traveled with some family 

members to Lā‘ie Malo‘o, where she met a man whom she eventually married, Laniloa. When 

Kaihuku‘una became hāpai (pregnant), she craved fish but while Lā‘ie was known to have 

plenty of plant foods, it didn’t have a lot of fish (Eaton et. al). Knowing her elder brother 

commanded the ‘amaʻama at Honouliuli, she asked Laniloa to fetch some fish from 

Kaihuopala‘ai, emphasizing she wanted fresh fish and not dried and to insist this particular 

request of her brother. 

 When Laniloa finally reaches Honouliuli and introduces himself to Kaihuopala‘ai as the 

husband of Kaihuku‘una, and gives the news of her pregnancy, they insist on fulfilling any 

needs she has. Laniloa requests the fish, and as anticipated he is offered dried fish. He requests 

fresh fish instead but is promptly instructed by Kaihuopala‘ai to return to Lā‘ie Malo‘o and tend 

to Kaihuku‘una at once. Kaihuopalaʻai also tells him to take the southern route home through 

Kawaihoa (Port Lock/Hanauma Bay), past Makapu‘u, Ko‘olaupoko and up to Lā‘ie Malo‘o—

heading straight home rather than stop for food or rest. Lamenting somewhat that he was 

returning to his hāpai wife without the fish she requested, he stopped at all the places he was 

told not to, noticing the plentitude of ‘amaʻama the fishermen were catching at each stop along 

the way. When Laniloa finally returned home he was surprised at how happy Kaihuku‘una was 

in receiving him, as she pointed out to the sea at the schools of mullet he had brought. Indeed, 
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unbeknownst to Laniloa, Kaihuopala‘ai had in fact granted the wish of his sister, directing the 

‘amaʻama to follow Laniloa home. This is the explanation of the annual path of the ‘anaeholo 

(traveling mullet), which can still be found today in large schools at each of these places, ending 

in Lā‘ie (Eaton et. al).  

 Thinking of metaphors and kaona, of symbolism and meaning making, it appears that 

the depth and breadth of Pacific Islander (PI) cultures is a good pairing for the complexities and 

intricacies metaphor offers, considering the variety of metaphors deployed in Hawaiian culture 

as discussed in the introduction. This linguistic compatibility is due to the fact that metaphors 

are equipped with the capacity to communicate cultural traditions and values in their fullness; 

metaphors uphold and uplift Pacific cultures—they don’t limit them. With such a rich 

understanding of language, words, and meaning one would expect our first-year writers to be 

thriving in freshman composition courses, but the reality is, they aren’t.  

Though data on the attrition rates of PI students in freshman English/composition 

courses specifically are unavailable, or even just PI success rate in freshman year, the 4-year 

attrition rates are striking. From 2006 to 2008, the attrition rate of PI students who started 

college but left without a degree was 58.1% (Sāmoans), 54.2% (Tongans), 50.0% (Hawaiians), 

and 47.0 % (Guamanians/Chamorros; Teranishi et al). Though the figures on attrition rates is a 

bit outdated, attainment rates may shed light through more current data. Attainment rates of PI 

students in terms of bachelor’s degrees have also gone down within the past 20 years when 

comparing data taken from 2011-2013 and then again in 2020: 13.4% down to 12% for 

Sāmoans, 18.6% down to 11% for Tongans, 20.5% down to 13% for Hawaiians, and 18.6% 

down to 15% for Chamorros (“Educational Attainment” 47). While the report itself doesn’t 

offer explanation of the data other than to offer it, one could surmise that economic and 
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financial burdens are the primary forces driving attrition up and attainment rates down. It’s very 

likely, too, that universities, particularly on the continent, are simply not accounting 

for/fulfilling the cultural needs and interests of our PI students (Hagedorn et al). 

Like Laniloa in his task to satiate the needs of his wife, Indigenous and Indigenous PI 

students are looking to universities to fulfill our hunger for better lives, which we know begins 

at least in part with education. Despite initial negotiations about how exactly we can achieve 

success here, our directive, though vague, delivers the promise of satisfying our educational 

pursuits. On our journey, however, we encounter various “stops” if you will: cultural, social, 

philosophical, or financial setbacks that make graduating more and more unlikely. In the end 

we’re left with a fraction of the education we thought we were getting at the start. 

 This chapter explores a facet of PI learning and culture in relation to pedagogy by 

exploring two specific stops or barriers where the university, a palimpsest of colonialism, makes 

learning difficult for Indigenous and Indigenous PI students. These are language and literacy. 

While the experiences of each group are uniquely different in many ways, what they share 

overlaps on these fronts. Thus, the analysis in this chapter will pivot between Indigenous non-

Pacific Islander and Indigenous Pacific Islander work, in an effort to better navigate the nuances 

of Indigenous pedagogies as a whole. Additionally, this section discusses some of the more 

complex topics that inform a critical pedagogy of place like settler-colonial impacts and 

influences on pedagogy, land-based education, ecology, tensions derived from articulations of 

Indigenous and local identity, and culturally-based charter school education. The section ends 

with an introductory discussion of the use of metaphor as a pedagogical tool. 
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The Inhibition of Indigenous Languages, a Stumbling Block of Student Success in College 

 For starters, the problem of the insufficiency and/or lack of Indigenous language 

programs in universities is a manufactured one, meaning the lack of support these programs 

often receive and the marginal status they exist in within the university structure, is so because 

the bureaucrats of the institutions make it so. Up against the bar of colonial idealism, 

Indigenous people are made out to be unorganized, tough to work with, unskilled and 

unqualified to run such programs alone, hence the oversight. In reality, language revitalization 

represents the hope and perseverance of Indigenous people in the academy, so they’ll do 

anything they have to do to prevent such efforts from gaining their roots. The universities these 

programs are housed in then cover them up with some side-door outreach or specialty-initiative 

branch of language departments, which is not indication of progress. On the need for whole 

institutional support for Indigenous language classes, Chelsea Mead states: 

The courses need to be normalized alongside other language learning opportunities and 

fully embraced by all levels of the institution, not just the AIS (American Indigenous 

Studies) and language departments. Situated in the contextual history of higher 

education as an institution of assimilation and replication of colonial power structures 

and practices, Indigenous language classes are a negotiation of that legacy and an act of 

resistance to continuing that history. (24) 

The expectation Mead expresses, that Indigenous language courses have a greater presence 

outside of just language departments is an important one as it solidifies the respect and 

reverence for Indigenous peoples and languages that should be there in the first place. I recall as 

an M.A. student at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, my Literature of the Pacific kumu, Dr. 

ku‘ualoha ho‘manawanui expressing frustration over the pushback she was receiving at the time 
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from administrators for wanting to implement a Hawaiian language pre-requisite for the class, 

since the class was being taught in the English department. It was finally approved in the Fall of 

2022. The fight, though, semester after semester for what I understand has been years, is 

inspiring, and it’s the kind of presence and respect our languages deserve. The following section 

explains the inextricable relationship between Indigenous language and identity and the 

potential benefits of good university language programs, juxtaposing these benefits with 

specific reasons Indigenous students struggle with regard to language at the university level.  

The correlation between Indigenous students, their language(s) and identity means that 

the support Indigenous university students need has to extend outside of language programs and 

into their whole college experience. Students should feel empowered by their language 

speaking, not belittled by it. Gloria Anzaldúa’s unapologetic use of Chicana language to 

reposition English speakers to the proverbial “borderlands” is a good example of this 

(Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza). Such a strong stance is critical for instructors 

aligned with place-based composition pedagogies, since part of our effectiveness in teaching 

relies on our ability to incorporate the value of language into our curriculum.  

One of the benefits of a good university language program is, especially for diasporic 

students who don’t have the luxury of language learning in their home countries, that 

classrooms can be a solid alternative to providing the comprehensible input that is so vital to 

language learning. Coined by linguist Stephen Krashen in the 1970’s, comprehensible input 

refers to the input students receive from their language instructor, whether it be written, oral, or 

visual, for the purpose of language acquisition, as opposed to output, which is essentially the 

learning of language by speaking it. Krashen notes that while the ‘informal environment’ 

(outside of the classroom) is optimal for comprehensible input, so long as instructor’s “fill our 
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second language classrooms with input that is optimal for acquisition, it is quite possible that we 

can actually do better than the informal environment” (58). Krashen goes on to specify what 

some of the effective comprehensible input refers to, which are the use of objects, pictures, and 

other realia in language teaching (66). I’m of course compelled to insist here that this could 

include the use of metaphors, especially for Indigenous students who deal with metaphor on a 

daily basis. 

Comprehensible input could help to ease the process for Indigenous, second language 

learners entering into first-year writing classes, which are taught in English. In addition to the 

methods of input I just mentioned, along with my assertion about metaphor as a form of input, 

Krashen acknowledges that indeed, finding a vein of familiarity to the language learner is a vital 

component of language acquisition via comprehensible input. He writes, “Good teachers also 

take advantage of the student’s knowledge of the world in helping comprehension by discussing 

topics that are familiar to the student… we want the student to focus on the message, and there 

must be some message, something that the student really wants to hear or read about” (66). 

Surely the emphasis Krashen is making with regard to necessity includes both an ideological 

and pedagogical familiarity and interest with regard to the language learner, including the 

culture of the learner, and for Indigenous learners, ‘āina, whenua, land. 

 Certainly, the implementation of language resources outside of the English language to 

create a better sense of place for students is one example of how instructors can empower the 

use of Indigenous languages in our classrooms. Although in my classes I’ve always engaged 

with material containing languages of the Pacific, I’ve never considered broadening my 

implementation of Indigenous languages in these materials based on the make-up of my 

students or the use of said languages in a more assertive way, as in with classwork or actual 
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instruction. To reiterate, Anzaldúa writes, “Ethnic identity is twin skin to linguistic identity—I 

am my language. Until I can take pride in my language, I cannot take pride in myself” 

(Anzaldúa 59). Part of Anzaldúa’s issue here concerns the legitimacy of language, of her 

language, in a country (U.S.) where she is marginalized. What is also important to highlight in 

Anzaldúa’s comments here is the relationship between language and identity, an important 

connection instructors ought to understand in terms of their pedagogical approach to answer the 

question of how to incorporate multiple languages in teaching practices holistically. Perhaps 

even more important than incorporating languages into practice and curriculum is having 

language be the basis from which we form them. 

Another reason Indigenous students struggle at the university level as pertains to 

language is the availability of sufficient language programs. Accessibility is an issue in part due 

to the exclusion of community involvement in the process of establishing such programs. In her 

essay “Redefining the Ojibwe Classroom: Indigenous Language Programs within Large 

Research Universities,” Mindy Morgan attributes the success of Ojibwe language courses at 

Michigan State University to the dedication of a specific language teacher, Helen Roy, of the 

Wikwemikong First Nation. Morgan points out that despite not often having sufficient funding, 

the ability for programs to maintain some autonomy over curriculum, staffing, and classroom 

space has proven successful for language programs at tribal-controlled colleges (98). With 

regard to expanding such programs into larger universities, Morgan shares, “communities must 

be at the center of any efforts to establish Indigenous language programs…. [These] programs 

are difficult to replicate within large research universities” (98). She goes further and attributes 

the prevention of such language programs to the “bureaucratic structures that limit outside 

participation and involvement” (98). Since community is tethered to place in Indigenous 
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cultures, it can’t be a coincidence that the success of Roy’s program at MSU is due to the 

campus’s location at the center of Ojibwe country. At the same time, it can’t be overstated how 

debilitating a lack of support from university bureaucracies can be on Indigenous language 

programs. 

 The absence of adequate Indigenous language programs makes it difficult for first and 

even second language speakers to find the support they need to be successful in college. 

Students need family and community support to achieve success in the university, but the lack 

of collaboration and community involvement in such programs, as touched on already, make 

this difficult. As Sims points out, “The challenge is far greater when language teaching is 

situated apart from tribal communities. Established within academic disciplinary structures and 

Western philosophical traditions, university-based Indigenous language programs will continue 

to face great difficulties in effecting any substantive change” (105). The disconnection between 

language programs, the universities they’re housed in, and the communities (families) students 

rely on for support makes college success all the more difficult for Indigenous students. 

Translingualism is a field of study that has burgeoned within composition studies over 

the past ten years or so and is involved in the possibilities that can arise when the structures of 

language and meaning making are not borne out of the English language. Speaking to the core 

premise of a translingual approach, “Language Difference in Writing: Toward a Translingual 

Approach” written by Horner et al. is considered one of the more paramount articles written on 

the topic (Celic and Seltzer). Horner et al. write, “This approach sees difference in language not 

as a barrier to overcome or as a problem to manage, but as a resource for producing meaning in 

writing, speaking, reading, and listening” (303). The crux of this approach is essentially to 

reposition the English language, with its skewed colonial structure of thinking and meaning 
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making as the standard from which instructors teach. While the promise of such an approach 

may indeed present a plethora of ideas and outcomes for teaching, in practice it’s proven much 

more difficult. Some of the benefits and drawbacks are presented below. 

Translingual approaches to writing can provide a more de-colonized structure of 

learning in which students can explore and imagine writing in a more abstract, diverse, and 

creative way. By structure I mean the colonial and imperialistic constraints Indigenous writing 

is often subjected to. This approach enacts what Walter Mignolo calls a “de-linking from the 

imperial modernity” so that “the splendors of human imagination and creativity will open up 

(498). Aside from the ideological freedoms translingual approaches offer, I envision the 

possibilities to include seeing tatau, as well as other kinds of art like painting and sculpture, as 

writing, or performative arts such as hula and haka as a form of composition. In a Literature of 

the Pacific course at a private school for Hawaiian students, this is, of course, already 

happening. A translingual approach would help this approach to be normalized in classrooms in 

general. Discussing the use of Spanish language, images, and emojis in collaborating on their 

essay, Angie Zapata and Tasha Tropp Laman note that “a translingual orientation makes us 

sensitive to the creative, performative, emergent, and situatedness of this and similar acts of 

everyday communication and positions each of us (despite any designations as ESL, bilingual, 

multilingual, or monolingual) as translingual” (367). A key highlight here is the notion of 

writing as performative, as moving, evolving, even in real time. Thinking out loud here, 

imagine a rhetorical analysis on Hawaiian nationalism and surfing presented using the live-chat 

feed of a webcast, including all the interweaving conversations tied to it, as a final paper. From 

a technical standpoint, a translingual approach would not only us to broaden our conceptions of 

reading and writing, but also ask us to re-think how writing is critiqued and evaluated.  
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Finally, translingualism opens much-needed space for the discussion of how instructors 

approach and conduct assessment, not only on a student level but also on a programmatic level. 

Theoretically, even if a translingual pedagogical approach to writing was thriving in a class, the 

freedoms and creativity proffered in such an environment would come to a screeching halt when 

the time for assessment came. Even if an assessment was adjusted to account for a translingual-

oriented project in one particular class by one particular instructor, sustained change comes at 

the level above, whether that’s a department or university. Positing translingualism as a form of 

linguistic social justice, Jerry Won Lee writes that it “cannot be reduced to simply inviting 

alternate discourse style in academic, even high-stakes, writing without attending to the 

technologies—placement testing, exit testing, common rubric scoring, among others—and 

stakeholders who decide when and where such discourse styles will be valued” (176). Lee’s 

thoughts here are intent on legitimate change, not just of a policy or style of assessment in the 

classroom but of the structures that hold these colonial norms and standards in place.  

Assessment practices at the program/structural level of university has been detrimental 

to the success of Indigenous university students, especially when it occurs early-on in their 

pursuits. As an example, at Brigham Young University-Hawaiʻi (BYU-Hawaiʻi), those who 

speak English as a second language must take a slate of EIL (English as an International 

Language) courses before even beginning freshman English/composition courses. As their 

school website states, “Non-native English-speaking students take a series of English 

proficiency exams upon their arrival at BYU-Hawaiʻi. The results of these tests determine if 

students will need to enroll full-time or part-time or if they will be exempt” (“English”). The 

very notion of an EIL program assumes that because English is not their first language, these 
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students are entering the university at a disadvantage; that their lack of English language skill is 

representative of a deficiency in their learning.  

Such programs like the BYU-Hawaiʻi one are set-up to mold students into standard 

English speakers, and the standard English speaker is definitely not brown. Indigenous students 

would benefit greatly from the “democratization of structures rather than authoritarian structures 

seeking to be more culturally appropriate” (Flowers 25). In short, the building of better 

language programs, those that include community, provides Indigenous students with the basal 

support they’ll need in college. A more translingual approach to teaching by instructors supports 

students further by reinforcing the value of language toward their pursuit of education. Finally, 

an overhaul of assessments that isn’t borne out of the English/non-English, white/non-white 

binaries can help guide Indigenous students toward a successful university experience that we 

can learn and grow from, in a way we are accustomed to. 

College and Literacy: A Convergence of Indigenous and Western Learning 

For Indigenous learners, the shortcomings of the typical college classroom in providing an 

educational experience we can succeed in is most apparent in our disparate perspectives of 

literacy. The contrasting cultural perspectives between Indigenous students and non-Indigenous 

instructors about what literacy is and looks like makes college that much more difficult to 

navigate. In “Ike ‘Āina: Native Hawaiian Culturally-Based Indigenous Literacy” ku‘ualoha 

ho‘omanawanui points out that one specific issue is the difference between cultural literacy and 

Indigenous literacy. She writes that while “cultural literacy” (as defined by E.D. Hirsch), is 

based on American culture, the “dominant colonizing culture, upholding hegemonic Western 

concepts of knowledge… the antithesis of ethnic, multicultural, and indigenous literacies” 

(210), Indigenous literacy “not only incorporates literature about indigenous peoples but also 
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focuses on the process of literacy, that is, what makes one literate, how and what is “read” and 

the context in which literacy/reading occurs” (211). ho‘omanawanui’s emphasis on the context 

in which literacy occurs stands out here, as it speaks to the multiplicity of Hawaiian learning 

styles, one of which, mentioned earlier, is that we thrive in learning by doing, as opposed to 

perhaps just listening or being lectured at, a style that dominates the university classroom. 

While this difference of perspective on literacy isn’t relegated to ideology alone, the upside here 

is that non-Indigenous instructors can still pivot and adapt their teaching styles to employ a 

more Indigenous-minded, if not Indigenous-centric, pedagogical approach. 

If you’re a non-Indigenous instructor feeling in this moment some resistance and anxiety 

to making such a change in approach on account of being unfamiliar with the languages and 

literacy practices of your Indigenous students, changes in practice are a good first step. Perhaps 

the most pertinent facet of ho‘omanawanui’s argument is, given that English is the “dominant 

colonially imposed language” of Indigenous groups, inclusion of Indigenous literacy methods 

are not out of the reach of non-Indigenous, first language English-speaking instructors. 

ho‘omanawanui writes, “Culturally based Hawaiian literacy can transcend the Indigenous 

language, although it is certainly based in it and is (or should be) highly inclusive of it” (“ʻIke 

ʻĀina” 213). Critical here is the ideological space provided for non-Indigenous instructors to see 

through, at least to some degree, any cultural or ideological differences between themselves and 

their students, in light of the transcendent nature of Indigenous literacy, to embrace necessary 

changes in their pedagogical approach. 

Indeed, the empowerment our students need to feel begins with teachers and the 

pedagogical approaches we take in our classrooms. Finding a way to bridge the cultural divide 

with students is necessary for both instructor and student. Elizabeth Banister and Deborah 
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Begoray share that “gaps between the culture of the students and those of teachers can hamper 

literacy learning. Non-Indigenous educators need to understand the culturally-based literacy 

practices of Indigenous peoples more clearly in order to reach this population more 

successfully” (66). As mentioned previously, the most impactful difference between my first 

and second college experience in freshman English, specifically my performance, was the 

teacher. As a fellow Māori, my professor the second time around was able to utilize our cultural 

connection by understanding my positionality to the readings and assignments she was 

assigning and adjusting to these.  

 An instructor’s understanding and implementation of Indigenous literacy practices also 

assists in grounding conceptions of identity that are rooted in place, including community. To 

this end, ho‘omanawanui further shares, “Indigenous literacy helps perpetuate culture, 

important when cultural practice is under constant assault and commodification. It promotes 

culturally rooted identity and more positive self-esteem among students, their families, and the 

communities to which they belong, resulting in increased well-being (“ʻIke ʻĀina” 236). 

Identity, positive self-esteem, family, community—these are all extremely critical to pushing 

our Indigenous students toward graduation from college. 

An example of Indigenous literacy as a grounding of identity, practiced in a first-year 

writing course, is an assignment I give asking students to develop a conception of their 

identities rooted in the communities they come from through a photo-journal project. 

Identifying 3-5 locations in my community I deem integral to my identity (including photos of 

the beach and the Mormon Temple, for example), students do the same, with the added twist of 

articulating how the locations they chose also reflect the identity of the city/town they live in. 

Through their writing, students work through the histories and traumas of their hometowns, 
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which informs the way they situate their identities in these communities, but also those 

communities that surround their learning environment. The crux of this assignment, of course, is 

that students become more aware of the issues and struggles of their communities, their 

relationship to and responsibility for them. As connections to place are a hallmark of Indigenous 

literacy, writing through and around the various places they choose to highlight helps students 

understand they are merely one strand of current in a much deeper, more expansive ocean that is 

the identity of the places they live. Their writing becomes powerful and more empathetic 

toward their communities, writing for feeling rather than entertainment, in pursuit of real, 

meaningful growth. 

  Another great hurdle of the assumption of literacy, which in some cases may 

unfortunately be of our own doing, is the notion that writing isn’t a form of self-determination 

Indigenous people can or want to utilize. In “Hā, Mana, Leo (Breath, Spirit, Voice): Kanaka 

Maoli Empowerment through Literature” ho‘omanawanui chimes in again on the topic of 

Hawaiian literacy, this time with regard to Hawaiians’ reluctance to embrace literacy given its 

colonial origins. She shares, “Writing, because a foreign introduction, is often viewed as a 

colonial tool of oppression rather than an Indigenous tool of empowerment; resistance to 

literacy (reading and writing) equals resistance to colonialism” (87). In “Rhetorical Sovereignty: 

What Do American Indians Want from Writing?” Scott Richard Lyons discusses similar 

sentiment with regard to Native Americans, stating, “the duplicitous interrelationships between 

writing, violence, and colonization…set into motion a persistent distrust of the written word in 

English” (449). Careful not to just set aside these concerns, both ho‘omanawanui and Lyons do 

double down on how important writing is to our confidence and self-determination as a people, 

and doing it on our own terms, or what Lyons calls rhetorical sovereignty (449). Just as 
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necessary for Indigenous students to understand the value of our writing, so it is for instructors 

to value as well.  

The support and encouragement of instructors is needed to get Indigenous students to 

overcome our distrust of writing as a tool for good—and some of this work entails broadening 

our conceptions of writing to include what students are culturally familiar with. Lyons adds, 

“Rhetorical sovereignty requires of writing teachers more than a renewed commitment to 

listening and learning; it also requires a radical rethinking of how and what we teach as the 

written word at all levels of schooling, from preschool to graduate curricula and beyond” (450). 

In some ways, there may indeed need to be some radical rethinking that we as Indigenous 

people have to do as well with regard to changing our conceptions of writing and how powerful 

a tool it can be for us, especially in realizing our full potential in college. Lyons’s “rhetorical 

sovereignty” is after all an assertion of the power of people to govern themselves, specifically in 

regard to modes and methods of communication and the use of written language. In this vein, it 

is also a broadening of the scope of what gets categorized as writing. The emphasis here on the 

“radical rethinking” of what gets taught as writing is perhaps a jab at the notion that the Indian 

children’s picture illustrations he discusses weren’t considered writing in the same sense that 

the white men’s names were (Lyons 448). Similarly, long categorized as explicitly oral, the 

practice of writing among Indigenous PI cultures pervades the boundaries of writing as 

considered by Western standards. 

Literacy as a Space for Metaphor and as a Mode of Resistance 

 Lyons’s suggestion is that not only does writing consist of various forms and 

applications, but that these expansive understandings of literate practices symbolize a resistance 

to colonial narratives of history. Such a “resistance” manifests itself in the use of metaphors in 
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composition pedagogy since metaphors may not always be tied to “writing.” For example, a 

tatau is something to be read, explicated, and analyzed as text, as Juniper Ellis asserts in “Tatau 

and Malu: Vital Signs in Contemporary Sāmoan Literature” (Ellis 688). The reading of the 

tattoo as a text resists the narrative of Pacific Islander cultures as being explicitly oral and 

expands considerations of what writing is and looks like, and the applications of its use.  

 Writing as a way of reclaiming our voice and power as Indigenous students is the ideal 

next-step of literacy. When we have the support of institutions via programs that support us and 

instructors who add to this support inside the classroom, we must then learn to support 

ourselves. In “How American Indians Use Writing,” Malea Powell’s charge to American 

Indians to use the “tools of Euromerican cultural participation…meant to remove, reserve, 

assimilate, acculturate, abrogate, and un-see us as the primary tools through which to reconceive 

our history, to re-imagine Indian-ness in our own varying and multiplicitous images, to create 

and re-create our presence” (428) can be a model for Indigenous student success in the 

university. Although Powell doesn’t specifically state it, writing would be near or at the top of 

this list of tools. 

 To reiterate, the success of Indigenous students is predicated upon our own commitment 

to take matters into our own hands. This sentiment is aligned again with Lyons’ framing of 

rhetorical sovereignty, which stresses our “inherent right and ability of peoples to…decide for 

themselves the goals, modes, styles and languages of public discourse” (449-50). Powell’s work 

regarding rhetorics of survivance also teaches an important lesson pertaining to the value of 

self-determination this way. Again, although she’s referring specifically to American Indians 

here, it applies to Indigenous PI’s as well. She writes: 
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In listening to the tellings of Winnemucca and Eastman, I pay close attention to the 

language of survivance (survival+resistance) that they, consciously or unconsciously, 

use in order to reimagine and, literally, refigure “the Indian.” It is this use that I argue 

transforms their object-status within colonial discourse into a subject-status, a presence 

instead of an absence. (400) 

Powell’s thoughts here are a powerful indication of the benefit in changing our mindset as 

Indigenous people in the academy, understanding the environment of the university setting and 

playing the games we need to play to be successful. Powell’s close reading of the stories of 

Winnemucca and Eastman are a testament to their brilliance, of understanding the rhetoric of 

“playing Indian” while at the same time asserting/maintaining their contemporary identities. 

 For Indigenous students, the guidance of those who came before us is support we can 

utilize. To revisit Powell’s focus on the writings of Native American writers Sarah Winnemucca 

and Charles Eastman in their respective memoirs, these works reflect a sophisticated use of 

writing in an effort to re-cast colonial articulations of Native American identity at the time. 

Powell proposes that in Life, “Winnemucca’s position as an interpreter, as a speaker and reader 

of the language of the ‘white father,’ is how she defines her value to the Paiutes and to the white 

government and Army officials” (Powell 413). Powell’s statement here suggests that 

Winnemucca’s ability to situate herself as an intellectual in both Native and Euro-American 

cultures, through the explicit use of flattering descriptions of white settlers is indeed a tool of 

survivance, which Winnemucca seeks to root in Native-Settler relations. 

 In Hawai‘i, Queen Lili‘uokalani’s circumvention of the cunning businessmen who 

imprisoned her while attempting to overthrow her, is another example of the genius our 

Indigenous people wield in overcoming colonial oppression. Although there are many examples 
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of the Queen’s prowess in this regard, one particular moment stands out to me personally 

because the Queen herself acknowledges her craftiness and because it speaks to writing 

specifically. On January 24, 1893, Lili‘uokalani reflects on the moment the official document to 

abdicate the throne was presented to her, as well as the witnesses that were present. She writes, 

“When it came to the act of writing I asked what would be the form of signature; to which I was 

told to sign, ʻLili‘uokalani Dominis.’ This sounding strange to me. I repeated the question and 

was given the same reply. At this I wrote what they dictated without further demur” (275). She 

goes on to state, however, that her official title, and the name signed in all her official acts and 

letters, was simply, “Lili‘uokalani” (275). She concludes: 

Their motive in this as in other actions was plainly to humiliate me before my people 

and before the world. I saw in a moment, what they did not, that, even were I not 

complying under the most severe and exacting duress, by this demand they had 

overreached themselves. There’s not, and never was, within the range of my knowledge, 

any such a person as Lili‘uokalani Dominis. (276) 

Though the circumstances are unequivocally not the same, the Queen’s experience here, I argue, 

reflects the totality of what is more often than not the experience of Indigenous students in the 

university classroom. Lonely, in a state of imprisonment, surrounded by people we feel 

threatened by and asked to write something we don’t want to, or worse, something that does not 

represent who we are. Like the Queen, however, Indigenous students must find a way to 

overcome the emotions and stress of our immediate state with intelligence, and with hope, using 

our voices, our writing. 

Another key step of literacy once we’ve found the confidence to write, is to proliferate 

both our free and critical writing. The latter writing is especially important to have more 



Thompson 67 

 

Indigenous people writing and speaking for ourselves, which isn’t often the norm. Noting the 

insufficient writing on Native American peoples by scholars in the discipline of composition 

and rhetoric, both Native and non-Native, in terms of depth more than breadth, Powell proposes 

the disparity of this work lies primarily in a failure to see, or rather acknowledge, the colonial 

forces driving these analyses. To contextualize the issue, she adds: 

In my mind, that critique is not meant to demean the real and productive work done by 

traditional scholars in composition and rhetoric; it is, instead, a way to make visible the 

fact that some of us read and listen from a different space, and to suggest that, as a 

discipline, it is time we all learned to hear that difference. (398) 

One can assume that the “different space” referred to is the proverbial window from which 

Indigenous scholars view and write on topics dealing with their own people. I think it’s 

important that Powell suggests that these differences are two-sided also, an emphasis on the 

need of Native (in this case, Native American) scholars to be mindful of such perspectives as 

well. Here, Powell is perhaps noting the skepticism of the Paiutes (Winnemucca’s people) 

concerning Winnemucca’s perceived inclination toward Native assimilation into Euro-

American culture and whether or not she was truly acting on their (Paiute’s) behalf (414). 

Transitioning from Education to Place to Pedagogy to Metaphors 

 For myself, the journey of learning has been intertwined with the communities and 

people who pushed me along. For example, as the preface to this project indicated, the basis of 

the project stems from my experience while at BYU-Hawaiʻi, which is located in my 

hometown. Witnessing the expansion of the Mormon church and its affiliated entities, their 

development interests and projects, and the tensions this caused within my community all 

brought me to where I am today. The focus of my work on all things Pacific is precisely to 
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combat the colonial narratives about my people and community, as a direct result of seeing and 

experiencing its wrath. As mentioned earlier, my journey wouldn’t have begun at all had it not 

been for my English 100 professor, Dr. Anna Christiansen, who simply provided me with an 

experience of learning that worked for me, and really, that has sustained my desire to continue 

learning.  

As Indigenous students seek better university language programs within which to plant 

roots, more inclusivity of Indigenous literacy, a democratization of the principles of assessment, 

and continue to use literacy as a means of resisting the colonial structures of the university, we 

are at last relegated to the mercy of the instructors teaching. The work of Lyons and Powell is 

important for exactly this reason, since it emphasizes the importance of understanding the 

different viewpoints and perspectives students have when compared to instructors, and among 

each other, a reaffirmation of the issue Eric Ball and Alice Lai illustrate regarding the disparity 

between instructor objectives and student expectation and interest (“Place-Based Pedagogy for 

the Arts and the Humanities”). A successful instructor will acknolwledge these differences and 

attend to them in the classrom in ways that are nuanced depending on the specific students they 

are teaching. Not dissimilar, a Lawai‘a’s success in catching fish is largely dependent upon his 

or her ability to position themselves on the reef so as to get as close to the fish as possible 

without scaring them away.  

The Difficulties of Place-Based Pedagogy  

Instructors ought to strive to do the same as the Lawaiʻa in terms of positioning 

ourselves within the dynamics of the modern classroom. As an example, rather than introduce a 

metaphor of mine to the class and stop there, I instead have students, using the general 

framework I introduced to them, go home and create their own metaphors. This exchange 
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utilizes the process by which Indigenous knowledges are traditionally passed on, through 

observation and imitation rather than by written instruction. The use of metaphor for learning 

allows me to implement a more Indigenous approach to teaching, and students feel a sense of 

pride and individuality by being able to bring something of themselves to the learning table as 

well. This approach allows me to guide their learning without getting in the way of their own 

generative work. 

  One issue with place-based pedagogies is the use of materials and texts which do not 

reflect Indigenous ideologies but settler-colonial ones. Instructors can be more conscious of the 

places and spaces in which they’re teaching by being more conscious of the texts they use in 

their classes. In “Speaking back to Manifest Destinies: A Land Education-Based Approach to 

Critical Curriculum Inquiry,” Dolores Calderon problematizes notions of place in “place-based” 

pedagogies by illustrating ways that “place” is molded by settler-colonial influences, 

particularly in an educational setting. She writes, “An important starting place for understanding 

how educational models produce colonial understandings of place is to focus on how settler 

ideologies in educational tools such as textbooks construct and make sense of the world in ways 

that maintain settler colonialism” (Calderon 25). Given that most of my students at BYU-

Hawaiʻi were all from different parts of the Asia/Pacific region and taking into consideration 

that for a majority of them just being in school was likely financially burdensome for their 

families, I didn’t assign a textbook for them to buy, and any readings we had I provided in pdf. 

In light of Calderon’s thoughts here, one could suppose such “educational tools” also include 

university and departmental policies that establish guidelines by which first-year writing 
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instructors like myself ought to abide by, which, in addition to recommeded texts, include what 

we present as “countable” examples of writing.14  

 The notion that the function of first-year writing courses is to prepare students for 

writing across the disciplines incorrectly assumes all students come into learning, in this case 

with regard to writing, the same way; what Russell calls the “universal educated discourse” 

(12). For obvious reasons, using a textbook as the genesis of the focus of a course is highly 

problematic given the penchant of most mainstream textbooks for reinforcing colonial standards 

and expectations of what students need to learn. In other words, the use of a textbook 

reproduces the same assumptions. Speaking to Russell’s criticism of the general writing skills 

instruction (GWSI) and its assumption of a universal educated discourse, Downs and Wardle 

add, “more than twenty years of research and theory have repeatedly demonstrated that such a 

unified academic discourse does not exist” (552). Although in the class referred to earlier, the 

decision to not use a textbook was due to primarily economic reasons, I also previously 

mentioned the difficulty I had with the literature that was provided in the anthology-type 

freshman English textbooks that are chock full of abstract short stories riddled with writing 

instruction. Not every student can learn from them.  

  Metaphors can be an effective pedagogical strategy in that they align well with the tenet 

of composition studies that the use of textbooks is not foundational to composition pedagogy, 

and more effectively connect pedagogy to place. Metaphors instigate a multi-faceted approach 

to teaching and learning, like that of instructors who employ a variety of textual and visual 

resources of varying cultural, communal, and scholarly knowledges, from which articulations of 

 
14 As an example at UH Mānoa, a faculty “evaluator” questioned my inclusion of creative, free-writing assignments 

as counting toward the prescribed word count goal students were to have met for the semester. They clarified the 

count referred to prose writing specifically. See Trask’s “Decolonizing Hawaiian Literature.” 
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“place” can be made. A Lawai‘a who uses a pole to fish rather than a net might similarly deploy 

a variety of baits, silicone grubs or other lures, all of ranging weights, colors, and designs, in an 

effort to find what appeals most to the species of fish they want to catch, which in itself can 

vary even by the hour. The distinction of what bait will be used is ultimately made based on the 

location of the fishing spot, which presents different reef and coral terrains and food habitats, 

and thus, will likely draw varying fish species. I argue that classroom environments offer a 

similar pedagogical challenge in terms of the varying settler-colonial, social, and economic 

terrains that need to be navigated by the instructor, and furthermore, that place ought to be the 

ultimate determining factor on the pedagogical approach employed.  

 Another problem with place-based pedagogies is that its expressions of place don’t often 

reflect Indigenous realities but settler-colonial ideals. In addition to settler-colonial influences 

on articulations of place via textbooks and other educational tools, Calderon posits that place-

based education ought to have more transparency as to its settler-colonial rootedness/insistence. 

She asserts, “One of the major limitations of critical place-based education as it is generally 

theorized is that it does not go far enough to connect how place in U.S. has been inexorably 

linked to the genocide of Indigenous peoples and continued settler colonialism” (25). Calderon 

goes on to specify how place-based pedagogies ought to “meaningfully engage colonial 

legacies” (25) in order to show how ideas of place are imbued by it. Her suggestion here is 

tricky in practice, since such a legacy is likely to be received more easily by students already 

aware of the impacts of colonialism this way (Hawaiian/Pacific Islander students) but runs the 

risk of offending others.15 Yet, it is necessary to do and, quite frankly, doing so is overdue. 

 
15 As an example, a few years ago I was teaching a “Local Communities” class at BYU-Hawai‘i and my students 

and I were in the middle of a discussion on gentrification. The class was downstairs of what was at the time a 

brand-new building, the Heber J. Grant building, which is situated in front of the home of the Ka‘io family, which 

sits on kuleana land. To make a point regardant gentrification, I opened the curtains of the class to show the home 
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Nonetheless, Calderon’s suggestion of having meaningful engagement of colonial legacies in 

discussions of place, does appear to subtly intimate the need to enlighten students, not confront 

them. The familiarity of metaphors, I contend, provides an avenue for doing exactly this. 

One way to have meaningful engagement of difficult topics is to position the issue in a 

way that allows students to come into the knowledge on their own. An example of a more 

careful approach I use in one particular assignment is where my students are experimenting with 

writing thesis sentences. Students are presented with a phrase like “The Beauty of Hawai‘i” and 

asked to write three theses reflecting a position that resists a “touristy” perception of the phrase. 

The term “touristy” is used specifically to include students not from Hawai‘i so that all students 

can approach the phrase collectively. We are positioned as a class looking at a problem, not as 

classmates looking at a problem differently. The pejorative connotation of the term “tourist” 

also allows students to engage critically on articulations of place, which accomplishes the 

engagement with ‘colonial legacies’ Calderon is asking for, since a discussion of the impacts of 

tourism would inevitably steer the class towards discussions of cultural appropriation and 

objectification, which can be traced through the broader colonial history of Hawai‘i.  

 Land education is a more effective approach to the teaching of place since land itself is 

so important to learning for Indigenous students. Many confuse place-based and land-based 

education as the same thing, but as Lesuma points out, “while place-based education is 

ostensibly focused on land, it ignores Indigenous presence and understanding of land, enacting 

settler colonial erasure. Conversely, land-based education centers Indigenous relationships to 

place while calling attention to the need for material decolonization and the return of stolen 

lands” (141). For Calderon, the benefit of land-based education as an alternative to place-based 

 
sitting there, noting how intrusive the building is with respect to the family. A student complaint had me sitting in 

the Dean’s office the next day. 
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education indeed lay in its emphasis of Indigenous knowledges; it is rooted in the land, and 

those roots are not ambiguous, which renders conceptions of place more definitive and naturally 

more inlcusive since they acknowedge those have represented a place since time inmemorium. 

Calderon states, “Land education…acknowledges that Indigenous knowledge(s)/cosmologies 

are many times the most viable knowledge systems related to place-based goals of critical 

sustainability, community building” (Calderon 27).16 I suspect that the viability Calderon refers 

to here is because Indigenous knowledges are inextricably tied to land, and even beyond, per the 

Hawaiian concept of ‘āina. 

Reclaiming Indigenous knowledge bases happen not just through the exclusion of a 

textbook as the driving force of a course, but by the insertion of Indigenous knowledges in its 

stead. The insertion of Indigenous PI metaphors and their correlation with principles of 

composition, as illustrated briefly above, accomplishes this, since these metaphors (by order of 

its introduction as the primary component of the lesson) assume a more valuable position in the 

hierarchy of knowledge, thereby establishing a more assertive presence of place. Land-based 

education emphasizes a greater need to center students’ conceptions of place in ‘āina and not in 

educational sources that embody colonial forms and principles. Of course, such conceptions of 

place extend not only into the cosmos, as Calderon tell us, but into the ocean as well. 

The Evolution of Settler-Colonial Identity into the “Local” and Intro to the Practicality of 

Metaphors in Pedagogy 

 A unique challenge of combatting settler-colonial ideologies in Indigenous spaces, at 

least in Hawai‘i, is the identity of the “local.” Even I recognize the power of referring to, say, a 

 
16 Although I don’t take this topic up in this project, the recognition Calderon gives here of the extension of 

Indigenous knowledge even beyond land, to the cosmos, brings up the important discussion of teaching in 

classrooms cut off from them. 
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haole friend as “local haole” or “local Filipino,” as it communicates to the person being spoken 

to that while they may not be Hawaiian, they’re from Hawai‘i. This relationship is a peculiar 

dynamic added to the discourse of settler-colonialism as it pertains to Indigenous people. In 

their essay “Place-Based Pedagogy for the Arts and the Humanities,” Ball and Lai introduce a 

“radically place-based pedagogy” that fills what they see are deficiencies in the theories of 

ecohumanist scholars like Wendell Berry, Eric Zency and Scott Sanders (Ball and Lai 261-266). 

While they recognize the positive contributions of the authors, one of the issues pointed out is 

the conception of the “local” and the implied relationship of the discourse of “local” with place 

and communities. Sizing up Berry’s argument to this end, they pronounce, “In arguing against 

the atomistic, self-serving view of education, Berry reduces education to a process of local 

socialization without sufficient recognition that this reduction can cause injury to particular 

marginalized individuals or groups who inhabit that community” (Ball and Lai 266). It’s safe to 

say that the “marginalized individuals or groups” being referenced here include, if not solely, 

Indigenous peoples. At BYU-Hawaiʻi, for example, “local” would include those with roots in 

the settlement of the Church in Lā‘ie, whose identity is imbued with a sense of belonging that 

pervades even the position of the Kānaka Maoli within the community. 

 The importance of recognizing, even contextualizing, the difference between local and 

‘Indigenous’ identities is essential to make, though not always an easy one. In her essay 

“Settlers of Color and ‘Immigrant’ Hegemony: ‘Locals’ in Hawai‘i,” Haunani K. Trask states 

that by calling themselves “local,” settlers—namely those descended from Asian settlers—are 

complicit in “denying Indigenous history,” further explaining that “part of this denial is the 

substitution of the term ‘local’ for ‘immigrant,’” which is, itself, a particularly celebrated 

American gloss for “settler” (“Settlers of Color” 46). To be concise here, Trask’s argument is 
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that the discourse of the settler in Hawai‘i has overrun that of Hawaiians with the use of the 

term local/immigrant/settler serving to undermine Hawaiian struggles by suggesting these are 

shared.  

 The use of metaphors assists with the balancing of course content and materials in order 

to appeal to both Indigenous and non-Indigenous students—the metaphors themselves serving 

as a more mutually engaging text with which students can work with. As Ball and Lai assert, 

“Just because something is ʻlocal’ (in the sense of being physically proximate) does not 

necessarily mean that it will always be particularly familiar or meaningful to students” (Ball and 

Lai 268). Since the metaphors can be altered and re-presented in a way that carries more 

meaning for the individual student, it seems students might draw more interest out of the 

assignment. 

 Of course, the efficacy of using metaphors in teaching composition hinges upon their 

presentation as one method of learning writing, not an all-encompassing, catch-all approach. In 

Darsie Bowden’s “The Rise of a Metaphor: ʻVoice’ in Composition Pedagogy,” while 

acknowledging the popularity of the ‘voice metaphor,’ she expresses caution in the use of 

metaphors in teaching composition, stating: 

 …All metaphors foreclose on other ways of experience. Thus it becomes important to 

 question why and how we use metaphors and to assess their merits in terms of changing 

 goals, ideas, and values, especially those metaphors involved in something as 

 consequential as teaching writing. (Bowden 186)  

Bowden’s skepticism of the “merits” of using metaphors in teaching writing merely reflects 

what I anticipate(d) is the anxiety of those unfamiliar with the metaphors being applied. Thus, 
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my emphasis on metaphors as being culturally and pedagogically flexible in terms of their use, 

application, and reception (as discussed earlier) is a critical facet of teaching this way. 

 To reiterate, the efficacy of metaphors in teaching writing depends on the way they are 

being set-up within course curriculum. My use of ocean-based metaphors is meant to facilitate a 

simpler understanding of what is an otherwise complicated process and skill, without essentially 

compromising, to use Bowden’s sentiment, the “merit” of the field or replace its principles. In 

“Bridging Gaps: Analyzing Our Students’ Metaphors for Composing,” Lad Tobin 

acknowledges the delicate manner in which the use of metaphors ought to be used in pedagogy, 

criticizing that shortcomings in applications often occur as a result of instructors essentially 

forcing the meanings of their metaphors onto students, without giving students sufficient time to 

critically situate themselves with them (446). Referring to the application of metaphors in 

teaching writing, Tobin declares, “I am not suggesting that generating and analyzing metaphors 

for composing are replacements for other forms of writing process research; rather they are 

useful supplements, heuristics” (446). Indeed, one value of ocean-based metaphors as I am 

advocating in this project, is that they provide students the time and space needed to discover 

the correlations between the metaphor and the principle of writing it embodies on their own.  

 Despite the contrasting opinions exist regarding the use of metaphor in composition 

pedagogy, scholars across the field acknowledge the need to remain pedagogically versatile and 

receptive to the evolving needs of students. Speaking to this evolution, in “The Ecology of 

Writing,” Marilyn Cooper’s offers: 

 Changes in writing pedagogy indicate that the perspective allowed by the   

 dominant model has again become too confining. I suggest that what goes on in  

  these classes signals a growing awareness that language and texts are not simply 
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   the means by which individuals discover and communicate information, 

but are essentially social activities, dependent upon social structures and processes. (366) 

Given that the theory of eco-composition, the sub-field Cooper is writing from here, is 

interested in considering the “other” influences on writing like place; the writer’s relationships 

to one another, to nature, etc.; and awareness. This “awareness,” emphasized in her 

commentary, is perhaps the notion that scholars haven’t scratched the surface of what influences 

writing. It is at this juncture that I’d argue that place has an impact on writing—where religion, 

culture, and politics certainly have a tremendous influence on what writers write about in a 

place like BYU-Hawaiʻi. Teaching through metaphor in the way I propose is meant to be a 

reflection, an adjustment in response to the complicated culturally diverse yet religiously 

dictated student body (and faculty) population at the university. It is an application of teaching 

writing outside of the normative confines of composition pedagogies, but within the social, 

religious, and multicultural structures (ecological) that exist within the university. 

  As an example of this effort to move out of such confines, in teaching students the 

process of argument formation, I use the metaphor of the throw-net in three steps: observe, 

position, and evaluate, as outlined in more detail below. 

Observe 

 To begin, the lawai‘a (fisherman) will spend time observing and stalking the fish, paying 

particular attention to their behavior: in what direction are they generally swimming, and how 

long do they stay in one particular place? Is the size of my net sufficient for the amount or size 

of the fish? Is it safe for me to catch the fish where they are? Where is the current moving? 

What is the tide doing? The fisherman never attempts to catch the fish until he has evaluated all 

of these components first. Similarly, the articulation of an argument doesn’t occur without 
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sufficient observation and interrogation. Here, the argument is represented by the fish, which is 

the thing we are moving to capture, or articulate. Upon reading or viewing a source, the 

different elements affecting how the fish swim, the process of forming an argument can begin 

by evaluating the source as a whole. 

Position 

Once the fisherman has sufficiently observed the fish and has considered/evaluated all of 

the variables that are at play, the next move is to get into the proper position. The fish need to be 

close enough in proximity to the fisherman for him to be able to have a chance at catching them, 

but they’re usually hanging out in rough, turbulent waters. Thus, positioning is everything. If 

the fisherman is positioned too far away, the fish are out of reach; too close and they’ll spot you. 

Time it wrong, and you risk falling in to the ocean. In any case, the position of the throw never 

usually occurs from the same spot every time but must be determined based on the present 

situation, and action must be taken quickly, as the fish are liable to move out of position 

spontaneously. Here the term kairos effectively sums up this moment for the fisherman 

(student), and perhaps the purpose of the project as a whole, which is a call for ‘doing.’ Michael 

Harker, in his essay “The Ethics of Argument: Rereading Kairos and Making Sense in a Timely 

Fashion” writes to this end, saying: 

Kairos is charged with ethical concerns and relativism; it remains both situational and 

 contextual and represents, at times, a moment at which one must finally act. Arguably, it 

 is where thought and theory converge with action. (84) 

Harkin’s thoughts here seem to be interrogating the general notion that kairos represents ‘saying 

the right thing at the right time,’ by suggesting that it is more about moments which lead to 

action being taken, in other words, ‘doing the right thing at the right time.’ For the students this 
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step illustrates the importance of doing, but more so, moving, adjusting, adapting, and pivoting 

for the purpose of gaining perspective but also to find a position of argument they articulate and 

can own. 

 Once the writer has sufficiently observed and or evaluated the source before them, the 

next step is also to position ourselves. This can occur by articulating an opinion or giving 

answer to some of the “why” questions that come out of an observation. Like the position of the 

fisherman is crucial to whether or not they’ll catch fish, so one’s position as a writer/thinker is 

critical to articulating a solid argument, just as it is understanding the position of the fish. 

Assess 

 Once he or she has evaluated the fish, positioned themselves, and made the throw, the 

next step of the fisherman is to assess the net. This step requires the fisherman to quickly 

pounce on the net to determine if there are any fish in it. If there are, he must carefully lift the 

net off of the reef, being careful not to tear or make holes in it. Once the fisherman is in a safe 

place to do so, they must carefully remove the fish, and determine whether they are big enough 

to keep or not. In addition, the fisherman must prod at the net to determine whether the net was 

damaged or to remove any rocks, limu (seaweed), or any other debris that may have gotten 

trapped inside. The fisherman will remove any fish that were caught unintentionally. This is the 

final step in successful throw net fishing. 

 Once the writer has taken a position on something and articulates an argument, the next 

step is to assess it. Are there any visible debris or holes in the argument (Inconsistencies, 

weaknesses)? Is the argument too narrow or too broad? What about the argument can be pared 

down? (Meaning what fish do I have in my net that need to be/could be/ thrown back.) When 

thinking about the formation of an argument, seeing it as a process in this way can help students 
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work through some of the challenges that writing can present. After presenting this metaphor to 

students as a model for constucting an argument, writers are encouraged to convey similar 

principles using metaphors of their own choosing, of their own cultures, languages, and 

experiences. The introduction of the metaphor in combination with the assignment for students 

to create one that represents their own process of argument formation serves to forge a mutually 

beneficial way of learning writing, despite the colonial forces that impacts the reception of the 

metaphor as a valid form of pedagogy.  

 One of the important purposes for my implementation of metaphors in teaching is to act 

on my thinking. While many Indigenous PI scholars have made great theoretical arguments and 

claims for effective pedagogy, at least at BYU-Hawaiʻi where I was a student, I wasn’t seeing 

any of it trickle down into the classrooms. Also, I wanted metaphors to serve as a shared space 

within which students can collaborate and build unity amongst each other. This, because the 

success of changing the dominant colonial influences on pedagogy in the classroom to be more 

inclusive of Indigenous practices, will require the support of students’ non-Indigenous peers.  

  In order to circumvent the kinds of colonial influences within the classroom I have been 

discussing, many simply remove themselves from it by creating an entirely new environment as 

a place-based charter school. Referencing a relatively new school she co-founded, Halau Kū 

Mana, In The Seeds We Planted: Portraits of a Native Hawaiian Charter School, Noelani 

Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua writes, “Kanaka Maoli communities seized the opportunity to assert a 

limited measure of autonomy in the settler state’s public education system by starting charter 

schools that made Hawaiian culture, including ‘āina-based knowledge and language, the 

foundation of their educational programs” (Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua 324-325). While this project 

certainly situates itself within this idea to seek some educational autonomy in the way 



Thompson 81 

 

Goodyear-Kā‘ōpua’s school has, one avenue it will seek to explore further is the idea of gaining 

autonomy within the settler state system of education, rather than apart from it. To this end, 

Mary Hermes and Keiki Kawai‘ae‘a assert, “The idea that our Indigenous epistemologies, 

through our Indigenous languages, should populate the curricula in our schools is a radical idea 

that has not yet been fully realized” and go on to note the struggle of immersion schools in 

navigating the tensions between Western and Indigenous curriculum (Hermes and Kawai‘ae‘a 

306). As part of a reflection of the realities of my teaching career, which occurs in classrooms 

likely to always be multi-ethnic and housed among Euro-American influenced epistemologies, 

this project argues a way for the use of metaphors to do just this.  

 Considering the movement of ideas put forth in the scholarship reviewed in this section: 

Anzaldúa’s emphasis on the inextricable relationship of language and identity (1987), Lyons’ 

call for a broader categorization of “writing” (2000), Powell’s assertion that we ought to 

consider the colonial influences of education in composition (2002), the colonial influence(s) of 

‘place’ in educational institutions in Calderon’s essay (2012), Ball and Lai’s caution of 

conflating articulations of ‘local’ with Indigenous (2006), the value of literacy to culture and 

identity in ho‘omanawanui’s essay (2008), to Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua’s call for education that is 

autonomous from the influences of the settler state (2013), what emerges from the present 

scholarship is a need for praxis and model for implementation. What emerges is a need to move, 

as an Indigenous Pacific Islander/student/instructor from the depths of theory in te moana, to 

the turbulent shoreline where movements to erode settler-colonial influences on education have 

grown stronger over the years. Thus, acknowledging the work of scholars before me and at 

present whose work inspires my work, this project looks to insert itself as one wave of 
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integrating Indigenous pedagogical curriculum into settler-colonial institutions of learning, 

through composition.   
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CHAPTER 2. THE CLIMATE OF PRE-COMPOSITION STUDIES 

 

 Ruatapu was the eldest son of Uenuku, a chief and brother to Kahutia Te Rangi. Proud 

of his large posterity of sons, Uenuku sought to build a giant waka (canoe) for the purpose of 

taking a journey with his sons as celebration. In preparation for the journey, he combed the hair 

of each of his sons using a comb that was tapu (sacred) and could only be used by nobility. 

Because he was borne from one of his slave wives, Uenuku refused to comb the hair of Ruatapu 

despite the fact that he was the eldest son. In his anger, Ruatapu sought revenge over his father 

and all of his brothers. 

 Prior to the journey, Ruatapu dug a hole into the bottom of the waka and filled it with 

wood chips. When the journey commenced, Ruatapu hid the wood chip-filled hole with the heel 

of his foot, and when they were far out enough into the ocean, he uncovered the hole, leading to 

all but one of his brothers and his father to drown. Kahutia Te Rangi, the surviving brother, 

however, shouted an incantation and was rescued by whales. Keen on killing him, Ruatapu used 

his own incantation to send waves after Kahutia Te Rangi to drown him, but by the time the 

waves arrived, Kahutia Te Rangi was already safe on land. Instead, the waves receded back out 

to sea, killing Ruatapu. Having been saved by the whales, Kahutia Te Rangi thereafter became 

known as Paikea, the famed whale rider. 

 What is critical to note from the story is how it is both a story of tragedy and triumph, as 

it tells of both the deceit of Ruatapu and the courage of Paikea, both integral stories within the 

fabric of Māori culture and whakapapa (genealogy). With regard to composition pedagogy and 

metaphors, the critical takeaway here is how the call for help is borne out of a previously 

unforeseen yet desperate need to escape death. For first-year writers, particularly Indigenous 

writers, the tendency of first-year composition instructors to evaluate “good writing” via 
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grammar, organization, punctuation, word count, and formatting (to name a few) can have 

debilitating effects on a writer’s confidence and creativity. While these are certainly useful for 

evaluation, the issue is more that they are mainstays in Western academic approaches. Like the 

waka, rather than serve as a symbol of prosperity, first-year writing courses become the 

sepulcher in which culture, individuality, and voice get buried. As the whales do in the story, I 

assert that metaphor can provide some relief, but like Paikea, instructors must learn the song to 

sing first.  

 Thus, this chapter will discuss the climate of reading and writing leading up to the 

formation of composition generally, highlighting the work of non-Indigenous scholars as a 

preface to discussing the effectiveness of using Indigenous ocean-based metaphors, which 

comes in Chapter 3. The first task is to analyze the socio-political and cultural climate within 

which the field of composition was formed to provide context on the use of metaphor in 

composition pedagogy. This begins with tracing the genealogy of the hierarchy of English, and 

the formation of crucial groups like the NEA, NCTE, and the CCCC. The second is to comb 

through and highlight some of the common concerns plaguing composition studies as it pertains 

to the use of metaphors, particularly their efficacy as a pedagogical approach to teaching 

composition, which tends to revolve around themes of definition, use, understanding, and 

creativity. The final task of this chapter will be to look at some of the common applications of 

metaphor in composition particularly with the metaphors often used and taught within the field. 

A Genealogy of English Hierarchy 

 As a high school student and a college student who is Polynesian, I always blamed my 

distaste for, and performance in, my English classes on cultural indifference. The severe cultural 

and social disconnect between myself and the Platos and Aristotles of the world made me not 
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care, not want to read them. Between the way my English teachers seemed to teach these with 

so much reverence and my failing grades, I was convinced English was for another class of 

student than I was; English required one to be a next-level thinker. From a young age, English 

progressed to the top of the hierarchy of classes I equated with Intelligence and prestige: 

English, then History, Science, Math, Home Economics, and then P.E. Interestingly enough, in 

retrospect, I wasn’t so far off after all. Not about my being a next-level thinker but of the 

hierarchical nature of English in general.  

This first section will discuss the hierarchy of English studies, which is an important 

discourse to understand in terms of English’s relationship to literature and literature’s 

relationship to composition studies. I begin with a brief review of the definition and function of 

hierarchy as a necessary step toward gaining a better understanding of the stakes surrounding 

the evolution of English studies. What follows is a tracing of the progression of English studies 

as it evolved out of the schools of rhetoric, oratory, and elocution, to early 16th century English 

studies, the 17th century Test Acts, the 17th and  eighteenth-century dissenters and dissenting 

academies, concluding with nineteenth century English studies and forward into what we now 

refer to as simply, English. 

 To understand the evolution and positioning of English as we know it today, one must 

first understand the function of a hierarchy. In Forms, Levine explains, “hierarchy comes from 

the Greek hieros, meaning “sacred,” and arche, meaning “rule” (82). She goes on to explain 

how the term evolved from its inception in the sixth century denoting matters of choruses, then 

of the Church, then expanded between the 14th and 17th centuries to include the natural sciences 

and society in general to the modern day, where it refers to organizations, values, and social 
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relationships (82). Perhaps the most insightful observation Levine makes is how disruptive 

hierarchies can be. She writes: 

Across the humanities, hierarchies have drawn a great deal of attention, as scholars have 

sought to understand why and how such flagrantly unequal structures succeed in 

imposing their order on the world. Since the 1970’s, theorists have paid especially close 

attention to the binary oppositions that organize a great deal of cultural and political 

experience: masculinity and femininity, public and private, mind and body, black and 

white. These had seemed universal and simply neutral to structuralist thinkers like 

anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss in the 1950’s and 1960’s. But the poststructuralists 

who followed argued that these binaries were always covertly hierarchical and that their 

seeming neutrality had justified violence and inequality for centuries. (82) 

The movement of the discussion of hierarchies to revealing inequities, leading to binary 

oppositions, then to—in the eyes of poststructuralists anyway—dichotomies is one lens through 

which the divisiveness of the literature/composition (English) binary might be understood more 

clearly. After all, with dichotomies, one half is typically privileged and the other, subordinate 

(Grosz 3). Important to take away from Levine’s commentary here is the way binaries 

purposefully appear neutral despite not being so. For as will be discussed a little later in this 

chapter, English’s separation from composition and subsequent dominance of literature, does 

precisely this. 

 English studies’ early roots come from a time period when literature and the arts 

dominated the political and social scene beginning in the Tudor era England in and 16th century, 

then on to Scotland in the mid- eighteenth century, and America in the early nineteenth century 

(Parker 341-44), which resulted in a prestigious reverence for English and literature. Also, to be 
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clear, unless specified otherwise, when I refer to English studies, I’m referring to the study of 

language, literature, and composition, and not English departments’ “English,” which is much 

younger (Parker 339). In “Where Do English Departments Come From?” William Parker 

describes English by citing its genealogy using a familial metaphor. He writes, “its mother, the 

eldest daughter of Rhetoric, was Oratory—or what we now prefer to call public speaking or, 

simply, speech. Its father was Philology or what we now call linguistics” (340). Parker 

describes English as “grown to vigorous manhood…proud of its own accomplishments, 

confident in its present prestige” (340); Irvine labels it “of a particular—high—stratum of 

society” (17); and although he himself doesn’t agree, Thomas P. Miller notes how “later 

scholars have agreed that college English did not begin until English literature became a subject 

of scholarly interest in the elite English universities in the nineteenth century” (“Where Did 

College English” 65).17 Bruce McComiskey adds: 

Toward the end of the Middle Ages, certain subjects were extracted from the whole 

system of integrated knowledge, and some of the teachers (magistri) at these ‘ancient’ 

universities began to concentrate their academic efforts more and more on specific 

disciplines. In this context, the study and practice of rhetoric held a privileged position 

over other disciplines, since knowledge is useless unless it can be communicated 

effectively. (4-5) 

 Whether or not early rhetoricians intended for such an elitist positioning of education can be 

speculated, but it doesn’t change the fact that it nonetheless presented as such. To be fully 

transparent, though, the genealogy of the English studies/English hierarchy also consists of 

 
17 A rare but interesting dissenter from what seems to be mainstream thought, Miller argues that English studies 

didn’t come from elitist groups but rather from dissenters of dominant educational university curriculum.  
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some very complicated cultural and ideological shifts, which contributed to its reputation as 

“upper class.” 

First, it’s important to understand that the study and work of English began long before 

it was an actual school subject. The English studies timeline started early in the sixteenth 

century with works like Leland and Bale’s biographical and bibliographical scholarship on 

English literature in 1540; Norwell, Josselin, Lambarde, and Parker’s linguistic scholarship in 

1560; E.K.’s note work on Spenser’s Shepheardes Calender in 1579; Thomas Watson’s 

annotation of his own work, Hekatompathia in 1582; and Thomas Speght’s editing of Chaucer 

in 1598 and the second editition of the same work in 1602. Lexicographical scholarship 

emerges in 1604 with Cawdrey and his work on the English dictionary, then the filed broadens 

to include Selden (1613), Spelman (1640), Blount (1690), Hulme (1695), and Birch (1738; 

Parker 341). Clearly there was a substantial amount of work being done in English before 

English was being taught in schools and in English departments, as Parker observes, “…the 

teaching of English is a Johnny-come-lately…our research and criticism are old; our jobs are 

new” (341-42). The suggestion that English is in some way old-age wisdom working in a new-

age era is an important distinction Parker makes here, since as I attempt to show in this section, 

the primary contention between English, literature, and composition, stems from forces that 

dictated changes that began to emerge in English studies early in its history. To understand what 

these changes were and the impact they had on English, it’s helpful to briefly trace the 

movements of English prior to landing in its more modern position and status. 

The estrangement of English from rhetoric and move toward oratory gave rise to the 

popularity of clergy orators from the mid to late  eighteenth century, a combination (religion 

and education) that set the stage for rampant religious and political corruption. Miller writes that 
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“virtually all of the first college English teachers were middle-class clergymen of Calvinist 

backgrounds” (51), and Parker notes how influential Scotsmen like George Campbell, Lord 

Kames, David Hume, and Adam Smith all considered the arts and public speaking important for 

prospective clergymen (342). In “The Formation of College English” Miller writes how under 

the leadership of William Robertson and Hugh Blair, the latter a notable rhetorician and teacher 

himself, the British patronage system and the Church were integrated. He writes: 

The educational system was not too enmeshed in classism or too stratified to prevent 

those with ability from advancing to positions in the church. Because of their 

accessibility, the church and universities were important to the ambitions of men of 

middling fortune, and to the efforts of the upper classes to use the most ambitious to 

serve the dominant interest. (148) 

The implementation of the patronage system meant that whoever was in power at any given 

time had the ability to appoint whoever they wanted into positions of power. While this union 

between religion and education certainly had major political implications, in terms of education 

solely, it essentially preserved the dominance of oration/elocution in educational discourse, 

which was often the primary mode of argumentation at the time. This corruption, vis à vis the 

integration of the British Patronage System and the Church in order to maintain their control of 

the dominant educational discourse, came to a head with the implementation of the infamous 

Test Acts.18 The prevention of citizens to live and act freely on account of these Test Acts led 

many to separate from the Church and find their own way in terms of religion and education. 

 To clarify the depth and breadth of its control, the English Test Acts were a series of 

Penal Laws requiring those serving in public office, including those in parliament, to receive 

 
18 The earliest of these, the 1673 Test Act, was a law that required anyone holding a position in public office, 

joining the military, or studying at university to be part of the Church of England 
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communion in the Church of England as a sign of their allegiance to the Church. The Acts were 

implemented for the purpose of keeping Catholics and non-conformists from holding office, but 

also worked to keep these from pursuing certain university degrees, and subsequently, attending 

Oxford or Cambridge (McLachlan 1). In English Education Under the Test Acts, Hugh Bellot 

adds: 

Further, by the statutes of Oxford University, members of the university were forbidden 

to have any communication with any society of dissidents from the doctrine or discipline 

of the Church of England, or to be present at any sermon or religious service except in 

places consecrated or licensed by the bishops. (Bellot qtd. in McLachlan 1) 

While the Test Acts were certainly pervasive, and we assume, debilitating for dissenting 

teachers and their learners, their response to the Acts also serve as model of how to adapt when 

challenges and pressures arise in education. 

In the wake of the Test Acts, English dissenters played a pivotal role in the direction of 

English studies as a whole. Many educators left reputable universities once the Test Acts took 

hold, particularly the 1662 Act of Uniformity which dictated those who could and couldn’t hold 

public office as McLachlan describes above. Initially forbidden to create their own schools, 

early dissenters began teaching out of homes and teaching mostly what they knew, moving 

away from the “moribund scholasticism of the universities” (Miller 53). Eventually, the 

dissenters did create schools, which came to be known as dissenting academies. I firmly believe 

that this is the precise movement that explains the contention between English studies and 

composition studies. English, with its elitist roots and theological associations, was propped up 

in universities that were literally exclusive. Whereas, when I think of composition studies I 

think of hard working, grassroots education analagous to the schools the dissenters founded.  
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The most impactful role of dissenters and dissenting academies was in breaking away 

from the elitist education established at prestigious universities in favor of a more liberal 

education. This new direction was due in large part to wanting to create a new type of education 

that was more inclusive and that reflected their cultural and societal reality, what one might call 

the “people’s education.” Miller shares how the work of notable dissenters like Joseph Priestley 

helped introduce the modern slate of education in history, politics, and English, with the 

champions of liberal education—i.e., Locke, and Calvin—insitigating for “this break from the 

classics” (51). In another of his essays, Miller adds that “the dissenters’ middle-class 

background encouraged them to take particular interest in practical subjects related to trade and 

industry, including experimental science and English composition” (“Liberal Education” 86). 

MacArthur describes the work of the dissenting academies saying, “in the broader fields of 

liberal arts…the academies had definite aims which they carried out, under important 

handicaps, with considerable clarity and precision and often with astonishing success” (266). 

These insights are important as they suggest the likelihood that the formation of dissenting 

academies was a response to an existing need that Church education wasn’t providing more than 

it was a retaliation to their rejection by the Church. This is an important distinction because 

composition was similarly borne from a desire to fill a need, and this characteristic aligns with 

the premise of my suggestion as to the use of Indigenous metaphors in teaching composition: 

that its use hinges less upon a desire to reject what has been the norm but more so out of a 

desire to fill a need. 

The emphasis of a more liberal education was critical not just for its inclusion of what 

would be taught but how. The methods of and approaches to education in the dissenting 

academies were often considered to be superior to what existed previous to their creation 
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(Miller 266). In particular, a more comparative method of teaching was put to use, which “was 

consistent with the dissenters’ belief that free inquiry would advance political reform and 

economic and moral improvement” (Miller, “Liberal Education” 87). In analyzing the 

educational pursuits of Phillip Doddridge, who led the second of three generations of dissenters 

(Miller, “Liberal Education” 53), Kyle Roberts weighs in on how fundamental this comparative 

method of instruction was in the guidance Doddridge was exposed to while studying at the 

Jennings Academy (under Jennings). Noting the rather simplistic syllabus Jennings’s course 

presented, Roberts observes: 

Jennings’s syllabus needs to be understood as the basic foundation, not the limit, of the 

titles to which he exposed students in his coursework. In fact, he asked them to acquaint 

themselves with a far larger number of texts. Intensive reading of the scriptures and 

extensive reading in doctrinal, controversial, and practical literature characterized his 

system. (59-60) 

As noted by many scholars, such an exploratory kind of educational approach wasn’t the norm 

with education influenced by the Church. Additionally, of significance in Roberts’s 

commentary here is the continued presence of religious texts in these dissenting academies, 

which is not surprising given that Jennings was himself a dissenting minister but noteworthy as 

dissenting academies eventually became more institutionalized and lost their way altogether. 

While these dissenting academies held so much promise, as they moved back into the fold of 

dominant systems, education once again moved to privileging certain groups. As I alluded to 

earlier in this project when discussing my own experiences with educational systems overseen 

by religious institutions, as is the case with BYU-Hawaiʻi, the ideological differences can often 

be more debilitating for teachers and students than the institutional, pedagogical ones. 
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The Evolution Toward Modern English Studies 

As cautioned, I have only provided a brief overview of the early movements and 

changes in English studies in an effort to tease out the ideological forces behind them. Simply 

put, I’m more interested in the elements that caused the changes than the changes themselves. In 

summary, the primary dilemma of English studies, regardless of the time period, are the dueling 

forces of different sectors of society. These manifest differently in the different eras of change 

but are undoubtedly still the same in principle: high class vs low class, traditional vs non-

traditional, Church education vs dissenting academies. To be more specific, whether in the time 

of Aristotle or the dissenters, the distinct issue regarding education in general seems to involve 

two parties: 1) those wanting to maintain the traditional, classical approach to education, and 2) 

those wanting education to be more practical, more useful, and more widespread. Moving 

forward with the progression of English studies into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, I 

assert that this issue remains at the fulcrum in the tension between the fields of literature and 

composition. As previously mentioned, despite the proliferation and vitality of dissenting 

academies, their demise appears to correspond to when they reverted back to the brick-and-

mortar classrooms, a symbol of institutionalized education. With this reversion came a new set 

of shifts and changes, underlying forces pushing for a yet another “new” English. 

In an effort to illustrate some of the forces influencing the evolution from dissenting 

academies to modern day English studies, I present a family tree of sorts to help make sense of 

the history, albeit a concise one, of English. I do this using the descriptions William Parker 

provides in his work. I find, after all, given its tumultuous history of proverbial marriages, 

separations, divorces, and flings with various subjects and schools of thought, that the family 

metaphor Parker presents to his readers is a fitting one, so I present the information as he did, 
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just in a more visually simplistic form. Again, Parker outlines the genealogy in his work, I’m 

just adapting it here in a format I feel is more readily accessible: 

Rhetoric (English’s Maternal Grandmother) 

Oratory (English’s mother) and Linguistics (English’s father) 

Elocution (English’s mother’s one-time boyfriend) Anthropology (English’s step-mom) 

English (child) born roughly 1867  

(Parker 340) 

As illustrated, English studies is old and has undergone some important shifts that 

ushered it into the status of English as most know it today, English as the study of literature, 

whose transition doesn’t occur until after English studies “arrives” in America. When English 

studies finally reaches American shores in the mid-nineteenth century after the Civil War, its 

emergence is credited to “several broad and somewhat remote pressures” (Franklin 22). One of 

these pressures occurs at Harvard, where professors like Francis Child, credited as one of the 

first professors to see the possibilities in teaching literature solely and taught rhetoric and 

oratory courses, was growing tired of teaching rhetoric, along with classic English studies 

(Franklin 22). As Phyllis Franklin notes, “neither Child’s vision nor his desire to teach literature 

prevented him from spending, with ‘increasing distaste,’ twenty-five years as a teacher of 

rhetoric…When Child became Professor of English in 1876 and stopped grading themes to 

teach literature, it was not because it suited him, but because it suited others” (Franklin 22). 

Some remote pressures include the Civil War, along with the scientific and technological 

developments that came with it, brought a desire for a more democratic education. Other less 

remote pressures that affected Child is the growth of philology, as well as Harvard’s desire to 
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compete with Johns Hopkins (Franklin 22). Even in light of the changes these pressures helped 

to instigate, the disdain that Child had for rhetoric and the classics was rampant. 

Indeed, as Child succeeded to do eventually, the move away from rhetoric and the 

classics (aka English studies) in universities across America was widespread. Hunt expresses 

early disdain for the classics’ overwhelming influence on English studies, stating, “The question 

is not, must the classics go? Nor is it the more specific question, must the Greek go? It is only 

the bigot and charlatan who would entertain for a moment, either of these questions as related to 

college courses” (121). Hunt goes on to discuss the need for the classics to concede and create 

space for English, which signals the answers to his questions above are right (121). Parker notes 

how from about 1883 “the classics declined in power and prestige, and the star of modern 

languages rose” (347). Similar to what the needs and desires of society were when dissenting 

academies formed in Scotland and England in the mid-17th century, American society toward 

the end of the nineteenth century was of a similar mindset. Parker explains this mindset as a 

“mood of questioning and experimentation in education, a practical, revisionary spirit that 

challenged all traditions and accepted practices” (347). One could reasonably suspect that the 

desire for a more democratic, utilitarian, pragmatic education was simply to find a more 

“accessible” English, but in the same vein, at least in America, this move was also to address 

the burgeoning population of students enrolling in schools. 

 Another important shift occurred as a result of a large increase in college enrollments: 

the creation of academic departments that were given more distinct administrative powers and 

duties. By one account, enrollments doubled in the last quarter of the nineteenth century (Parker 

348). Of this phenomenon, Parker writes that college administrators had to find ways to 

essentially share the burden, which resulted in increased delegation of responsibility, through 
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which “college officials looked to the various departments to judge the suitability of course 

offerings, the relationships of courses, prerequisites, and programs for majors and minors; to 

make recommendations for appointments, promotions and salary increases” (348). This 

newfound power, however, coupled with a lack of oversight of administrators in managing this 

power and the responsibilities that came with it, fostered again as had been done in the past, an 

environment of education that was more dictatorial than democratic. Hobbs and Anderson 

relate, “the literature of college and university administration is rich with analyses which depict 

departments as autocracies, fiefdoms, oligarchies, bureaucracies…and a multitude of 

combinations of such terms” (134). As alluded to, this consolidation of power unto a single 

controlling entity—in this case, the university—has been seen at various stages in the life that is 

English studies, just with different faces. Intriguingly, with what I’ll call here the 

“departmentalization” of education, what inevitably transpired is the maneuvering of 

departments for a position at the top of the university hierarchy. This forces one to confront the 

implications of English serving as the house for a wide range of related disciplines all at once. 

 The competitiveness between college departments for supremacy within college 

academics in conjunction with English’s ultra-broad, and therefore, vague scholastic identity 

appears to have instigated the early tension between English and composition studies. Having 

finally reached proverbial adulthood, it seems that English had some catching up to do relative 

to other departments that had already established themselves in the college setting. Eager to do 

so, English chairmen and professors sought to “increase the prestige of their subject and the 

numbers of their students and course offerings” (Parker 348). This call, Parker describes, 

occurred by taking unto itself the multitude of disciplines of study with which English had been 

connected to historically. These disciplines included linguistics, grammar, oratory, elocution, 
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journalism, business writing, creative writing, play-writing, drama and theater, American 

literature, comparative literature, American literature, and even study of the Bible (Parker 348). 

Categorizing English as acquisitive, Parker expresses some fairly strong criticism of English, 

resolute that it had at the time of his writing (1967) much still to learn from both its father 

(linguistics) and mother (oratory). Parker goes on to lament the fact that English studies left 

speech and composition by the wayside in its quest, relegating these areas of study to function 

as mere “appendices of English literature” (349). While Parker’s firm yet thoughtful articulation 

of the history and degeneration of English studies, which he attributes to the diminishing 

influence of rhetoric, is remarkably thorough in rooting out the underlying socio-economical 

influences behind English’s many changes, his position on the topic is scarcely objective. 

Glaring is his fondness for an ideal English, in which I position ideal to mean colonial, haole, 

non-Indigenous English. 

Of course, I utterly sympathize with Parker in grieving over the would haves and should 

haves of English, and I mostly direct attention to his slight subjectivity on account of three 

things in particular: his reputation as a scholar on Milton; his durable tenure as secretary of the 

MLA, an organization which will be discussed in more depth here shortly; and his lifespan. I do 

this, and I understand some reaching may be involved to consider hypothetically how 

representative Parker could be of the majority of educators in English as a whole, and if he 

could be, how this lens could help one to understand the course English took during the span of 

his life (1906-1968), which coincides with the formation of several flagship organizations in 

English studies that would come to dominate education in modern America. 
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Contemporary English 

 Despite the political, religious, social, and cultural turmoil, English departments trudged 

through in their early years. English studies was presented with a new set of challenges that 

were unique to the time. For example, the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in America 

brought significant social reform: the Civil War, Abolition, the Temperance Movement, 

Women’s Suffrage, the Civil Rights Movement, and World War II to name just a few of the 

transformative movements that impacted every aspect of American life, particularly education. 

In addition to these social movements, this was also a period in which America was changing 

economically from agricultural to industrial, as well as experiencing advances in transportation 

and technology. As the upcoming section will attempt to navigate, the impact of these 

movements and events are reflected in an unprecedented level of organizing at the national level 

in education. The following is a list of the dates of inception of several markedly instrumental 

organizations that helped with not only shaping modern education but modern English studies. 

1857- The National Education Association (NEA) is formed. 

1883- The Modern Language Association (MLA) is formed. 

1911- The National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) is formed. 

1914- The Speech Association of America (SAA) is formed. 

1924- The Linguistic Society of America (LSA) is formed. 

1949- The Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC or 4Cs) is formed. 

1954- The Citizenship School Program (CSP) is formed. 
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The formation of the NEA, MLA, NCTE, SAA, CCCC, and the Citizenship School 

Program 

 Initially called the National Teachers Association before changing its name to what it is 

currently, the formation of the National Education Association (NEA) reflected the work being 

done toward establishing a more democratic education system. One of the primary proponents 

for the NEA, Margaret Haley, was a stalwart of education, teachers, and women especially. In 

1904, in one of her early writings as president of the then moribund National Federal of 

Teachers, which was eventually subsumed under the NEA, Haley bemoaned the state of 

education at the time and remarked that change “rests with the people, the whole people” (215). 

Haley elaborates: 

The sense of responsibility for the duties of citizenship in a democracy is necessarily 

weak in a people so lately freed from monarchial rule as are the American people, and 

who still retain in their educational, economic, and political systems so much of their 

monarchial inheritance with growing tendencies for retaining and developing the 

essential weaknesses of that inheritance instead of overcoming them. (215) 

In conjunction with her earlier comment about change coming through all people, a jab perhaps 

at the hierarchical nature of the policy-making processes, her emphasis on education’s 

‘monarchial inheritance’ illustrates that she’s obviously speaking directly to the classist history 

of education, which is apparently still quite in-play at this time. Keep in mind that the NEA at 

this time was still dominated by white men in power. Furthermore, her observation that the 

structure of education reproduced the tendency to embrace this elitist history rather than 

challenge it, tells us some of what the conditions were for a working teacher in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, and more specifically for women. After all, the purpose 
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of her comments are to address the neglect of public schools, which one might equate to the 

dissenting universities of old who, like public schools, sought a more practical education. 

 The purposes for which Haley worked toward a more democratic education system—

better labor policies for teachers (who, in primary and secondary school were mostly women) 

and unionization—is mildly antithetical to the early ideals that spawned the formation of the 

MLA some twenty-six years later. Riding the momentum of a Harvard commencement speech 

given by one Charles Francis Adams in which he objected to universities’ embrace of ‘dead 

languages’ (Greek and Latin), MLA was formed in an effort to support the teaching of German, 

French, and English, among other proposed reformations to education. While many have 

categorized Adams’s comments as volatile, Adams simply wanted to study the languages of 

civilizations more central to the era. In that Harvard speech, he shared, “While recognizing fully 

the benefit to be derived from a severe training in these mother tongues, I fully appreciate the 

pleasure those must have who enjoy an easy familiarity with authors who yet live in them” (11). 

The reason I categorize the formation of the MLA as mildly antithetical to Haley’s work is 

because, while I think the direction its founders had in mind was in the spirit of achieving the 

democratic, utilitarian education that many at the time were seeking, doing so with what 

amounts to a good ol’ boys club (40 white men) does not address in practice the diveristy and 

democratization it purports to value. 

The circumstances preceding the creation of the National Council of Teachers of English 

(NCTE) are key in fully understanding the climate within which composition studies was 

formed. The prevalence of college entrance exams across the U.S. in the latter part of the 

nineteenth century and the subsequent inconsistencies between the universities administering 

them, coupled with a lack of uniformity in curriculum at the high school level, made college 
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preparation difficult at both ends. As Donald Barker writes in “The History of Entrance 

Examinations,” such inconsistencies include a steep decline in the foreign language requirement 

in favor of Latin and Greek; some gave predominantly oral tests while others (Harvard) required 

a written essay in Latin (250-51). As Erika Lindemann indicates, another issue was the increase 

in high school student populations in general, which also bore the burden of large influxes of 

immigrants around the turn of the century, and the giving way of preparatory schools to 

common (public) schools, since preparatory schools didn’t want to admit immigrants. She 

writes that between 1880 and 1910, over 17 million immigrants arrived in the U.S. and that this 

growth contributed to the “enormous diversity in the cultures and languages that children 

brought to schools” (506). With the educational system having no real uniformity at the high 

school level in terms of curriculum, preparing high school students adequately was further 

complicated by issues with varying college entrance examination and an ever-diversifying 

landscape ethnically and culturally. There was a collective sentiment across many progressive 

educators that something needed to be done to essentially “rally the troops” (no pun intended).  

 The formation of the National Conference on Uniform Entrance Requirements in 

English in 1894 highlighted the need for better organization across the nation. Formed because 

of the National Education Association’s (NEA) report earlier in the year recommending English 

be a concrete fixture in students’ education, the National Conference sought to “standardize the 

reading lists and consequently establish the canon of literature that high school students should 

read” (Lindemann 507). Whether because the National Council was wholly comprised of 

regional associations of colleges and preparatory schools or not and not representatives of the 

common schools, further disdain between teachers at the high school and college levels on what 



Thompson 102 

 

needed to be done and how prompted the formation of a single “unifying” body in 1911, the 

NCTE. 

 Despite the need to address the lack of diversity regarding students, curriculum, and 

testing, the formation of the NCTE merely solidified the power and influence of white men over 

education. Led by the Chair of the NEA English Round Table and NEA Committee on College 

Entrance Requirements, James Fleming Hosic, sixty-five white teachers were invited, mostly 

men, and gathered in 1911 to form the organization (Lindemann 509). Referencing the 

seemingly narrow but strategic selection of invitees to the meeting, Lindemann adds, “in other 

words, Hosic invited his friends and colleagues” (509). Surely it would have benefited 

Hosic immensely, considering the circumstances before him, to draw from a more diverse body 

of teachers and associations to help achieve the unity he was looking to secure, but he did not. 

While this history is discouraging to say the least, it also points to other issues that would have 

been made more complicated for members of the NCTE to navigate with such a homogenous 

group, like that of women’s rights and their role in society in general at, more particularly, 

representation of women teachers in these national discussions. This inequality can be seen in 

the disparity between the representation of men (21) to women (13) at this initial meeting 

(Christenberry qtd. In Lindemann 22). 19 Contextualizing this in public discourse of 1911—

women were still nine years shy of having the right to vote in U.S. elections.  

 While women did indeed hold leadership positions within the NCTE from the 

beginning, to some, women’s roles were purely ornamental. As Jaqueline Jones Royster 

mentions, the first vice president position (similar to what Emma Breck held at the start) wasn’t 

a shoo-in to the president position. Royster shares, “despite whatever experience, expertise, or 

 
19 Erika Lindemann notes that while sixty-five teachers were invited, only 36 signed into the meeting, thirteen of 

which were women. As a side note, Jeanne Gerlach puts the signed-in number at 34. 
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abilities the women leaders may have exhibited, they were in effect relegated to secondary 

positions and functioned essentially within the sexist context of their times” (Royster qtd. In 

Gerlach 69). The sentiment shared at the end of Royster’s comments here regarding the context 

of the times is imperative to acknowledge, since the objective of this project is not to heap the 

burden of women’s roles and rights onto Hosic, the NCTE, or any other association for that 

matter. It is, rather, my intent to uncover the proverbial hole(s) in the waka of the early stages of 

English that would allow forces to come in and sink it.  

 It cannot be overstated that my wish is not to single out any person or entity as the so-

called “culprits,” the Ruatapu, if you will, seeking to destroy. In truth, these teachers, 

associations, Chairs of associations, committee’s and all invested parties ought to be viewed as 

passengers in the same waka. After all, when one considers the story of Ruatapu, it could be 

said that the issue was not Ruatapu at all so much as it was a lack of compassion by Uenuku. 

Certainly, the pain and shame of being cast out as he was warranted the anger Ruatapu felt, but 

in any case, the point here is to identify the underlying elements and issues so as to achieve a 

better contextual understanding of how the evolution of English studies played out the way it 

does. 

 The formation of what became known as the Speech Association of America (SAA) 

signaled what should now be viewed as critical, early tensions in English between rhetoric, 

composition, speech, and communication. Made up of former NCTE members “dissatisfied 

over the diminished importance of speech instruction within departments of English” (NCA) the 

National Association of Academic Teachers of Public Speaking was formed, (the organization 

subsequently changed its name to the National Association of Teachers of Speech, and then the 

SAA. In the 1930s, the climate of English studies was such that “the Communication discipline 
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shifted toward a focus on rhetoric. Both rhetorical theory and criticism came under the purview 

of teachers and researchers in speech, as the discipline of English became interested in literary 

criticism” (NCA). Indeed, this time, as occured frequently at different points in English studies’ 

history, can be characterized by disciplines of learning all jockeying for higher positions, one 

above the other, within the institutional structure. In this case, it was composition and speech 

trying to account for their losses amid English’s fascination with literary studies. Still the reality 

of the times very much had a say in what direction education would ultimately head, and more 

navigating was yet to be done on account of education with regard to race. 

 Another critical moment in the history of education, particularly as it pertains to literacy, 

comes in the wake of World War II when a concerted effort to prohibit southern Blacks from 

exercising their right to vote spawns the Citizenship School Program (CSP). Started by Esau 

Jenkins and Septime Clark in 1954 at the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement, the CSP 

sought to undermine the inequitable literacy tests created to keep Black voters from the polls. 

The focus of this program was to educate Black students so they could pass these pre-voting 

tests. In “Literacy, Voting Rights, and the Citizenship Schools in the South,” Susan Kates 

discusses how white election officials were convinced Blacks were illiterate, and that 

administering such a test would keep Blacks from being able to vote. As a response to this 

tactic, she adds, “Citizenship Schools were founded to teach African Americans basic literacy 

skills so that they might pass the literacy test required for voter registration...they prepared 

thousands of African Americans to pass the test in the hopes that they then vote corrupt 

politicians out of office” (480). 

When considering the elements that are vital to contextualizing the environment of 

composition studies, none are more important than this movement, as it illustrates the 
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ineffectiveness of the aforementioned organizations. Forty-three years since the creation of 

NCTE, there was still no apparent movement on equality for Black students, or non-white 

students altogether for that matter. 

The Work of Early Composition, the Formation of the CCCC and the Tension Between 

Literature and Writing Programs 

 On the heels of the influx of immigrant students and returning war vets and with better 

formalization of college entrance exams across the United States toward the end of nineteenth 

century, composition’s early years took the brunt of emerging students of the bourgeois middle-

class. If the mid-nineteenth century was a difficult time to get into school, the early twentieth 

century was the exact opposite, and universities were trying to manage the burgeoning 

population of students who were, quite frankly, not equipped to be there. In “Composition 

History and the Harbrace College Handbook,” Debra Hawhee shares, “As the number of 

students rose… the working conditions for composition instructors declined sharply. 

Composition instruction became a service to the rest of the university, the place where 

‘underqualified’ students were groomed and prepared for the academy” (506). In light of 

composition’s newfound responsibilities to ‘underqualified’ students, many instructors 

essentially ran for the hills. Hawhee adds: 

Senior professors scurried away, securing positions which afforded them the luxury of 

teaching only literature, thus freeing them from the dreadful ordeal of marking daily 

themes. The work was then taken up by teaching assistants, part-timers, and adjuncts, 

and the vast majority of those who remained in these jobs were women. (506-7) 

While it’s disheartening that women were relegated to remain teaching these courses while 

‘senior professors’ (certainly mostly if not all men) found more suitable positions for 



Thompson 106 

 

themselves, it’s important to remember that the women’s suffrage movement was still in its 

prime stages at this time. If counted from when the first writing course at Harvard was offered 

in 1884, only two states allowed women the right to vote, and by 1918, only 15 states (“Woman 

Suffrage Timeline and Map 1838-1919”). 

 The gendering of composition courses in conjunction with its being relegated to service-

duty, remedial work, further contributed to the alienation between composition and literature 

studies. Hawhee writes, “Teachers of composition—both men and women—took on several 

symbolic roles in service to the institution, and these roles were distinctly feminized” (507). 

Speaking specifically to the attendant nature composition had taken on and drawing on the 

thoughts of Susan Miller, Hawhee adds, “the writing instructor, regardless of gender, takes on 

the role of nurse, mother, or maid; she is disciplinarian, enforcer of institutional standards, 

initiator into the academy, housekeeper of “messy” writing (Miller paraphrased in Hawhee 

507). These conditions: 1) the incursion of underperforming students into the universities, 2) the 

marginalization of composition and of women teachers, and 3) literature’s alienation from 

composition are what instigated the tensions rife with English departments through the 

twentieth century. 

 The problem with composition’s genesis up to this point is that it hasn’t yet been able to 

fully escape the colonial heritage of English studies with the threads of elitism still present. 

Ruatapu, despite whatever spoils being the son of a chief might’ve proffered him up to the point 

of the voyage, was unable to escape his heritage as the offspring of a slave mother when it 

counted most. At its core, a key issue here is the illegitimacy of composition as it attempted to 

establish its own disciplinary identity from literature within English departments. In “Freshman 

English, Composition, and CCCC,” David Bartholomae discusses the NCTE’s birth of the 
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Conference on College Composition & Communication (CCCC) in 1949, the flagship 

convention of composition and rhetoric, which was spurred in part by a desire to re-evaluate the 

‘Freshman English’ course. Citing a determination to move away from the idea that English was 

“represented by an attenuated humanistic tradition that placed literature…as an unquestionable 

center of value,” the aftermath was a course that had no concrete meaning or purpose (41). 

Bartholomae continues: 

No one knows, on any given day on any given campus, what goes on in freshman 

English; it’s there as a force on every campus, it carries a common name, but it refers to 

everything, anything—no one knows what it is. There was no way of speaking about 

reading and writing at the introductory level, where it was not yet shaped into English. 

(41) 

I equate this early state of freshman English courses, whose purpose appeared to look and feel 

meaningful, to that of a toddler who seeks more control of things around them as they grow. I 

can recall numerous moments, for example, when as toddlers my children would try to wrestle 

the remote control for the television away from me. As a solution I’d give them a different 

remote without the batteries. Then all that was left to do was make sure the TV corresponded to 

their sporadic pushing of buttons in a way that showed change was happening, without 

interrupting my program. In this way I succeeded because they felt like they had power despite 

not having any at all.  

The significance of this interaction with the remote control is that the trick requires 

thought, motive, manipulation, and whether I’d like to admit it or not, a tinge of greed and 

power. These are very human motives put forth as “tradition” so as to not implicate any single 

culture or ethnic group as the culprit. In other words, I suggest here that the lack of 
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effectiveness and coherency with groups like the NCTE and NEA in terms of their ability to 

establish some measure of equity in the university/English departments was intentional. These 

organizations were formed to maintain the status quo, not to equalize it. The status quo, of 

course, was to maintain cultural and gender supremacy in the workforce, particularly 

educational institutions, which in turn helps to maintain the elitist position of literature within 

the institutions of education.  

Despite the forces informing the ideology of organizations like the NCTE or NEA, and 

of course their intent and foresight can only be assumed with the ethnic landscape of the U.S. 

rapidly changing, there were without question people deeply invested in these organizations 

who genuinely wanted to address the issues of inequality they were seeing. This much is 

acknowledged in the closing speech one former NCTE president in 1968, Alfred Grommon, 

delivered at the end of his term. (Incidentally, the address comes a year after an NCTE meeting 

held in Honolulu the year before.) He states, “…the agenda for America is changing. And it is 

changing for you and for me, rapidly…from a society that has tried for many years to achieve 

color blindness—even basing several laws upon this principle—to one which many now 

proudly insist upon color consciousness” (455-456). While Grommon’s comments came at a 

time when the NCTE’s numbers had ballooned from the original 34 members to more than 

130,000, and were notably more diverse than the original group, it’s safe to assume that his 

reference to ‘you and me’ in conjunction with the comments of color blindness is referring to 

the predominantly white audience he was speaking to. However, I’d like to think he was also 

referring to those academics determined, like he was, to create positive lasting change. Change 

is important, lest the children become adults urging the battery-less remote to work. Progress 
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comes from understanding the thing that controls the mechanism, the Benjamin-esque game 

winner.20  

 What is necessary in finding an identity within English, is moving freshman English 

(aka composition) away from English-as-the-study-of-literature. In “Loomings” John Gerber, 

the first Chair of CCCC, notes that one of the primary objectives for the creation of freshman 

writing courses was to fill the need for introductory reading and writing courses for recently 

returned war vets. He describes the struggles for supremacy between the respective fields of 

composition and communication to satisfy this need, noting, however, that despite any 

differences of opinion, their common enemy was this “senior professor of literature.” Gerber 

writes, “More than once, as I vividly recall, senior literature professors were referred to as the 

troglodytes of departments of English. More bitterly they were called the power structure” (8). 

As pointed out by Bartholomae, what helped literature maintain its position atop the hierarchy 

of English is the fact that the professor(s) tasked with teaching this literature acted as the 

“primary representative of English” (41). To be frank, this representative was, overwhelmingly, 

white men.  

 Thus, here in the formative years of composition as a discipline, the issue of relevancy 

in relation to the field of English (literature) is inextricable from the privileging of literature 

over writing. This privileging was reproduced through the treatment of writing courses as 

remedial, and the gendering of composition as mentioned earlier, which is essentially the 

preserved white privilege within the university.  

 
20 In “On the Concept of History,” Walter Benjamin uses the famed chess-playing puppet “The Turk” as a 

metaphor for the relationship of historical materialism and theology. The myth of the automaton puppet was 

debunked when it was discovered a dwarfed expert chess player was hiding inside. 
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 At issue with privileging literature over writing, a.k.a. English over composition is the 

treatment of the latter course as remedial. Patricia Bizzell discusses the initial trouble of 

students in assimilating into what she calls the ‘academic discourse community,’ struggling in 

first-year English courses. She writes, “instead of trying to cull so many students, writing 

programs began to expand to allow more time for initiation. For some undergraduates, one, two, 

or even three semesters of ʻremedial’ composition preceded the ʻregular’ freshman requirement” 

(193). Exacerbating the perception that composition courses were remedial is the paradigm of 

writing teachers essentially “graduating” from teaching writing to teaching literature. Bizzell 

continues, “when we got our PhD’s, or when a tenure-line track opened, we would move out of 

the composition ghetto and take on the more challenging—and professionally rewarding—

literary work” (193). Critical to take away here is the notion that writing courses were a service 

in preparation for something bigger and better, something more sophisticated perhaps.  

The Privileging of Literature over Writing and its Impact on Indigenous Pacific Islanders 

 Surely, one of the biggest losers in the privileging of literature over writing are 

Indigenous people. The assumptive colonial branding of literature as a craft of white folks that 

we didn’t already have manipulated us into thinking literature and writing are indeed two 

different practices, which isn’t particularly true in the Pacific. As it relates to Indigenous Pacific 

Islander students, the privilege given to literature over writing is problematic in that it 

perpetuates colonial influences over educational institutions by limiting the scope of what is 

deemed literary, excluding Indigenous perceptions from what writing can be. In Albert Wendt’s 

“Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body” he reflects upon pālagi (white) and Indigenous perspectives 

of what it means to be clothed by creating and analogy between Sāmoan tatau (tattooing) and 

post-colonial literature. Wendt draws the comparison, tracing how each had to “survive the 
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onslaught of missionary condemnation and colonialism” and further adds that tatau are “scripts-

texts-testimonies to do with relationships, order, form, and so on...defiant texts or scripts of 

nationalism and identity” (403). Wendt’s explanations of the motifs commonly used in tatau, 

which communicate a variety of meanings, work as a type of key as understanding the motifs 

allows one to have a greater understanding of the tatau as a whole. The fact that it can be written 

and read this way renders it literary. To reiterate, since writing for Indigenous PI students or 

composition students in general was not treated as literary, these connections to the 

sophisticated and multitudinous ways literary acts are performed go unacknowledged. 

 Māori perspectives of tā moko (tattoos) provide a similar allusion to tatau as a form of 

writing and communication. On February 24, 1815, the first use of Māori tā moko as a signature 

was used to finalize the sale of lands. In He Kōrero: Words Between Us, First Māori—Pākeha 

Conversations on Paper, Alison Jones and Kuni Jenkins write that to secure the exchange of 

lands in Te Hohi with the Reverend Samuel Marsden, a Māori man by the name of Hongi Hika 

used the moko of his nephew Te Uri-o-Kanae as a signature. This was the first known instance 

of using moko in this way (92). The land was exchanged for 12 axes, as Jones and Jenkins 

relate, “Hongi had an idea about a signature. A simple ‘x’ would not do. A cross was a plain 

mark that could belong to anyone. Confident with a pen, Hongi Hika made a representation of 

his relation’s face” (92). In this exchange Hika uses the moko as a signature that differentiated 

his mark from others by using a symbol that was more unique and meaningful than ‘a simple x.’ 

His use of moko as a symbol of personal identity was an innovative gesture consistent with his 

customary understanding of what moko means to Māori. 

 In the exchange of land between Hongi Hika, his nephews, and Samuel Marsden, the 

deed was written in English and after the deal was settled, it appears that both parties had 
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different understandings of what the signatures consented to. Jones writes, “From a Māori 

perspective, the tā moko or the cross on the paper allowed them to gain some legitimacy within 

what they understood as formal European systems of communication” and concludes further 

that although Marsden thought the signature assented to the giving up of the land entirely, “for 

Māori the opposite was true: the signatures and the gifts of the axes worked simply to tie in the 

Pākeha to the territory that was still under wider customary use” (Jones 94). Hongi Hika did not 

intend his signature to signify he was giving up his land rights to Marsden—he perceived the 

exchange as a way to strengthen ties between Māori and Europeans and as a means to access 

European resources. 

 This use of moko as signature articulates a Māori understanding of identity that 

emphasizes relations of connectivity rather than difference. Sarah Gallagher’s essay “A Curious 

Document: Tā Moko as Evidence of Pre-European Textual Culture in New Zealand,” argues 

that not only was moko used as a signature, but on a more social and communal level, it acted 

as a kind of literature wherein the identities of Māori could be read. A journal entry from 

traveler/trader Joel Pollack reports that, when shown “likeness[s] of chiefs, resplendent with 

Moko, living as far as 400 miles distant… Māori were able to identify the men by name from 

reading their likeness, having never met them previously” (Pollack in Gallagher 45). Although 

moko used many of the same patterns and placements of designs, they were also individual and 

unique to the wearer. Their exclusive, individual significance had communal, relational purpose 

as well. Again, this ability to “read” the tattoo is literary by nature, turning traditional Western 

teachings of what is considered writing onto its head. 

 Similar to tatauing, other Pacific visual arts have become casualty of the privileging of 

literature over writing in Euro-American contexts. In “What Remains to Be Seen: Reclaiming 
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the Roots of Pacific Literature,” Teresia Teaiwa argues for what she calls the “polygenesis of 

Pacific literature,” criticizing the notion of Pacific Island cultures as explicitly oral and noting 

the colonial powers subsumed in the “introduction” of writing in the Pacific. Citing weaving, 

petroglyphs, and wood carving as other visual literary examples used in the Pacific, she points 

out that writing likely only complicated what sophisticated visual symbolisms and 

communication already existed. To this this end, she writes, “I suggest that overstating the 

significance of writing as a technology has obscured a sophisticated Indigenous understanding 

of the visual” (31). This obscuring of visual arts is caused by the presentation of writing as a 

‘technology,’ yes, but one that originates from a very narrow understanding of what is called 

literary.  

 Lastly, the privileging of literature over writing enhances what is already a severely 

insufficient system of finding meaning and understanding as it pertains to language in the 

Pacific. In “Navigating Uncharted Oceans of Meaning: Kaona as Historical and Interpretive 

Method,” Noelani Arista discusses the use of kaona as used by the reverend William Richards, 

who was defending himself before a council of Hawaiian ali‘i (chiefs) against a charge of libel. 

In particular, the premise of the article is that Hawaiian language often contains layered 

meanings, which cannot be adequately understood by foreigners since “Hawaiian premises 

about how ‘ōlelo (language) functions and its central importance to how people live, relate to 

one another, and act in the material world are sufficiently different from Euro-American 

premises of linguistics and knowledge production” (664). Considering the relationship between 

language, literature, and writing, it is imperative that meaning making be given the space it 

needs to be understood in its proper context so that each of these can be realized to their full 

potential. The privileging of one over the other, as has historically been done in American 



Thompson 114 

 

institutions, is harmful especially to Pacific Islander learners who understand the world of 

literature and writing much differently. 

 Seeing literature and writing as equal tools of learning and self-expression rather than 

placing one before the other may fill some of the proverbial holes in place-based composition’s 

waka. If the scholarship cited thus far is any indication, a multi-faceted approach to writing 

reflects the cultural attitude and direction of writing in Pacific cultures. While not the same 

issue, the privileging of written histories over oral ones bears the scent of the same ideological 

stench that the privileging of literature has been given over writing, which is the desire to gain 

power over others through education. As Arista points out, “Rather than place written archival 

sources and oral historical traditions in opposition or privilege one over another...both must be 

drawn on if satisfying histories of interoceanic relations are to be told” (665). That the impact of 

colonization on places like the Pacific were exacerbated by the practice of privileging written 

histories over oral ones is no coincidence but was a purposeful strategy given the prevalence of 

oral and visual expression in Pacific cultures. Concerning intention, in addition to the 

privileging of literature over writing, the genesis of first-year writing courses to help integrate 

recently returned war vets into academia is problematic on a variety of fronts.  

The hierarchy of “teachers” over “lecturers” that formed within this tension between 

literature and writing teachers perpetuated composition courses as the lesser of the two or 

resulted from relationship between the two disciplines. Acknowledging this friction, in “The 

Cultures of Literature and Composition: What Could Each Learn from the Other,” Peter Elbow 

asserts: 

I fear... that the culture of literary studies still carries a bit of that traditional 

implication that there is something “lower” about teaching than scholarship; that 
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the tone of a scholarly essay is reduced if there is a talk about teaching; and that 

teaching issues are for the less able. People in literature are more likely than 

those in composition to make a distinction between teaching and their “real 

work. (536) 

As a newly minted college graduate, I was awarded an internship to teach first-year 

composition, and at various times during my master’s and PhD work, I lectured as an adjunct 

teaching none other than first-year composition courses. In every experience I had teaching the 

course, I indeed had the impression that such courses were the rite-of-passage into English. 

After some reflection, offering composition courses solely for freshman English is what 

fostered this impression, combined with the fact that these courses were mostly if not solely 

taught by interning undergrads, adjuncts, or assistant professors.  

 Connected to the privileging of literature over writing, particularly its remedial 

deployment (no pun intended), is the issue of placing the burden of rehabilitating war vets on 

writing programs rather than English departments as a whole. In truth, the haughty white 

professors that made up the upper echelons of English departments across the country couldn’t 

be bothered with writing courses altogether, let alone take on the burden of teaching it to war 

vets, many of whom would likely have never entered college without the GI Bill. The extent of 

elitism in terms of teaching composition surpassed even societal racism as despite the fact that 

the gross mistreatment of Black veterans post-war and the prevention of their equitable access 

to benefits like the GI Bill all but ensured their student-veterans would be white (Blakemore), 

literature professors still held disdain for the course. The very premise of educating White 

veterans and what this represented by way of perpetuating white influence in the U.S. conflicts 
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with intentions of early writing professors the likes of John Gerber who were full steam ahead 

with teaching writing using a more holistic approach to reach all students. Gerber shares: 

  We taught the course, we confidently believed, that was the most necessary, the 

  most helpful, and often the most innovative of any in our respective departments. 

  We dealt with students—all students. We helped them with a universal  

  difficulty—learning to express themselves. We believed that we had  

  devised new methods of instruction, better ways of evaluation, and more  

  reliable ways or reading student papers. (2) 

The sentiment of innovation, newness, universality, and teaching “all students” as expressed by 

Gerber appears to speak to a more culturally and racially sensitive approach to education, 

writing, and purpose compared to the more elitist mindset of professors of literature. Surely, the 

only reason Gerber and his comrades would need to be so multi-dimensional in their approach 

would be to address the growing cultural and economic divide they were seeing both in their 

communities and in their respective universities. 

 Indeed, discrepancies between literature and writing programs in addressing the racial 

and economic disparities among the war vets being placed into first-year writing courses is yet 

another glaring issue within the introductory writing program designed to support war vets. Not 

that writing programs were designed for veterans specifically, but given its reputation as a 

remedial practice, that first-year writing courses would work for them. One problem is that the 

principles of writing in a military setting and an academic setting are much different. In 

comparison with the rigid, repetitious, formulic nature of military communication and writing, 

academic writing follows a much more flexible albeit still disciplined ideology. Kelly Dalton’s 
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“From Combat to Composition: Meeting the Needs of Military Veterans through Postsecondary 

Writing Pedagogy” describes some of the challenges of this transition, stating:  

Instructors should be as explicit as possible about the fact that writing should be 

understood as a nonlinear, sometimes messy process enroute to an eventual final 

product— that it’s not as important to produce “clean” writing as it is to produce writing 

that does something to and with the way they (and their readers) think. Of course, such 

an emphasis directly contradicts the main principles of military writing outlined by the 

guides, which stress the primacy of writing products that adhere to standard, predictable 

formats. (26) 

In addition to differences in the process and presentation of writing as Dalton touches on, its 

physical aspects, one can’t help but glean the ideological differences as well. Whereas the 

former perspective focuses on the process of writing toward an ending, the latter appears to 

operate with an ending already in sight, a rather imperialistic mentality of using writing rather 

than allowing writing to do what it needs to do, or what it can do.  

 The categorization of first-year composition and freshman English courses as remedial 

was common across the U.S. continent and manifested in a multitude ways. Fred Dudley warns 

of ‘artificiality’ (29-30); John Briggs ‘refers to it as the “ancient quarrel between composition 

and literature” (22); and Edwin Hopkins’ described early comp courses as ‘a laboratory subject’ 

(2). In “The Undefended Gate” Fred Newton Scott notes the increased interest of English 

generally, noting its movement from “a lowly position, perhaps the lowest, in the school 

curriculum...to a high, perhaps the highest, position” (1). Scott also refers to compensatory 

discrepancies concerning those entrusted with teaching English, noting “if it is less well paid 

than it should be, at least its value and importance are appreciated” (1). Despite how it 
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manifested, clearly composition was not the celebrated heir of English studies. Gere’s “The 

Teaching of Writing” notes another perhaps more influential issue within the field, her mild 

critique of Hopkins’s work illustrating his short sightedness on grounds of gender.  

 While unequal compensation, the inflation of class sizes, the prioritization of hiring 

lecturers with unstable positions over teachers, and the marginalization of composition faculty 

all signal the remedial treatment of composition studies in general, gender inequality was also a 

factor. As noted earlier with the formation of the NCTE, the unequal treatment of women in the 

field continued into the universities where English and composition were taught. Citing 

Hopkins’s failure to mention gender inequities in his research as evidence that very few women 

were his peers, Gere describes how women took the less prestigious positions teaching either 

high school or writing courses: “In higher education, women frequently took positions as 

composition instructors while their male counterparts became professors of literature” (99). The 

division and the privileging of literature over composition, the latter’s treatment as a remedial 

course metastasized on to matters of class and gender as well. 

Metaphor and Composition Studies 

 One of the primary issues concerning metaphor in composition is the positioning of 

composition in the English departments that it has become inextricable from. In “The 

Bewitching of Composition: Metaphors of our Discipline,” Dana Mead and Kerri Morris 

explore some of the metaphors used to describe composition by former Chairs of the CCCC. 

Metaphors, they argue, “entangle us in restrictive and limiting views of ourselves…used to 

describe and define us” (521). Citing Maxine Hairston’s use of the family metaphor in 

particular to convey the complicated relationships between which the discipline of composition 

and rhetoric has attempted to carve out an identity for itself within English departments, Mead 
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and Morris note the hierarchy of power that comes in to play as a result of adopting the family 

metaphor, with composition and English as siblings. This ‘family romance metaphor,’ the 

authors proclaim, has had “more than a textual power over composition studies.” They continue, 

“It has infected the reality within which we function daily and has enabled combative and 

authoritarian views of knowledge in our field, realities and perspectives that have no apparent 

necessity and limited value” (525). Though not explicitly named as impacted by this 

relationship, what we do know is that the inhibition of metaphor in composition has come by 

way of different elements, none of which is more critical than the politics and socio-cultural 

norms of English departments and the institutions they’re housed in.  

  One issue regarding metaphor is that, whether for lack of understanding in how to use 

them appropriately or a general disdain for them in writing practice altogether, the use of 

figurative language has not necessarily been a welcome guest in the house of composition 

pedagogy. In Robert Bentley’s explication of style in “The Chinese Razor: Metaphor in 

Composition,” for example, he surmises three reasons why figurative language has had 

difficulty in the composition classroom, each of which reflects the first three areas noted above. 

One reason Bentley argues why metaphor has endured so much negativity concerns its 

definition, or lack thereof. As examples, in On Rhetoric Aristotle writes that “a simile is also a 

metaphor” and later adds “similes should be brought in like metaphors; for they are metaphors, 

differing in the form of expression” (205). In Modern Rhetoric, Brooks and Warren note that 

the “flat and wooden quality of much modern prose” can be attributed to “the downright 

confusion produced by the use of mixed metaphor, or worn-out metaphor, and dead metaphor” 

(xv). Their presentation of different categories of metaphor further add to the difficulty of 

securing a definition of metaphor itself. In short, such difficulties Bentley attributes to a “failure 
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to adopt, at the urging of several rhetoricians, ʻmetaphor’ as the generic term and such 

refinements as simile, metonymy etc. as subdivisions of the metaphoric principle” (200). 

Ironically, Bentley’s introduction of new, clichéd, and absorbed metaphors in his article seems 

to further problematize (perhaps on cue) the issue with metaphor definition (201). Another 

setback is that he fails to correlate the parts of the metaphor (the Chinese blade) to any real 

measure that we can find its correlating part in his practice or theory. That is to say, he uses the 

metaphor to merely jumpstart the conversation but never fully incorporates it. 

Another difficulty of metaphor in composition Bentley presents concerns the lack of 

experience and skill by which one may adequately analyze metaphor in the first place. In his 

article, he laments the fact that Ivor Richards’s model of the ‘tenor,’ ‘vehicle’ and ‘ground’ for 

example, hasn’t been meaningfully implemented in textbooks as a tool for metaphor 

explication. Reminiscent of Saussure’s linguistic model of the sign, signified, and signifier (65-

66), Richards explains the tenor as the idea, the vehicle as the expression of the idea, and the 

ground being the connection between the two (96-100). As an example of the latter model, if 

one were to describe, say, a long voyage across the sea as a ‘whale of a journey,’ the model 

would decipher the metaphor of the whale as such: (tenor/idea) a great task or undertaking; 

(vehicle) the whale; (ground) the size of the whale and the size of the journey. In this way, the 

image of the whale expresses accurately the immensity of the journey by way of the idea of 

what it is to be, both in idea and image, large. What should also be noted here is the measure of 

creativity and flexibility involved in the interpretation of the idea and image, since it requires 

first that the hearer has in fact seen a whale to attest to its size and that they can readily compare 

the two to denotate the meaning that is being employed.  
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Related to the principle of creativity, the last reason Bentley supplies is the generally 

negative approach to figurative language altogether as it pertains to composition. Bentley 

explains, speaking to Aristotle’s notion that “figurative language can’t be taught,” is that 

negative perspectives of figurative language (as found in Aristotle’s sentiment) have contributed 

to the overall trend in schools to teach it this way. He further shares, “The result of all this…is 

at best a kind of thinly-disguised boredom on the students’ part, and at worst we make them 

afraid to experiment and find for themselves the richness of our language and the pleasure that 

comes from saying something well” (200). It is not uncommon in the first-year writing 

classroom for structural apparatuses as the intro, thesis, conclusion, topic sentences, etc. to be 

taught as the fundamental structures found in essay writing. With regard to first-year writers’ 

especially, Bentley’s comments here are relevant since they speak to the diminished capacity for 

metaphor, given its more “unstructured” and creative value(s), to have a real chance of 

appealing to writers, let alone flourishing. Since metaphor doesn’t readily have a place on the 

hierarchy of writing fundamentals, it must be creatively implemented. But before one can 

implement metaphor, they must have an understanding of how it can work or be used 

effectively, not just as an ornamental feature but as a core tool of teaching. 

To reiterate, the efficacy of using metaphors in teaching composition hinges upon 

understanding—an understanding of metaphor’s use and applicability as a tool for teaching 

writing. In “The Rise of a Metaphor: ʻVoice’ in Composition Pedagogy,” Darsie Bowden 

critiques the proliferation of the ‘voice metaphor,’ stating, “voice in writing, identified variously 

as style, persona, stance, or ethos, had never been clearly defined, and, as a consequence, there 

has never been a consistent methodology for how to use it in the teaching of writing” (173). In 

light of her comments here, Bowden’s issue with the voice metaphor centers on two things: 
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definition and understanding. The principle of understanding is tricky, whereas there exists 

those who don’t understand but want to and those who do not understand and don’t care to.  

In Bowden’s case she is evidently part of the former consensus, and it should be said 

that perhaps her mistrust of the voice metaphor, at its core, isn’t explicitly from a lack of 

definition and understanding of the metaphor but from the metaphor itself. In line with the 

concerns listed earlier, Bowden’s skepticism of the merits of using metaphors extends further 

from definition and understanding to use. What can be deduced from her comments is her 

concern over the use of the ‘voice metaphor’ despite the changing landscape of writers and 

writing expectations, and one could insert here the addition of culture and politics as well. 

Bowden appears to want to move away from prescribed metaphors, which do indeed ‘foreclose’ 

on other perspectives of meaning and understanding. 

     Indeed, what success metaphors can have in teaching composition depends on the way 

they are set up to be used. Metaphors provide an ability to facilitate a more effective 

understanding of what is, for most first-year writers, an otherwise complicated process and skill. 

But metaphor use should be deployed as a subscriptive method of learning rather than as 

prescriptive—giving writers the chance to choose to buy-in as opposed to being forced to—

allowing them the chance to approach learning on terms they can negotiate. To this end, Lad 

Tobin, in “Bridging Gaps: Analyzing Our Students' Metaphors for Composing” writes: 

Since our composing processes and accompanying attitudes are abstract, idiosyncratic, 

and largely unconscious, we need to find a shared language or images to which we can 

respond. Metaphors can often provide that shared access, for it is in our common realms 

of experience, in the dislocation from the writing scene and from the jargon of academic 

research, that we can free writers to talk candidly about writing. (446) 



Thompson 123 

 

Expressions that stand out in Tobin’s observation are “shared,” “common,” “dislocation,” and 

“free,” as they each reflect the freedom and flexibility that metaphor in composition can offer. 

What should also be clarified here is how his emphasis on shared and common experiential 

resources from which metaphor can be articulated, centers on the source of the metaphor and 

not the metaphor itself. This is an important distinction to make since, as Bowden pointed out, 

prescribed metaphors limit the extent to which metaphor as a tool can be useful.  

 As use is dependent upon understanding, a core issue regarding the implementation of 

metaphor in composition pedagogy, as alluded to slightly already, is acceptance. As Tobin puts 

it, “To use metaphor productively we not only need to toss aside the belief that only (so-called) 

objective information on composing is valuable but also to discard our discipline’s traditional 

distrust of metaphor itself” (447). This statement, coupled with Aristotle’s belief that the abiltiy 

to create metaphor was a natural gift rather learned, could be one reason why scholars and 

practitioners of the field have turned up their noses to it. Adding insult to injury, while creating 

metaphors is apparently a natural gift, according to Aristotle teaching it to another is not at all 

possible. He writes that while metaphor in writing provides “style, clearness, charm, and 

distinction… it is not a thing whose use can be taught by one man to another” (200). This is 

quite damning condemnation for any eager composition specialist desirous to try their hand at 

metaphor use except that, keeping things in perspective, Aristotle’s issue is in teaching the use 

(application) of metaphor, not teaching metaphor itself. Further exploration highlights how the 

utter lack of interest in metaphor has hampered the progress of metaphor use. 

 A general skepticism of the relevance of how metaphor use fits into in the craft of 

teaching writing is another prominent issue. In Metaphors We Live By, Lakoff and Johnson 

explain their coming together to write their book as a matter of similar interests regarding 



Thompson 124 

 

metaphor. They write, “Mark had found that most traditional philosophical views permit 

metaphor little, if any, role in understanding our world and ourselves,” adding later that 

“metaphor has traditionally been viewed… as a matter of peripheral interest” (ix). Discussing 

the scarcity of discussion in textbooks on how to use metaphor adequately in “Repetition and 

Metaphor in the Early Stages of Composing,” Linda Peterson echoes Bentley in saying that “the 

limited discussions of… metaphor that we find in composition texts today may be an implicit, 

but legitimate, acknowledgement of the difficulty” (437). Between these three scholars their 

concerns amount to matters of disinterest and difficulty, which I’d argue merely reflects the 

oppressive, colonial traditions of teaching writing in the first place. “Traditions” meaning 

prejudiced, colonial institutions of learning that have taken it upon themselves to set the 

proverbial bar of what excellent teaching and learning is. It is within this negotiation of what 

textbooks teach as scripture and what students actually want to learn that metaphor can be of 

some help. 

 Reflecting on the long and sometimes complicated history of English studies, the 

ideological shifts and movements it has made, and the social and political reformations that led 

to the creation of the various organizations and associations to try to make education better. 

Then deeper, into the tricky dynamic that is English, the relationship between literary studies 

and composition studies, and finally with metaphor, it’s clear that the dominating social and 

political climate of the day will inevitably influence what’s being taught and how. Still, among 

the tumultuous history, what stands out are those people and organizations who fought for a 

more useful, practical, equal education. Amid the discussion of literature, composition, 

pedagogy, and the academic talk, I’m always finding myself drawn to and focused on how I—in 

this era, in this place I live—can reach the most students and do the most good. The following 
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chapter will attempt to illustrate how and why metaphor can be the method by which this can be 

achieved. 
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CHAPTER 3. METAPHORS 

On my grandpa’s property in Lā‘ie are three coconut trees, the shortest of which is 

situated just outside of the door to my grandpa’s bedroom. One day while grating coconut in 

preparation for making a Sāmoan dessert, fa‘ausi, I mentioned to my grandpa how I didn’t 

usually like shredded coconut (while shoveling some of the freshly grated bit before me into my 

mouth) but that his coconut was “different.” He proceeded to tell me about how, upon buying 

the property, he went outside one evening during a full moon, completely naked, and planted it, 

a practice said to ensure good sized, sweet tasting coconut. Giggling from overhearing my 

grandpa’s explanation to me, my grandma blurted out, “yup. Tui Fiti wen see more than he 

wanted to that night!” 

Since I was oblivious to the reference, my grandpa then proceeded to tell me the story of 

“Sina ma le Tuna” (Sina and The Eel), which tells of the origin of the niu (coconut). As my 

grandpa told it, Sina was a young woman whose beauty was known throughout the Pacific. 

Wanting to take Sina as his wife, Tui Fiti—the king of Fiji—transformed himself into an eel so 

that he could be close to her and grow in favor with her. His plan worked, and every day when 

Sina would go to the swimming ponds, the Eel would be there. Their relationship did grow, but 

so did the Eel, and eventually Sina became afraid of the Eel. His advancements toward her 

became more and more aggressive so she decided to enlist the help of warriors to kill him. 

Before meeting his fate at the hands of the warriors, however, the Eel revealed his true identity 

to Sina, apologized, and asked that she grant him one wish. He requested that upon cutting his 

head off it be planted in the ground near her home. As a gift, his head would produce a tree that 

would bear a sweet fruit, the shell of which would have markings resembling two eyes and a 

mouth. This fruit would remind Sina of him and the love he had for her. 
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The less fantastic explanation behind my grandpa’s midnight shenanigans is that the 

moon’s gravitational pull is strongest when it is full, and as a result, the water table is much 

higher than it normally is, so planting something like a coconut during this time is probably 

most ideal. I’m sure the niu gods don’t care either if it’s 12:00 noon or 12:00 midnight, but so it 

has been. I’m sure my grandpa didn’t know what caused the coconut to be sweet either; quite 

frankly I don’t think he cared. What he was taught worked for him and those before him, and all 

that was left to do was follow. 

While none of the versions of “Sina ma Le Tuna” I’ve come across explain in any depth 

Sina’s seemingly sudden aversion to the Eel, part of me suspects that his getting too big wasn’t 

itself the issue so much as it was that Sina couldn’t hide their relationship any longer. Whether 

she was forbidden to do so or was ashamed of having done so, Sina’s unwillingness to 

acknowledge her relationship with the Eel had deadly consequences for him. Jacob 

Fitisemanu’s version of the story tells of Sina and the Eel as being secret lovers, the former an 

Eel by day but a handsome man by night. Her brothers find out and alert their father, the Chief, 

who orders the Eel killed. Just as the first version tells, Fitisemanu’s version also ends with a 

plea from the Eel to bury his head and reap the rewards in his memory (Fitisemanu). 

 One can’t help but see this story of Sina and the Eel as a tragedy, even despite the gift of 

the niu in the Eel’s stead. For myself, the tragedy isn’t necessarily that he was killed but 

because only so little understanding needed to be achieved, in both versions of the story, in 

order to avert death. Perhaps if the Eel in the first version would’ve revealed himself earlier as 

Tui Fiti, Sina might not have misinterpreted his advances and become afraid of him. In the 

second version, it’s plausible to think that had Sina had a conversation with her father or her 
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brothers early on in her courtship with the Eel, the parties could’ve come to an understanding 

that didn’t include ending the couple’s relationship or in the Eel’s death. 

 For myself, in principle the main issue of the story isn’t unlike that of English and its 

strained relationship with composition. Again, interpreting Sina’s sudden distaste for the Eel as 

an attempt to maintain her dignity in the face of public scrutiny for learning she’s courting an 

Eel, English has also shown a pattern of retreating at various times to a mentality of protecting 

its “standards” in the name of maintaining, in this case, its perceived cultural and philosophical 

integrity. English studies has long wielded this reputation and standard, the proverbial head-

severing sword, whenever it needed to cut ties from its apparently subordinate partners 

(elocution, speech, communication, composition). As with the niu, though, the fruit that has 

sprung out of the severed heads of the past is indeed sweet. 

On the one hand, non-Indigenous metaphors, I will argue, are a fruit of the composition 

tree, satisfying the wide range of tastes of those who planted its seeds. Whether it’s the 

discipline of early rhetoricians, the cleverness of speech makers, the depth of language speakers, 

or the detail of elocutionists, metaphors embody each of these values. Furthermore, metaphors 

satisfy the cravings of the early dissenters who sought an education that was more pragmatic 

and useful to the times, one of equality.  

Indigenous PI metaphors, on the other hand, fulfill the cultural needs and desires of their 

people in ways that modern education just hasn’t been able to, or at least hasn’t been explored. 

As was shown earlier, for Hawaiians specifically, metaphors pervade learning, teaching, and 

understanding. The latter purpose, understanding, is a key point of difference between the two 

types of metaphors and their function. Western metaphors are often deployed in order to 

understand symbolism and meaning, whereas in Hawaiian culture, they are used to convey it.  
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This concluding chapter will seek to illustrate why metaphors are equipped to provide 

the much-needed understanding that Indigenous PI first-year writing students will need in order 

to be successful; and how, for non-Indigenous students, they provide the means to see more 

clearly both the hermeneutic value of metaphor as well as to find a better footing, culturally, 

with which they can build stronger relationships with their Indigenous peers. This will be done 

by illustrating how learners are primed for learning through metaphor, comparing the function 

of non-Indigenous and Indigenous PI metaphors, sifting through non-Indigenous metaphors for 

writing and highlighting why Indigenous PI use the metaphors we use. The chapter closes by 

then looking at prominent Indigenous PI metaphors in terms of how we use them to learn and 

gain understanding and how this translates for Indigenous writers, and finally, a review of 

metaphors I’ve used as an instructor of first-year writers over the last eight years. 

Metaphoric Competence  

 Metaphoric competence refers to a learner’s ability to create, use, and understand 

metaphors. In “Metaphoric Competence: A Language Learning Strength of Students With a 

Holistic Cognitive Style,” Jeannette Littlemore writes, “Theory and research suggest that 

metaphoric competence consists of four components: (a) originality of metaphor production, (b) 

fluency of metaphor interpretation, (c) ability to find meaning in metaphor, and (d) speed in 

finding meaning in metaphor” (461). A variety of scholars provide their own simplified yet 

enriching perspectives of what metaphoric competency entails: the ability to paraphrase figures 

of speech (Gardner and Winner); the knowledge that words can refer figuratively (Dent et al.); 

the understanding that metaphors derive from and feed into culture (Hills); the role of semantics 

(Tsur); the recognition that competency can be seen in children as early as four years old 

(Vosniadou and Ortony); and the ability to identify similarities between disparate things 
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(Geller). Of these, this last example is one of the earliest signs of competency: the ability in 

children to recognize the connections and similarities between seemingly disparate objects, 

form ideas about what they see, and then vocalize into speech the meanings and or 

representations.  

 While some scholars posit that metaphoric competence doesn’t develop until 

adolescence, the majority assert that it, in fact, begins as early as pre-school. As mentioned 

previously, Vosniadou and Ortony peg the age as early as 4 years old (159), which Vosniadou 

affirms (870), while other research suggest understanding of novel metaphors begins as early as 

3 years old (Pouscoulous and Tomasello; Epstein and Gamlin;). Gardner and Winner’s research 

data was specific, narrowing early competency to children that were 3.5 years old (134), and 

Glicksohn and Yafe entertain ages 4-5 (185-186). Despite these statements on age and its 

correlation to the development of metaphoric competence, important to understand here is that 

the correlation between age and development occurs largely by chance, which merely implies 

that at these early ages children are also processing the influence of culture and experience,  

since they are key components of understanding metaphors. (Gardner and Winner 127-28). My 

point in making an emphasis of age, of course, is to highlight the practicality of using metaphors 

to teach first-year writers in light of our familiarity with using them from such a young age. 

Sure, while the application of metaphor in the classroom setting might be unfamiliar for many, 

the fact is that metaphors are undoubtedly a natural part of speech and language. The inherency 

of metaphor makes them a sensible option for teaching. 

While most agree that metaphoric competence does improve with age, the explanations 

for why are varied. Littlemore writes, “the general consensus would seem to be that children do 

possess some ability to perceive metaphor from a very early age, but that this ability increases 
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as they get older” then adds, “researchers have wondered whether this change is due to a 

developmental increase in domain-specific knowledge, linguistic ability or general cognitive 

capacity” (“Metaphoric Competence” 293). In short, I take this to mean that as children become 

more versed and experienced with the different symbolisms and meanings with which they can 

interpret the world around them, the skill of creating, using, and interpreting figurative language 

also improves. This is a key distinction, since the introduction and use of metaphors to teach 

first-year writing would be applied to a predominantly young adult demographic, those in 

college. I’d argue that if age plus experience equates to being the most advantageous to using 

and understanding metaphors, college-aged students are at the prime of metaphoric competency. 

The reason college-aged students are at prime age for capacity in terms of metaphoric 

competency but not necessarily prime for performance of them is that the creativity and 

flexibility involved in effective metaphor-making appears to diminish some as learners grow up. 

Citing general opinion that metaphor is a birthright of the very young due to the spontaneous 

and inventive nature of young children or the supposition that childhood is a time of poetic 

genius, Gardner and Winner attribute this to the trend that, in older children, “the process of 

metaphoric development is often marred by dissolution, with the older child straining to 

recapture what was effortlessly available to the innocent young” (132). Interestingly, the 

implication here is that the difficulty older children experience with metaphor is essentially a 

choice. The notion that as children’s language competency grows, so does their awareness of 

the rules and boundaries inside of which language speakers operate, and so, they suppress or 

altogether abandon those tendencies of metaphoric speaking. They’re influenced to assimilate 

toward the norms of this new world of language speaking. Referring to a study they conducted 

dubbed a simile-production test, Gardner and Winner instructed children from toddler age to 
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college-age to complete a simple vignette, “Things don’t have to be huge in size to look that 

way. Look at that boy standing over there. He looks gigantic as…” (133). In conclusion, they 

share that preschool age participants provided the most appropriate metaphors, even more than 

college students, and significantly more than children aged 7-11 (133). Of this phenomenon, 

Gardner and Winner reflect: 

In addition to producing a greater number of appropriate metaphors, they also produced 

many more inappropriate metaphors. Indeed, their performance reflected an insensitivity 

to (or willingness to disregard or cut across) conventional boundaries of experience and 

language… they lacked the “blue-pencilling” and “decentering” capacity to reject those 

metaphors which, while appealing to them, would not make sense to other individuals. 

(133) 

The correlation here between a higher metaphoric capacity via a greater number of appropriate 

metaphors and an unwillingness to succumb to convention and younger age is disheartening 

and, at the same time, illuminating. Illuminating because, at least as Gardner and Winners’s data 

suggests, the diminished metaphoric capacity of older children is essentially socially imposed 

and not some mental or psychological deterioration. One might even argue, by coercion. This 

means metaphoric capacity can be regenerated and revived. This trend follows what first-year 

writers do, particularly Indigenous PI writers. Our pursuit of education is at once an 

introduction to the gamut of non-Indigenous writing conventions, which leads to a suppression 

of our creativity and penchant for metaphor. My intent is to stoke students’ creative fire by 

introducing learning through metaphor as conventional.  
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Language, Cognition & Conceptual Processes  

 Language is the key to understanding metaphors in all their complexity, since metaphors 

engage our linguistic, cognitive, and conceptual processes, and language itself is intrinsic to 

both cognition and concepts. Since understanding metaphors essentially deals with using 

abstractions from one realm to understand those of another, language is important because it 

serves as the mechanism for connecting the symbolism and meaning between the two. As an 

example, in saying that I’ve gone through a “wave of emotions” during the writing of this 

dissertation, I’m using the concept of waves, particularly their rising and falling action, and the 

concept of emotion, specifically the cycle of going from happy to sad and back to happy—and 

communicating them linguistically through metaphor. Pointing to the influx in criticism of 

semantic theory in the 1960s, which was considered too shortsighted partially because it didn’t 

account for the cognitive processes of metaphor, Robert Matthews in “Concerning a ‘Linguistic 

Theory’ of Metaphor” agrees with this criticism, adding that a full understanding of metaphor 

rests with language. He writes: 

…the continuing linguistic as well as philosophical interest in metaphors has not been 

misguided: any attempt at a unified theory of language will have to give an adequate 

account of this particular linguistic phenomenon. Such an account will be of central 

importance to the theory not solely because of the high occurrence frequency of 

metaphor in normal language use, but more importantly because metaphor’s recognized 

affinity with the crucial notions of the grammaticality and creativity (generative nature) 

of language. (413) 

A couple important connections Matthews makes here, the first of which is to Noam Chomsky’s 

theory on generative grammar that was at forefront of linguistic circles at the time (1950s and 



Thompson 134 

 

1960s). 21 The second is what was at the time the still hotly contested debate that there was no 

place for figurative speech (metaphor) in everyday language use, which overlapped with an 

emphasis among linguists to standardize the structures and grammars of language. These are 

important highlights to make, as they help to convey some of the competing theories occurring 

at the time regarding language and its relationship to metaphor, exploring the deepest corners of 

cognitive, conceptual, and grammatical processes.  

 The position of language as the medium by which the domain of symbolism and reality 

can be expressed has led to further exploration of the cognitive relationship of language and 

metaphor. For most scholars, metaphor simply provides a cognitive mechanism by which 

people can make sense of the world around them. To use the wave of emotions metaphor again 

here, the assertion is that through the utilization of the metaphor I’m able to express with 

complete accuracy my emotional state, the assumption of course is that without metaphor, I 

cannot. As an example of metaphor as cognitive mechanism for understanding, in Lori 

Bougher’s “The Case for Metaphor in Political Reasoning and Cognition,” she makes a case for 

the relevance of metaphor as a tool for political reasoning—the intricate details of why and how 

people take up particular political positions. She writes, “Metaphor as a cognitive mechanism 

enables citizens to make sense of the political world by drawing from previous knowledge and 

experience in non-political domains” (145). Furthermore, while Bougher’s application of 

metaphor is applied to people and politics, she argues, “Metaphorical reasoning offers a 

cognitive mechanism that justifies extending the search for frames beyond those found in 

explicit discourse. It also justifies extending the search for heuristics to those beyond the 

political domain” (155). The notion Bougher puts forth here about how metaphor’s cognitive 

 
21 In short, generative grammar is a theory of linguistics that posited a common structure between all languages—a 

structure that could be articulated by a formal set of guidelines (see Chomsky’s Syntactic Structures). 
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capabilities urges even further exploration of the boundaries of understanding and meaning 

making, particularly heuristics, is flattering for the discussion of metaphor as a tool for teaching 

writing. Still, while the cognitive role of metaphor is important, the transference of thoughts and 

ideas are still dependent upon the conceptual role of metaphor for expression. 

 As language is the primary system through which one communicates their thoughts and 

idea and through which meaning making can occur, metaphors are a fundamental component of 

language. To be more specific, metaphor is integral to our conceptual system of which language 

is a part. By conceptual system I mean the structures and processes that help us to organize and 

make sense of the world around us, which for me would be things like culture, religion, family, 

and even my educational experiences over the years. The way I think, act, and even the way I 

interact with others and process the experiences I have, are all grounded in my conceptual 

system. Of course I see my own conceptual system as overlapping in Venn diagram-like fashion 

with others, but where and how is still fairly abstract. The primary point to make here is that the 

relationship between language and metaphor is very complex, involving even our cognitive and 

conceptual processes to understand it properly. 

 Due to the complexity of the relationship between language and metaphor, language 

alone can’t sufficiently represent the multiplicity of meanings metaphor can provide. While 

many scholars reject the value of metaphor aside from creative wordplay or as a poetical 

flourish of language, in “Words Making Love Together: Dynamics of Metaphoric Activity” 

Raymond Gibbs asserts that one of the problems of such a simplistic valuation of metaphor is 

“it is often difficult to characterize how people are thinking when they engage in wordplay. 

Looking at language alone does not necessarily provide clear insights into the relationship 

between metaphoric language and metaphoric thinking” (25). Speaking further to the unknown 
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conditions that shaped ‘specific literary creations’ like that of Shakespeare, which by conditions 

I assume he’s referring to the sociopolitical climate, Gibbs adds, “simply looking at language 

alone does not reveal the specific psychological processes which give rise to creative wordplay” 

(30). Clearly for Gibbs, while language is an important component in making sense of metaphor 

whether used for creative wordplay or something more abstract, the use of metaphor engages 

more cognitive elements than just language. An example of said cognitive element is our 

conceptual system—the way memory and experience inform how we interact and respond to 

life. In “Conceptual Metaphor in Everyday Language,” George Lakoff and Mark Johnson 

discuss the relationship of language and metaphor as part of a conceptual system that pervades 

what we think and how we act. The authors suggest that while our conceptual system isn’t 

something we’re typically cognizant of, language helps to articulate this in more concrete terms. 

They write, “Since communication is based on the same conceptual system in terms of which 

we think and act, language is an important source of evidence for what that system is like” 

(454). As an illustration of Johnson and Lakoff’s thoughts here, just this morning my father-in-

law asked me for the keys to my truck so he could move it into a different spot in his yard. I 

gave him the keys, he moved the truck, and that was the end of it. However, we both knew he 

was moving it so as to make sure the grass under where the truck was sitting didn’t die or 

discolor because, as Hawaiians, we consider ourselves merely the caretakers of the ‘āina (our 

yard) we live on. Per Johnson and Lakoff, the concept of ‘āina only existed metaphorically until 

the moment my father-in-law requested to move my truck, and I knew why (our mutual 

understanding of the concept of ‘āina).  
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Metaphor and Speech Development 

In the development of speech, metaphors are vital to assisting toddler-age children as 

they enter the world of language and meaning making. Specifically, metaphors provide these 

learners with thoughts and ideas that they can then pair with what they see. In “Metaphors in 

Children’s Speech Acquisition,” Jan Wojcik tells of her three-year-old son’s first experience 

seeing surf to which he responded, “the waves hit the rocks, the rocks cry” (297). Wojcik goes 

on to explain this observation as “an egocentric assimilation. The child reduces the world to 

images of the self, unable as yet to make mature distinctions between the two” (297). Metaphor 

in this case is what allows Wojcik’s son to equate the waves hitting the rocks and the 

subsequent cascade of water flowing down them to a child getting spanked and crying as a 

result. He’s still too limited by his speech ability to verbalize this in words but is able to transfer 

his feelings metaphorically. 

 Indeed, metaphors enable learners to transfer what they understand in their world of still 

scarcely developed speech competency, into that of full speech iteration. To use the “crying 

rocks” metaphor again, the assertion here is that while Wojcik’s son may not understand the 

complexities of getting spanked, he understood the action (getting hit) with a reaction (crying). 

He is armed with this understanding but not yet able to verbalize it in speech until he sees it in 

the metaphor of the waves hitting the rocks. Understanding the importance of metaphors in 

language and communication, S. Sukirman insists that more attention should be given to 

understanding the metaphors that exist in the learning communication space in order to better 

appreciate communication practice altogether. He touches on the function of metaphor in 

transferring understanding between, what he calls, different “realms.” He shares, “…metaphor 

is a cognitive mechanism in which one realm of experience (source realm) is mapped to another 
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source realm of experience (target) so that the second realm is partially understood from the first 

realm. The metaphor indicates a transfer from one concept to another” (Sukirman et al. 139). 

While this process of understanding may explain Wojcik’s son’s experience with the waves, this 

might also explain even in its most simplistic form how metaphors can work in the classroom. 

Perhaps, like low competency speech learners, students lacking the competency to understand 

the principles and concepts of first-year writing might benefit from using metaphors to 

essentially transfer what they do know in order to make sense of what they don’t. 

 In light of the way they provide young learners the means to communicate their ideas 

and feelings through metaphor despite their limited speech competency, a metaphor is itself a 

speech act for some. Wojcik suggests there is a similarity in thinking between a child learning 

to speak and a poet struggling with words (298). Although she doesn’t elaborate further, I 

imagine Wojcik is referring to the notion that while a child might have the ideas (metaphors), 

they don’t yet have the words, and while a poet has the words and haven’t married them to their 

ideas. In any case,  metaphors for Wojcik are not a bridge or pathway toward full speech 

competency but a signal of its early stages. She writes, “In my view true metaphors, however 

old, however odd, however young or mature their speakers, are speech acts that say something 

no other words could say better. Metaphors create ideas” (298). The implication here that 

metaphors are better communicators than regular speech acts is precisely why I think they can 

be used so effectively in teaching first-year writers. Words have set definitions and meanings, 

while metaphors have ideas, symbolism, and imagery to convey a number of meanings and 

interpretations. 

 In addition to aiding in developing speech competency, metaphors are important to 

children’s psychological development. Specifically, metaphors assist in the process of learners’ 
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understanding of the world around them as they process information for truth and error. Leaning 

on Karl Popper’s theory that general knowledge building comes through trial and error, using 

experience to determine over time the difference between what’s true and false (“Conjectures 

and Refutations”), Don Swanson in “Toward a Psychology of Metaphor” proposes that 

metaphors be seen as partly incorrect conjectures being put to the test. He writes that metaphor 

“preempts our attention and propels us on a quest for the underlying truth…for the hearer or 

reader of a metaphor to detect, by himself, the nature of the error and to invent his own 

(conjectural) version of the truth entails understanding an achievement…” (164). As an example 

of such invention, I think of my youngest sons drawing stick figures in the sand, then adorning 

the figures with limu (seaweed) for hair, kamani (terminalia cattapa) nuts for eyes, and 

ironwood sticks for arms and legs. The boys understand that the figure is not a real man but a 

metaphor of one, and so in trying to correct the figure so that it looks like a real man they select 

objects, other metaphors, to represent what a real-life man would have. Without an 

understanding of metaphor the stringy limu couldn’t be hair, and the almond-shaped kamani, 

eyes.  

Comparing a Common Indigenous PI Metaphor and Non-Indigenous Metaphors  

My assertion that without an understanding of metaphors the “stringy limu couldn’t be 

hair, and the almond-shaped kamani, eyes” needs to be clarified. What I should say is that 

without an understanding that there are characteristics of limu shared with hair—with its many 

tendrils or what the shape of a kamani is, the metaphors don’t work. Of course, understanding is 

integral toward making any metaphors work, whether they’re Indigenous or non-Indigenous. 

Both language and speech are important to understanding metaphor—appearing to parallel the 

role of language in bridging meaning from the domain of the abstract to the target domain, just 
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as language is the more abstract concept of communication while speech is more concrete. To 

be more specific, though, the key difference is in how our respective languages utilize and 

reference components seemingly unrelated with references and symbolism through metaphor 

differently. Thus, this section compares a common Indigenous PI metaphor and non-Indigenous 

metaphor, the flower, paying particular attention to how language informs metaphor-making 

differently in the former than it does the latter. Whether this serves as evidence that cultural 

metaphors are somehow more valuable than non-cultural ones is arguable, though not my focus. 

However, what is clear is that a key component of metaphor use is understanding the 

sociocultural environments within which metaphor is being deployed and being able to adjust 

accordingly. 

The highest level of metaphoric competence occurs when users know how to deploy 

appropriate metaphors and deploy them at the right time. Earlier, I cited Gardner and Winner’s 

research regarding preschoolers who gave proportionately more “appropriate metaphors” than 

did older children, including college-age students. Lyle Bachman elaborates on what this use of 

the term ‘appropriate’ precisely means. In Fundamental Considerations in Language Testing, 

he describes the differences between language competency and sociolinguistic competency (84-

94), which I interpret into simpler terms as the difference in being able to use particular 

language conventions (like figurative speech aka metaphor) and knowing when to use them. He 

continues, “Sociolinguistic competence is the sensitivity to, or control of the conventions of 

language use that are determined by the features of the specific language use context; it enables 

us to perform language functions in ways that are appropriate to that context” (94). An example 

of this that immediately comes to mind is the reverend William Richards’s use of ‘ōlelo Hawai‘i 

in an extremely precarious moment in his life where his use of Hawaiian language essentially 
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saved his life (Arista 664). In “Navigating Uncharted Oceans of Meaning: Kaona as Historical 

and Interpretive Method,” Arista reflects on the predicament Richards found himself in, and 

how his recognition of the context of the moment, politically and culturally, likely informed his 

decision to use language in the most effective—and appropriate—way. Speaking to Richards’s 

use of the revered Hawaiian phrase, ‘I ka ‘ōlelo no ke ola, ‘I ka ‘ōlelo no ka make in an effort to 

find favor with the ali‘i upon whose shoulders his fate rested, Arista writes: 

Despite having been a resident in the islands for a mere four years, Richards was able to 

claim belonging by this subtle yet masterly speech act… Richards’s proper interpolation 

of his continental American self into Hawaiian Islands subject, through this phrase, 

recognized Hawaiian chiefly power in Hawaiian terms. It was also a skillful way to 

reflect some of the phrase’s idiomatic power back on himself. For by wielding the 

phrase in this context, Richards also illustrated that words spoken at the right time could 

give life to the speaker. (664) 

Here, the idiomatic power Arista refers to is, in that very moment, the notion that in speech 

there is life and in speech there is death is literal, since Richards’s choice of words will 

determine the course of his life from that point on. Intriguing of course is his sensitivity of the 

context of the moment in the first place and his ability to deploy the appropriate language in 

response to what he understands is the appropriate time. Even more intriguing to me, in relation 

to my focus on using Indigenous PI metaphors to teach first-year writing, is the fact that 

Richards is not Hawaiian, suggesting any sociocultural difficulties with understanding and using 

metaphors appropriately on account of cultural indifference, may be overcome through 

language. 
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 The literature by non-Indigenous linguistic scholars acknowledging the added 

dimension culture and language play in using and understanding metaphors is vast. Littlemore 

writes of the importance of contextual understanding between both speaker and listener (466); 

Booth emphasizes the connectedness of metaphoric structures that “depend on and constitute 

selves and societies” (63); Lakoff and Johnson note the variation of “orientational metaphors” 

from culture to culture (462); Steinberg credits the influence of language and culture, among 

other things, for the “substantial and growing source of unique metaphors” (325); Wilcox states 

culture is a “conceptual system” that impacts metaphoric conceptualization (287); McCloskey 

suggests that, when derived from the same cultural and linguistic roots, the understanding of 

metaphors is guaranteed (232); Chown and Nascimento attest to how fundamental metaphors 

are “to the capacity and flexibility of natural languages to account for the new natural, social, 

and technological phenomena” (32); and in a more contemporary application, Crossley posits 

that, pertaining to their lyrical content, rappers’ “metaphors are generally specific to the 

subculture that either adopts them from the dominant culture or creates them to address their 

own cultural needs” (501). In sum, the takeaway here is that metaphors are a vital part of 

understanding the world around us where words may not do adequate justice. In first-year 

writing this need for understanding how knowledge is contextualized, particularly for 

Indigenous PI writers, isn’t properly addressed because the social, cultural, and economic 

metaphors deployed in most if not all universities lack the flexibility needed to resonate with 

those Indigenous PI students are bringing with them. In the spirit of excavating where the real 

the difference of metaphor use and understanding comes from, a comparison of a common 

Indigenous PI and non-Indigenous metaphors may help to shed light on the influence 

conceptual systems have on metaphor. 
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In Indigenous Pacific Island cultures, flower metaphors often refer to children. For 

Hawaiians, ka ‘ōlelo ho‘ohālike pua or the flower metaphor represents children in a variety of 

contexts. In Ellen Keho‘ohiwaokalani Wright Prendergast’s mele aloha ‘āina, “Kaulana Nā 

Pua,” the line “Kaulana nā pua a‘o Hawai‘i” uses pua to refer to the famous children of Hawai‘i 

(“Kaulana Nā Pua”). Discussing self-determination among Hawaiian learners, Kana‘iaupuni  et 

al. identify the flower as “a metaphor for a child’s growth, for a young learner also will blossom 

where learning conditions are optimal” (332). In her poem “Chant of Lamentation” Trask 

clarifies, “a‘ole pua means, literally, without flowers. The flower is a metaphor denoting child 

and thus, in genealogies, a bloodline listed as a‘ole pua literally means “without flowers” (Light 

in the Crevice Never Seen25). In Tongan culture, “metaphor, especially in eulogies, uses place 

names, mātanga (sites of historical importance) flowers, and birds to refer to high ranking 

individuals” (Kaeppler 476). Elaborating on Māori relationships to te reo Māori (Māori 

language), Jeanette King describes the progress of language learners as e puawai ana 

(blossoming or flowering), and the desire to learn the language as a “seed which is growing, 

blossoming or flowering inside them” (114). What stands out here among these Pacific Island 

cultural uses of the flower metaphor in representing children, and people in general, is how it 

can also be used to relate spatial value and social structures.  

 The use of the flower metaphor in Indigenous PI cultures can thus represent social 

hierarchy, growth, and desire through references to value and power vis-a-vis space. My 

interpretation of Prendergast’s mele, for example, the metaphor of the pua (children) as famous 

is that it utilizes the more common articulation of what being famous means, which is to be 

well-known or recognized, but also the elevated, privileged spaces that pua occupy. A glance at 

any plumeria, puakenikeni, hibiscus, or tiare tree will reveal how pua are essentially on display 
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amongst the branches and leaves due to their color but also by their location at either the upper 

or outer spaces of the branches that hold them up. 

 The use of the flower metaphor in Tongan culture not only utilizes the value of space in 

this way but also in regard to social spaces. The values and power embedded in each of the 

examples Kaeppler lists concerning the use of the Tongan flower metaphor: names, mātanga, 

flowers, and birds all occupy spaces in the upper social echelons of the spaces they occupy and 

operate in. Names are affixed on signs, clothing, ID cards; mātanga, whose locations are often 

guarded either by fence or by secret, are spoken of with reverence; and birds, fly in lewa nu‘u 

(elevated space), just below lewa lani, the heavens. Each of these are distinguished in their 

positions socially, geographically, stratospherically. 

 The Hawaiian flower metaphor reflects the cultural significance of children as pua 

grown out of their mo‘okū‘auhau (genealogy). As Trask laments in her poem about what a‘ole 

pua means in relation to bloodlines (genealogy), the imagery invokes a picture of the whole 

flower from the pua (child) all the way down to its roots (‘ohana)—the former, high and visible, 

and the latter, not so much. Related to growth, one might also consider the space required 

between plants and the debilitating impacts a lack of space can have on competing la‘au pua.  

 For Māori, the value of hierarchy and space in metaphor is reflected in the process of 

language learning. In “Whaia Te Reo Pursuing the Language: How Metaphors Describe Our 

Relationships with Indigenous Languages,” King considers a ‘language is food’ metaphor to 

describe the need that language learning fills for Māori language learners. Within this metaphor 

she indicates how appetite and hunger represents the determination and commitment of those 

learning their language. Regarding the ‘language is food’ metaphor itself, she adds, “the newly-

affluent Māori-speaking informants talked about ‘growth,’ as if they themselves were plants. 
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Before learning the Māori language they were not growing, kaore i tipu, but learning the 

language has made them grow, e tipu ana, blossom and flower, e puawai ana” (Reyhner et. al 

114). Here, Māori language learners utilize the metaphor of the flower and the plant to 

communicate their growth needs and goals (as a plant grows, they grow), but whether realized 

or not, the metaphor functions also to communicate the spatial value and power achieved in 

growth culminating with the puawai (flower). In short, the upward growth and subsequent 

flowering is an essential manifestation of real growth. The primary point is that the flower’s 

complete metaphoric application is not just in the symbolism of the flower itself but in the space 

the flower occupies in relation to things around it, particularly, ‘āina.  

 Yet, Non-Indigenous flower metaphors often are used to reference the beauty and/or 

sexuality of women. When deployed to do so, a metaphor’s effectiveness comes through 

coopting assumptions of the general size, shape, and use of a female’s intimate parts, 

particularly the vagina. In other words, the metaphoric representations are drawn partly from 

how well they pair with, in terms of size, the visual representations (in this case actual body 

parts) their attempting to metaphorize. Reflecting on a series of paintings she created using the 

flower metaphor as the basis for talking through what she thinks would otherwise be difficult 

conversations to have and the common historical applications of the flower metaphor, Andrea 

Frownfelter in “Flower Symbolism As a Female Sexual Metaphor” describes both the positive 

and negative depictions of the flower metaphor as it pertains to women’s sexuality. She writes: 

The flower can be used as either a negative or positive symbol, showing either an 

absence or presence of sexuality. Most negative symbolism uses a flower (most often a 

rose or white lily) or enclosed garden to mean a lack of female sexuality—sexual 

innocence, virginity, and/or chastity—characteristics which also describe the Western 
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stereotype of the ideal woman, one with the appropriate degree of femininity. Positive 

uses include drawing parallels between certain flowers and aspects of female sexual 

anatomy, such as vulvas, labia, vaginas, and wombs, and using flowers to depict and 

celebrate sexual acts or preferences. Furthermore, female puberty, menstruation, first 

sexual experience, fertility, pregnancy, motherhood, and menopause can be described 

with floral terminology, from enclosed buds and ripe blossoms to mature plants and 

wilted flowers. Undoubtedly, this connection has been made when considering the 

purpose of the flower to seduce for the sake of the plant’s reproduction, as well as its 

aesthetic similarities to female genitalia. (21)  

What stands out here in Frownfelter’s evaluation of the flower metaphor related to women’s 

sexuality is how dependent the metaphoric significance of the flower is predicated upon 

physical aspects of female anatomy. In layman’s terms, on what vaginas look like; its layered 

folds situated around a core, or center. Even the non-anatomical descriptions Frownfelter gives 

like fertility and motherhood lean on the physical anatomy of the body part itself.  

 Non-Indigenous depictions of the flower metaphor are fixated on the sexuality of 

women primarily as it pertains to their anatomy, even if in variation. Citing the long history of 

using the flower as a metaphor for women’s sexuality, Paula Bennett writes, “the Language of 

Flowers has been Western culture’s language of women. Most specifically, it has been the 

language through which woman’s body and, even more particularly… women’s genitals have 

been represented and inscribed” (242). Speaking of the flower metaphor, Veronika Koller’s 

declaration that “the conceptual links between source and target domain of this metaphor are 

likely to be sweetness, softness and delicacy” also hinges upon the physical characteristics and 

anatomy of female genitalia. Such discourse is repeated in the work of Stott (61); Splitter (3); 
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Arikan (124); Sweetser (588); Nurnaningsih (475); and Wheeler (496), to name a few. Despite 

the stark articulations of the differences of the flower metaphor between Indigenous PI and non-

Indigenous creators, flower as child and flower as women’s anatomy, it seems clearer that the 

primary difference isn’t language in and of itself but rather the conceptual possibilities that 

language affords and is influenced by cultural values. As I move to look at how metaphors are 

deployed in writing, the conceptual differences involved in the deployment, use, and 

understanding of metaphor will become more distinct.  

Non-Indigenous Writing Metaphors: Conceptual Metaphors 

As I think again on my first college experience in a writing class, there’s not a lot that I 

remember with any degree of clarity aside from a couple things: the ethnicity of my teacher, my 

final grade, and the writing metaphors applied to my writing in an effort to improve it. Above 

all, medical/diagnostic metaphors prevailed. In fairness, it wasn’t until hindsight allowed me to 

see how problematic the use of these metaphors are/were, and as far as I can recall, I understood 

the metaphors in relation to my work. Still, I can’t help but wonder how much more beneficial 

using more culturally appropriate/relevant metaphors might’ve been than just letting me know 

my writing wasn’t very good. As a quick example, what if my professor suggested my paper 

was like the travels of the ‘ama‘ama, delivering a solid product at the end but ultimately having 

lost some strength along the way; or perhaps, compared to the metaphor of Kahutia Te Rangi, 

the whale rider, with a promising start that ultimately succumbs to a flood of mistakes, some of 

which may not have been in my control in the first place. In both cases the poor state of the 

writing and need for improvement are not diminished or watered down (no pun intended) but 

seeing as how both stories ultimately communicate a measure of triumph and self-worth, I may 

have had a more hopeful attitude about revising my work. This section, therefore, will engage 
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the medical/diagnostic metaphors that have long dominated writing composition and discuss 

their challenges.  

 One of the more dominant metaphors in writing are medical metaphors. Considering the 

impetus for first-year writing courses was to assist recently returned war vets in integrating back 

into society as well as other groups previously under represented in the academy, the stigma of 

first-year writing as remedial shouldn’t come as a surprise, however disappointing it is. In 

“Diving In: An Introduction To Basic Writing,” Mina Shaughnessy affirms the domination of 

medical metaphors in the field with the added criticism that the positioning of the teacher within 

the metaphor is especially problematic. She writes, “Not only do medical metaphors dominate 

the pedagogy (remedial, clinic, lab, diagnosis, and so on), but teachers and administrators tend 

to discuss basic-writing students much as doctors tend to discuss their patients, without being 

tinged by mortality themselves” (234). The criticism here is the assumption teachers make by 

undertaking such a metaphorical position of themselves as the doctor without recognizing their 

own need for medical (writing) care or the power that comes with a diagnosis. Additionally, 

further research reveals that basic writing courses were a means of feeding students into 

programs to serve the ulterior motives of the university. Under the guise of remediation, 

students (and the courses serving them) could be separated from more advanced courses without 

risking the reputation of the program as a whole. Writing courses could be advertised as a way 

to address a fundamental student need rather than as a necessity resulting in poor student 

performance. 

 The phenomenon of medical metaphors extends from the idea of remediation, which 

gained a foothold in affluent universities in particular. Speaking to the formation of remedial 

courses like English C, D, and F at Harvard, language instruction courses that were comprised 
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of students who performed poorly in the university’s flagship English A course, David Russell 

suggests such courses were a means of benefitting the university more than the students. He 

states, “Language instruction was not a question of fostering social or intellectual development 

but of treating a social or mental illness (as the medical terminology suggests). Remediation 

found a permanent place within the new comprehensive schools and colleges because, unlike 

many other cooperation schemes, it reinforced the institutional structure” (Russel qtd in Ritter 

40). Looking back at early composition studies and education, universities that were erected in 

the process and their highly exclusive tendencies as far as student admissions went, the 

reinforced institutional structure Russell is likely referring to is a university’s desire to maintain 

their social status as an educational institution reserved for the elite.  

 Medical metaphors in writing were part of a small but burgeoning discourse within 

composition studies in the 1960s that equated poor writing with poor thinking. Zoellner writes 

that the parallel of the conceptual metaphor of medicine, the dichotomy of disease and 

symptom, comes from the “think-write pedagogy which dominates current practice in English 

composition” where “ineffective writing is conceived by many English teachers as nothing 

more than a symptom, the outer sign of an inner psychic condition operating as a cause” (288). 

A more pragmatic observation of this phenomenon, but which falls in-line with Zoellner, comes 

from Ann Berthoff, who suggests medical metaphors are a product of hermeneutics. She shares, 

“The alignment of interpretation and remediation is expectable, if we remember that medicine 

was, along with law and exegesis, one of the original hermeneutic arts” (282). Whether their use 

proliferated, as I suspect, from its introduction of writing courses for groups being “served” (i.e. 

war vets, women, immigrants, and other minorities) or was simply part of a renewed fascination 
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with hermeneutics, medical metaphors ought to be taken off life support once and for all. Yet, 

despite the issues of the medical metaphor, the real culprit may be its conceptual origin. 

 Conceptual metaphors are key to understanding why or how certain metaphors work 

better than others. Otherwise known as semantic metaphors, conceptual metaphors refer to 

understanding something of a particular “realm” in terms of another, usually unrelated one. The 

most popular one I can think of at the moment is “time is money.” Notice how, though, if one 

were to apply this metaphor to Hawaiians, or any Indigenous culture, the metaphor is likely to 

fail because it’s based on specific economic assumptions that aren’t in play. Indeed, the problem 

of conceptual metaphors are the assumptions and concepts driving the metaphors. Though not 

itself a conceptual metaphor, Antonnia Harbus’s thoughts on medical writing serves to illustrate 

the difference between Indigenous and non-Indigenous metaphors, semantic metaphors and 

conceptual. She writes, “medical writings conceive of the brain as the executive organ of the 

body, whereas literary and religious texts favour the heart” (50). While both Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous metaphors typically function the same way, they diverge significantly in terms 

of their conceptual origins, even as subtle yet critical a difference as favoring the brain over the 

heart. Li adds, “The conceptual metaphor hypothesis assumes that many motivated idioms are 

based on conceptual metaphors” (206). One notable issue with this assumption is when the 

conceptual metaphors are derived from a cultural understanding.  

Indigenous PI Metaphors in the Classroom  

 As discussed early on in this project, my application of metaphors to teach writing 

originated from a desire I had to teach students in a way they could best understand. Knowing 

how much I struggled in my first college writing course, I needed to find a way to explain 

writing so that my students could understand it, especially my fellow Pacific Islanders. In the 
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early stages of creating these metaphors, I was teaching at Brigham Young University- Hawai‘i 

(BYU-Hawai‘i) and at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, whose ethnic demographics are 

pretty similar, with the exception that my BYU-Hawaiʻi classes had a significantly larger 

number of second language speakers in it. Over the past four years, however, my full-time 

employment has been at Kamehameha Schools, a school for children of Hawaiian ancestry. 

While I’ve continued to use these metaphors in my Kamehameha classes, the experience and 

responses have posed some pedagogical hiccups that I will articulate as I make my way through 

them.  

This concluding section presents some of the metaphors I’ve created and used to teach 

first-year writers. I’ve found more success teaching to specific assignments rather than just 

teaching and hoping students find where their skills fit; thus, each of these metaphors are 

introduced at different stages of essay composition based on what they’re geared toward. These 

stages are pre-writing (thinking), introductions, thesis sentences, body paragraphs, research 

(works cited), and formatting. As I work through these, I’ll explain how each of the metaphors 

are set-up in the classroom. Also, I’m a huge fan of finding ways students can connect to what 

we’re doing visually, so I’ve included links to the clips I use. As a side note, my goal one day is 

to create my own videos for each of the metaphors.  

In my own first first-year writing course, I always felt like the professor expected me to 

have a running start, as if the ideas about what I was going to write about were always pursed 

against the inside of my lips just waiting to be let out. On the contrary, I needed time to think 

through what I wanted to write because as easy as it was to think about what I wanted to say, it 

was always extremely difficult to put it into words, let alone onto paper. Thus, in line with the 
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work of Barnett (31), Arapoff (33), Odell (45), and Murray (6) that writing is a process, I 

introduce the following metaphors I’ve created and used in my first-writing courses. 

Metaphor #1: Ka Lawai‘a 

Purpose 

Metaphor #1 teaches students that thinking and transferring thinking into writing is an 

integral part of the writing process. While I gave a more literary analysis of this metaphor early 

on in this project, this time I focus more on praxis. I usually ask the class to give a show of 

hands as to how many of them find it fairly manageable (easy) to think about what they want to 

write but have difficulty putting these ideas onto paper. Without exception, the majority of the 

class will raise their hand. I begin the lesson at this point, talking about how much I love to fish, 

and how fishing helped me to relate to the writing process in ways that have helped me, and that 

I hope can help them. I show students a short video I put together of myself fishing, using my 

‘upena ho‘olei (throw net). The video consists of three scenes, which I break down into three 

phases with the students: the observation phase, the position phase, and the assessment or 

evaluation phase. I then present students with an explanation of the phases: 

Phases 

In Hawai‘i, one of the more traditional forms of fishing is the throw net. While this 

method of fishing can be fruitful, it requires a great deal of patience, discipline, and skill. For 

the purpose of helping you grasp the concept that the formation of an argument is a process, I 

present the method of throw-net fishing as a metaphor for argument formation. This is presented 

in three steps: Observe, Position, and Assess. It is not my intention to present this method as the 

absolute process of forming an argument, but on the contrary, as one single illustration of a 

possibility of a process. 

https://vimeo.com/201904076
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Observe 

To begin, the fisherman will spend time observing and stalking the fish, paying 

particular attention to their behavior: in what direction are they generally swimming, and how 

long do they stay in one particular place? Is the size of my net sufficient for the amount or size 

of the fish? Is it safe for me to catch the fish where they are? Where is the current moving? 

What is the tide doing? The fisherman never attempts to catch the fish until he has evaluated all 

of these components first. 

Similarly, the articulation of an argument doesn’t occur without sufficient observation 

and interrogation. Here, the argument is represented by the fish, which is the thing we are 

moving to capture, or articulate. Upon reading or viewing a source, the process of forming an 

argument can begin by evaluating the source as a whole: Who are the characters? What is their 

role in this story? What are the most captivating things they say? Is there any tension between 

the characters? Why? How do I feel about what I’m reading/viewing? Have I experienced 

something similar? Can I empathize with the characters? 

Position 

Once the fisherman has sufficiently evaluated the fish he is observing and has 

considered all of the variables that are at play, the next move is to get into the proper position. 

Since the fish need to be close enough in proximity to the fisherman for him to be able to have a 

chance at catching them, they’re usually hanging out in rough, turbulent waters. Thus, 

positioning is everything. If the fisherman is positioned too far away, the fish are out of reach, 

or too close and they’ll spot you. Time it wrong, and you risk falling in to the ocean. In any 

case, the position of the throw never usually occurs from the same spot every time but must be 

determined based on the present situation. 
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Once we, the writer, have sufficiently observed and or evaluated the source before us, 

the next step is also to position ourselves. This can occur by articulating an opinion or giving 

answer to some of the “why” questions that come out of your observation. This may come out 

in the following ways: I think (a) happens because of (b); I don’t agree that (c) reacted to (d) the 

way they did; The reason (e) appears to hate (f) in the video is because of (g); this video is 

critique of the way the (h) controls (i). Like the position of the fisherman is crucial to whether 

or not they’ll catch fish, so your position as a writer/thinker is critical to articulating a solid 

argument. 

Assess 

Once he or she has evaluated the fish, positioned themselves, and made the throw, the 

next step of the fisherman is to assess the net. This step requires the fisherman to quickly 

pounce on the net to determine if there are any fish in it. If there are, he must carefully lift the 

net off of the reef, being careful not to tear or make holes in it. Once the fisherman is in a safe 

place to do so, they must carefully remove the fish and determine whether it is big enough to 

keep or not. In addition, the fisherman must prod at the net to determine whether the net was 

damaged and remove any rocks, seaweed, or any other debris that may have gotten trapped 

inside. The fisherman will remove any fish that were caught unintentionally. This is the final 

step in successful throw net fishing. 

Once the writer has taken a position on something and articulates an argument, the next 

step is to assess it. Are there any visible debris or holes in the argument (e.g. inconsistencies, 

weaknesses)? Is the argument too small or too broad? What about my argument can be pared 

down? That is, what fish do I have in my net that need to be/could be/thrown back? When 
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thinking about the formation of an argument, seeing it as a process in this way can help work 

through some of the challenges that writing about literature can present.  

Excerpts to Discuss 

It is not my intention to present this method as the absolute process of forming an argument, but 

on the contrary, as one single illustration of a possibility of a process. 

Something I didn’t always have included in this document was this line clarifying this 

metaphor is just one option students can use to think through their invention process. Too often 

our writers are told “think for yourselves” and then guided toward some stringent set of 

instructions under the guise of “guiding” them. Growing up, every summer I made imu with my 

grandpa, but for all the years I spent learning under his instruction, it wasn’t until I did one on 

my own that I think I proved to him I could do it. I did it my own way, too. The principle of 

demonstration, “I tell you how, I show you how, you tell me how, you show me how” also 

provides a succinct way to evaluate students’ progress. Finally, an important component to this 

metaphor is allowing students to create their own, as it reminds students that writing is 

ultimately a process about generating (for the requirement of the class in this case) and sharing 

ideas and also that we’re all (student and teacher) mutual participants of this process (Spack and 

Sadow 575). 

To begin, the fisherman will spend time observing and stalking the fish, paying particular 

attention to their behavior. 

What I have to explain to students, which they can also glean a little from the video, is 

that the stalking of fish takes up probably 90% of the fishing. It is not as random a practice as it 

seems. I don’t pick my net up and go to any beach and just start looking for fish. Most of the 

time my decision on where to go depends on what fish I’m ‘ono for (want to eat) and where I 
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know I can find that fish. The water is usually clearer at low tide so that plays into where I go 

also. The moon phase, of course, plays a role in where I go as well. For the students, the point is 

that not all of the writing process will, or should, take place in the classroom. A good 

percentage of it is going to come while they’re out doing day-to-day things, things that seem 

completely unrelated to school, to the class, to the writing assignment.  

Once the writer has taken a position on something and articulates an argument, the next step is 

to assess it. Are there any visible debris or holes in the argument (i.e. limu, rubbish, bits of 

coral), such as inconsistencies or weaknesses?  

One of the things I struggled with most as a young writer was criticism, and so I was 

always so focused on trying to get my writing “perfect” before I had to turn it in to try and 

lessen the amount of critique and feedback I got. Simply put, I didn’t understand that mistakes 

were natural. Related to argument here, likening the ‘holes’ in an argument to limu and coral for 

example, reinforce the naturalness of imperfect writing as these are both natural occurrences in 

throw net fishing. 

Metaphor #2: Lawai‘a Mākoi (Pole Fisherman) 

Purpose 

The instructions for introduction writing highlight what I present to students as the three 

fundamental goals of an essay introduction: draw reader interest, present argument, set 

parameters. The lesson begins by having the class watch a video clip of long-time Kaua‘i 

fisherman, Joe Olivas as he hooks and loses a fish. A short Q&A follows where I ask students 

to, with the person seated next to them in class, break the video down into three parts. 

Generally, the answers given fall into three categories: attracting the fish, hooking the fish, and 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5UCT5O2J1Eg
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bringing the fish in. I then suggest how pole fishing can serve as a metaphor for introduction 

writing and present them with the following document.  

Phases 

 Introduction writing can be done in a variety of ways, using a variety of different 

methods. Often times the method you select will be based on the audience you’re writing to. For 

example, an audience of scientists might be drawn to eye-popping data, whereas a literary 

audience might prefer a powerful anecdote or sentimental epigraph instead. Once you’ve drawn 

their interest, you’ll want to present a core idea, an argument perhaps that they’ll latch on to, 

and once they’ve latched on, you’ll want to set guidelines, a kind of roadmap by which your 

readers can follow along through your essay. The same goes with fishing, as you could see in 

the video clip. The color and size of the Kaku lure (black body with red eye, silver glitter) Joe is 

using attracts the fish, and the jigging (short, swift tugs) of the lure presents it as bait for larger 

fish. Of course, the final task is to reel the fish in once it’s hooked. 

Drawing Reader Interest 

 In fishing, the size, shape, material, design, and color of fishing lures varies. Despite 

their different looks, all lures are made to do one thing: attract fish. In the sunlight especially, 

the shimmer of the glitter and the color standout against the blandness of a sandy ocean bottom 

or dark coral reef. Being ma‘a (familiar) with Hawai‘i’s oceanscape and fish species, most local 

lure-making companies try to mimic the pattern and colors of actual bait fish in their lures to be 

more effective. 

 In my experience, writers tend to utilize one of four of what I call “introduction 

methods” when beginning an essay. They either use an epigraph, an anecdote, statistics, or 

historical context. As writers we don’t have the luxury of using color, design, or glitter to draw 
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the attention of our readers, but we have these four methods. If I’m writing a paper on domestic 

violence, for example, I might begin with a short anecdote of me witnessing the abuse my mom 

endured from my dad when I was young (think of the sadness and anger, the empathy this could 

trigger in your readers). Another option is to introduce some statistics that communicate the 

seriousness of domestic violence against women (29% or 3 out of 10 women). In both methods, 

the first and primary goal is to draw the interest of your reader.  

Present an Argument 

 It’s one thing to have a brilliantly colored lure, and it’s another to present it in a way that 

will make fish want to eat it. In the video, Joe’s placement of the lure in the waves coupled with 

his repeated jigging of the lure (notice the quick up and down motions his pole makes as he 

reels the line in) mimics the movements and thrashing fish make when swimming, enticing 

predator fish even more than the color or design of the lure would by itself. Notice how smooth 

the transition is as he goes through flipping the bail of the reel, drawing his pole back, throwing 

the lure out, and reeling it back in. Observe how far into the waves he throws the lure, the pace 

of his reeling, and the jigging are all part of the presentation of the lure. Reel too slow and the 

fish are unamused, too fast and they’re unable to grab a hold of it, too stiff and your trickery is 

made. 

 For writers, the presentation of the lure is like the presentation of your argument. It 

should be smooth and unfold in good time. While we can’t jig or make any thrashing, we can 

add some elements into our introduction of our argument that provides the intrigue. 

Excerpts to Discuss 

In fishing, the size, shape, material, design, and color of fishing lures varies. Despite their 

different looks, all lures are made to do one thing, attract fish. 
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One of the popular aspects of this lesson is giving students a chance to sift through my 

tackle box and check out the different lures I have. Where space has permitted, I’ve brought my 

pole to some classes to provide a more concrete demonstration of specific parts of the process 

the video may not articulate clearly enough, like the jigging of the lure. With regard to the size 

of the lure, students do pretty well to infer that the size of the lure correlates with the size of the 

introduction itself (i.e. a longer paper might need to be even more attractive so as to carry its 

influence a longer ways, as opposed to a shorter paper). In general, I teach that a good place to 

start is one page of introduction for every ten pages of writing. This consideration leads to 

important discussions on the content I go over with regard to formatting that I don’t cover via 

metaphor, like the ratio of source material and analysis—which is especially valuable for high 

school students who often taken advantage of opportunities to lay in half page quotations when 

they can. 

In my experience, writers tend to utilize one of four, what I call “introduction methods” when 

beginning an essay. They either use an epigraph, an anecdote, statistics, or historical context. 

As writers we don’t have the luxury of using color, design, or glitter to draw the attention of our 

readers, but we have these four methods. 

As a student myself, I was always, ALWAYS wanting my instructors to share examples 

illustrating to any degree what they were teaching. Part of this need, for me, was to bridge the 

lack of understanding in the verbal instructions alone (which is why I now give verbal 

instructions, hard copy instructions and digital-copy instructions). Whatever I may not have 

understood in the verbal instructions (and didn’t want to raise my hand to ask in front of the 

class for fear of indicating how unsmart I was), the examples seemed to convey sufficiently. 

One of my favorite things to do is illustrate the impact of good anecdotes. Before I officially 
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begin this lesson, I engage in small talk with students where I proceed to share with them a 

short anecdote about how (a) my great grandmother passed away. I share how when I was seven 

or eight she would meet me every day to fish off a bridge near our house and how upset I was 

one day when she didn’t show. Upset and frustrated she didn’t come, I went back to her house 

to see why she didn’t come and discovered she had passed away. With a little bit of theatrics 

involved on my part, the “hook” is set. At this point I relay to my students that the anecdote was 

fictional and draw their attention to their classmates emotional responses (which by now range 

from absolutely devastated for me to utterly angry at me!) where I ask students to contend with 

the fact that despite being mildly victimized by me in that moment, the anecdote did its job. 

Whether there is a less dramatic way to get my point across I’m not sure, but what I know is 

that this has worked for me. 

Metaphor #3: Papa He‘e Nalu (Surfboard) 

Purpose 

 For me, one of the most challenging things to write regardless of what level English I 

was in was the thesis sentence. This issue is mostly due to the vagueness of its ideal location, as 

well as its exact purpose and function in an essay. For metaphor #3, I was concerned primarily 

with conveying the purpose and function of the thesis sentence in an essay. The first video we 

watch is a clip of surfers wiping out at Waimea Bay. We watch a couple minutes’ worth 

together as a class before I add in the direction to pay attention to why the surfers in the clip 

don’t appear to make the waves, which typically leads to our concluding it has something to do 

with the boards they’re riding. I then introduce clip#2, which explains the precise functions of 

surfboard fins, which I modeled my metaphor after in order to make the parallels easier for 

students to understand direction, stability, control, lift (pace).  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4RnrxtfSvXM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4RnrxtfSvXM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bg5pcEep7-A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bg5pcEep7-A
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Phases 

A good thesis is critical to providing direction in an essay. Without it, readers will have 

difficulty keeping with the task of the essay or having a sense of where the essay is headed. 

Often times if the argument of an essay isn’t clear from the beginning, readers are less likely to 

continue reading. Some ways the thesis provides direction is by answering the following 

questions: What’s the issue and how is the essay addressing it? Who are the players involved? 

What evidence will be cited?  

A good thesis is also key in providing stability in an essay. For example, if an essay 

lacks a strong thesis, then the topic sentences lose their impact. When the topic sentences lose 

their impact or ability to maintain organization like they’re supposed to do, then any source 

material cited loses its meaning as well. With no clear connection to an argument, the sources 

merely become information instead of evidence. It’s the equivalent of sliding around on a wave 

uncontrollably. Essays are comprised of different parts, which are all held together largely by 

the thesis. Lose it, and everything else becomes unstable. 

In addition to providing stability in an essay, a good thesis offers a writer control. Based 

on the brevity or length of a thesis, writers can dictate how long an essay will be, how deep the 

essay will go into a given subject, how many sources will be used, etc. Some problems we 

might encounter without a solid thesis are failure to meet word or page count, insufficient 

source material, and lack of overall organization. 

Believe it or not, essays have a pace or rhythm to them. Often, if we are reading an essay 

that we deem “boring,” its due either to a lack of interest in the topic or slow tempo. With a 

good thesis, writers can move from point to point with good pace, rather than writing on one 

point for two pages and another for a sentence or two. 
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Excerpts to Discuss 

Some ways the thesis provides direction is by answering the following questions: What’s the 

issue and how is the essay addressing it? Who are the players involved? What evidence will be 

cited? 

 Although it’s not part of the metaphor, a component of the thesis I teach is called the 

statement of development—a line that comes immediately after the thesis, which essentially 

lays out the organization of the essay as a whole (i.e. this will be argued by looking at a, then b, 

comparing with c and then contrasting to d). It’s through this statement that student can execute 

the directional task of the thesis. 

In addition to providing stability in an essay, a good thesis offers a writer control. 

 One of the key discussions the video covers is of the different fin set-ups of surfboards: 

no fin, single fin, twin fin (two fins), thruster (three fins), and quad fins (four fins). Beginning 

with the finless board and concluding with the quad fin, the video explains that both control and 

stability increases as the number of fins increases. I typically have young writers begin thesis 

sentences with signal phrases like “this essay will argue” or “this paper attempts to illustrate” as 

a means of keeping an extra “fin” in for added stability until we learn how to gain control 

without them. Of course, I share how Hawaiians used finless Alaia and Paipo boards and did 

just fine, hence the emphasis in progressing to a point where we can articulate our thesis 

without having to use a signal phrase. Where feasible, I will bring each type of surfboard (w/ fin 

set-up) for students to engage with (perks of having a famous surfboard shaper for a father-in-

law), as there’s always something unique added to a lesson when students have something 

visual or tangible to connect with. 
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With a good thesis, writers can move from point to point with good pace, rather than writing on 

one point for two pages and another for a sentence or two. 

Yet again, as a young writer I was barely holding onto basic components of essay 

writing like introductions and topic sentences, let alone the more subtle ones like pace. I really 

think this is where the fin metaphor works really well—to be able to draw a solid correlation 

between the function of fins to provide lift and drive (aided of course by the video explanation) 

and that of an essay. The mobility and interchangeability of surfboard fin systems I also find 

works well in the revision process. The ability to pare or add to the thesis based on the need to 

add or take away content to meet specific page count requirements. 

Metaphor #4: Kui I‘a 

Purpose 

 Metaphor #4 utilizes the fishing kui (to string pierced objects) as a metaphor for body 

paragraphs. While I used to use the pua metaphor this way, I’ve stuck with the fishing kui 

metaphor more so out of familiarity and as a matter of taste. As with the other metaphors, I start 

by showing a brief video clip of a kui being used in the water so the students can see how it 

works and functions. As example sentences, I provide lines I wrote based off a Patricia Grace 

short story, “Eben,” which reading correlates with the time in the semester that we’re discussing 

body paragraphs. As you may have noticed, my philosophy on teaching first-year writers is to 

provide the most structure and guidance I can for them, even down to the sentence level as is 

the case with body paragraph construction you see below. As we progress through the semester 

I draw back on the guides and constraints to emphasize this facet of writing as well. The kui is a 

good fit for illustrating that writing isn’t always so uniform and structured, as the illustrations in 

the video of the fish on the kui are all different shapes and sizes.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4EBfyqKwuRg
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Phases 

When thinking about body paragraphs, I’ve often found it useful to think about these 

like fish going on to a kui. As shown in the video, a kui is a tool used to secure fish when spear 

fishing. It can be attached to a floater or secured on the fisherman’s body. In any case, the two 

ends of the kui need to be connected so the fish do not slip off, but the kui as a whole is 

typically secured to the floater or fisherman’s body as well. The following explanation is to help 

you better understand the function and organization of body paragraphs, which should be a 

minimum of four sentences, and no longer than six. 

• Thesis reference: Therefore, this paper will argue how culture is a vital piece of keeping 

family history alive.  

• Topic Sentence: This line should be a direct reflection of the thesis, typically an example 

or facet of the argument. Example: Song is one example of how culture is a vital piece 

of keeping family history alive. 

• How Sentence: This line should state how the example given in the topic sentence does 

what you’re saying it does. Example: Singing allows the names and achievements of 

deceased ancestors to transcend the time and place in which they lived, which help those 

living in the present to remember who they are and perpetuate these stories.  

• Proof Sentence: This line should introduce and provide evidence from a source that 

supports the claim you make in the “how” sentence. Typically, you want to begin by 

describing the moment leading up to passage you’re going to cite, followed by the 

quoted material itself. Example: Such is the case in “Eben,” as Pani shares, reflecting on 

Eben singing on the street corner, “and though his singing wasn’t as that of the 
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superstars of the world, the lines of genealogy and history skirted out of his mouth like 

the outgoing tide exposes the reef, helping us to navigate the places we can’t see” (17). 

• Commentary Sentence(s): This line is critical, since it offers deeper commentary by you, 

the writer, as to how the evidence you’ve cited supports your argument. Your task here 

is to make readers see what you see. A good rule of thumb when considering how long 

the commentary in this line should be is that for every line of information cited, there 

should be an equal amount of commentary to follow. Example: Here, the comparison of 

the singing as a low tide that leaves the reef exposed highlights the value of singing with 

regard to family history, since songs are a method of uncovering or exposing something 

that isn’t always readily visible, like the reef. 

 I‘a ‘Ekahi (Fish #1) Topic Sentence 

 I‘a ‘Elua (Fish #2) How Sentence 

I‘a ‘Ekolu (Fish #3) Proof Sentence 

 I‘a ‘Ehā (Fish #4) Commentary Sentence(s)  

 

Excerpts to Discuss  

In any case, the two ends of the kui need to be connected so the fish do not slip off, but the kui 

as a whole is typically secured to the floater or fisherman’s body as well. 

By contrast I also show students images of an older version of the kui that fishermen 

(when I was a child) used called the “T-bar.” The T-bar was basically a long bar with a small 

‘T” at the end, and it was heavy and cumbersome to lug around. I use this description to 

accentuate the idea that one can be organized and still be inefficient, since while the T-bar did 

keep fish secured, it was still difficult to carry around. The more contemporary kui that I’m 

focused on lends itself well to more subtle aspects of body paragraphs, like the conclusion (just 
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as the back end of the kui gets connected to the front end, so a conclusion should circle back to 

the introduction).  

Proof Sentence: This line should introduce and provide evidence from a source that supports 

the claim you make in the “how” sentence. Typically, you want to begin by describing the 

moment leading up to passage you’re going to cite, followed by the quoted material itself. 

 This is perhaps one of the more common issues I see in first-year writing courses with 

regard to body paragraphs—students’ disregard for integrating sources properly. Most of the 

time, quoted material is simply dropped in at the end of the sentence preceding it. In addition to 

the metaphor, I practice with students the habit of introducing sources, using them (quoting 

them) citing them, and commenting on them (I.U.C.C). 
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Reflections/Conclusion 

Patricia Grace’s short story “Busy Lines,” the first Pacific short story I’ve ever read and 

my favorite by far, follows the life of an old, lonely widow who perseveres through a number of 

seemingly trivial set-backs. Despite these set-backs, a run of broken-down appliances—a 

vacuum, heater, jug element, and toaster—the woman trudges on, finding joy in the 

deliberateness of living life without such conveniences. Still, the theme of death and decay 

overwhelm the undertones of resiliency and perseverance that persist throughout the story, 

culminating in her death at the end. By this time, however, the woman’s inspired perspective on 

life helps readers to see that in fact, her death isn’t at all a tragedy, but a gift—a reward for her 

determination, work ethic, mental fortitude, and emotional toughness.  

I wish Grace had given a name to the old protagonist so that when people ask, I could 

give them the name of the character/person who effected the most change in me in terms of how 

I’ve learned to approach my studies, and specifically, how I’ve approached this project. In all 

things, perspective, and sometimes a change of or pivoting between perspectives, can be 

illuminating. As this project is a reflection, in many ways, of my experiences as a young Pacific 

Islander college student, perspective is the current I utilized to get me where I wanted to go—

where I hoped I would go. 

Perspective is embodied in the metaphors I deployed at the start of each chapter. The 

waka metaphor of the preface illustrates how a change of perspective helped Raka see that 

simply possessing the skill of carving wasn’t enough, but that he needed permission first. The 

‘alawela metaphor at the start of the introduction was for me, as my wife birthed four children 

during the time I’ve been in school, and we lost a baby as well. With such a daunting task 

ahead, it was the motivation I needed, a clearer perspective of the goal I set out to achieve for 
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my family. The ‘ama‘ama metaphor of Chapter 1 relates the limited perspective Laniloa had 

when Kaihuku‘una sent him home seemingly without any fish, only for him to realize when he 

reached Lā‘ie that a school of ‘ama‘ama were following him all along. His lack of perspective 

cost him fish. Additionally, it was fitting to begin the first chapter of this project with a 

mo‘olelo involving my home, about something I love to do—fish. The story of Ruatapu in 

Chapter 2 pays homage to my Māori heritage, the whenua (land) of my mama’s family. 

Ruatapu’s wrath and anger reminds me of my dad, and Kahutia Te Rangi, my mom. She saved 

our family when our waka was sunk. Finally, the story of Sina and the Eel is of course a nod to 

my Sāmoan heritage, and to my grandfather, Norman Sr., who passed away two years ago. In 

the midst of long, hot, summertime imu-making days he would always tell me “remember this 

feeling sole (so-leh, my nickname), if you don’t want to feel this every day, you gotta push the 

pencil” meaning I needed to always pursue education. 

As far as community, culture, and religion goes, these contributed to the unique 

perspective I’ve gained of the influence of education, particularly its shortcomings, as my 

education became enmeshed with the cultural and religious parts of my life and identity. While 

my criticism of living in Lā‘ie was important for me to articulate and much warranted, along 

with the cultural, social, and religious implications growing up here has had on me personally 

and as a student, it’s my home, and has helped bring me to this exact project.  

From my perspective, universities are a war zone for Indigenous Pacific Islander 

students. Perhaps this is the real reason Wilfred Owens’s poem resonated with me so much as a 

young undergraduate student—it communicated what I maybe was feeling at the time. From 

pre-school to elementary, elementary to high school and high school to college, the premise is 

that school will teach us all the things we don’t know that we need to know to be “successful.” 
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While I didn’t cover elementary or high school education in this project, I’m certain the 

decimation of Pacific Islander students is far worse than what we’re seeing at the college level. 

Whether our students are retained in grade, put in SPED (Special Education) courses or 

alternative learning programs, or missing altogether, the impact is significant. Per a study 

conducted by Shawn Malia Kana‘iaupuni and Koren Ishibashi, Left Behind: The Status of 

Hawaiian Students in Hawai‘i, between grades 9 and 12, 1 out of 5 Hawaiian students won’t 

make it to graduation, and Hawaiians make up 35% of students retained in grade, and a third of 

the students labeled “missing” (30). Owing to the attrition rate (50%) of Hawaiian students in 

college as noted in Chapter 1, this suggests that for every five students entering their freshman 

year of high school, only two will go on to graduate from college. Thus, when Pacific Islanders 

make it to college, we (students and instructors) need to make it count—taking whatever action 

we need to take to ensure success for our students. Using metaphors to teach writing is me, 

acting. 

For Pacific Islanders, metaphors are integral to understanding our place in the world, 

and our relationship to the many elements in it. Aristotle considered those who could master 

metaphors, geniuses; from my perspective, Pacific Islanders were indeed masters of metaphor. 

We needed to be in order to fully understand who we were as a people, why we were here, and 

where we’re going after this life is pau (finished). Culture, religion, story-telling, art, writing, 

song, dance, and experience all inform the metaphors Pacific Islanders learn from, so one can 

imagine the problems that arise, then, when this system of learning is overthrown in college: 

“Professor, might tatau serve as an example of…” NO. “Professor, can I interview my grandma 

about composing hula as a form of…” NO. “Professor, would a story my tūtū told me be 

considered a credible…” NO. This is the majority experience and reality for Pacific Islanders in 
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college. We arrive at the gates of universities across the world armed with the pride and 

knowledge of our cultures and people, only to be greeted by a system of education and learning 

that tears us down. The reality is that even the most well-minded instructors are going to make 

ill-advised assumptions about the needs, desires, and limitations of their Indigenous students. 

What’s even scarier is that I myself, a kumu of multiple Polynesian ethnicities, am constantly 

recognizing ways I make poor assumptions of my students, too, given my evolving position in 

the academic and professional world.  

Specifically, as a Pacific Islander whose language base is still barely intermediate-level, 

I realized how some of my assignments and classwork appeared to put Pacific Island students 

first while at the same time limiting them. I recall an assignment I gave early on in a BYU-H 

class, for example, where students had to give an oral/visual presentation of their research 

papers in front of the class. A student asked if she could give the presentation in her native 

Sāmoan language, and I said yes with the exception that she give it in English afterward so that 

the students (but mainly I) could understand. Simply put, I let my language insecurities get the 

best of me by not allowing the student to present as she wanted to. Rather than have the student 

accommodate the class in our language deficiency, I could’ve taken the opportunity to highlight 

how lucky we were to hear it in her native tongue. Also, my response was spurred to some 

degree by the pressure I felt as a new “academic” to maintain the “rigor” of the assignment—

asking for it in English so I could also ensure what she was saying met the requirements of the 

rubric—which I couldn’t otherwise do because I didn’t understand everything she was saying. 

Considering the location of campus is in the middle of the Pacific, in a classroom full of Pacific 

Island students, it was a missed opportunity that I’ll try not to miss again. 
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In relation to doing more to encourage and incorporate Indigenous and Indigenous PI 

languages in or classrooms, land and ‘āina based education has to become more central to our 

teaching. This begins with getting outside the classroom more often, literally, and 

philosophically speaking as well. In “Teaching Outside the Classroom,” Kara Mitchell 

discusses the rising population of first- and second-generation immigrant students in the early 

2000’s, along with the controversial education reformation policy No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB), whose push for high-stakes, standardized testing ostracized second-language learners. 

Mitchell notes that one way to combat such harmful, polarizing reforms like NCLB , along with 

the social and political agendas these often carry with them, is teaching outside the classroom. 

She states: 

By teaching outside the classroom, teachers proactively engage in conversations, 

campaigns, programs, and policies that can positively affect the work they do inside the 

classroom. Teaching outside the classroom is a way to change the tide of unworkable 

and harmful school reform efforts being thrust at teachers. (156) 

Noticeable of course is Mitchell’s use of the ocean’s tide as a metaphor to communicate the 

immensity of working in harmful environments. Additionally, I assert that some of the 

‘conversations’ one might engage in as a result of teaching outside of the classroom could or 

would relate the history of the land and ‘āina to what is being discussed in the classroom. As an 

example, Reading Haleole’s Lā‘ieikawai at the site of Wai‘āpuka, where twins Lā‘ieikawai and 

Lā‘ieloheohe were kept hidden for a time, has always been a goal of mine. Given the current 

state of Wai‘āpuka, which is practically overgrown and sitting in the middle of what is now 

Mormon-church-owned ranch land, such conversations would naturally lead to discussing 
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important conversations about colonialism, imperialism, gentrification, and a host of other 

topics. 

 In addition to making land and ‘āina based education a more central part of teaching and 

learning, instructors must find ways to help PI students acclimate to the challenges of learning 

in a university setting. While immersion schools have had great success in providing a more 

culture-based learning experience rooted in language revitalization at the high school level, 

from my perspective immersion education isn’t enough to help our kids make it through 

college. Speaking to the benefit of the model of immersion education, Alice Kawakami and 

Waianuhea Dudoit discuss the concept of ownership as it relates to the kuleana of both teachers 

and students in the processes of learning. Within this discussion they emphasize the 

environment in which learning takes place in an immersion setting. They write: 

Oli, Hawaiian protocol, reading books of choice, keeping journals about personally 

significant events, conversations at home and at school, all provide rich fabric for study. 

The students’ lives and ways of knowing about themselves and others provide 

opportunities for choice and independence in application of reading and writing. 

Because texts originate in daily routines and class content within the context of 

Hawaiian society and the community of learners, this classroom…brings together the 

cultures of the home, the community, and the school. (389) 

While an environment like this to learn in is great, and I don’t disagree with the benefits of 

immersion programs; immersion schools foster an environment of learning that is ideal, so 

when our kids reach college and the utopic learning experience they’ve become so used to isn’t 

available, they will surely have difficulty. The reality is that at some point, whether they like it 

or not, PI students will have to identify and confront the challenges of college education within 
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the terms of the college setting. As mentioned previously, a compelling consideration is what 

students do when all the goodness they bring with them into the college ranks isn’t supported 

and nurtured as it was at the high school level. 

 The application of metaphors in teaching, and teaching first-year writers in particular, is 

my answer to the question of how to confront the challenges of education at the university 

setting, where cultural identity and culture-based education isn’t nurtured for the majority. 

BYU-Hawai‘ for example, with all the working dynamics and forces at play covered earlier in 

this project, was my reality and the reality of the PI students in my class. Metaphors is/was a 

way I felt I could foster the idealness of immersion education in the ways Kawakami and 

Dudoit articulate, but within the confines of this challenging college environment.  

 Metaphors work because they’re already so fundamental to Indigenous literacy and 

learning practices, as I have discussed at length. PI students shouldn’t have to straddle the 

waters of the calm kāheka (tidal pool), which I equate to immersion programs, over the 

turbulent po‘ina nalu (surf break) of the university. After all, Henze and Vanett’s “To Walk in 

Two Worlds: Or More? Challenging a Common Metaphor of Native Education,” critiques the 

“walk in two worlds” metaphor, which is used to describe native learners having to straddle the 

paths of their native culture and identity alongside their colonial realities. Offering as a 

metaphor the image of someone with feet on two sides of a river bank, the authors note, “we see 

an inherent conflict in asking students to embrace two worlds whose value systems may be 

contradictory…it would be an impossible task to continue walking without being thrown off 

balance by the psychological and physical force of the torrent” (130). To this end, I agree with 

Henze and Vanett in assuming an inevitable destruction by the “torrent,” which like the surf 

break I’d equate to the university setting. We can straddle both but doing so will eventually 
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come at a cost. For this purpose, my argument is that rather than choose between the two, we 

should take what we’re used to, and love, and make it work within the learning environments 

we’re in.  

 Finally, in addition to metaphors being fundamental to Indigenous literacy and learning 

practices, as Chapter 3 outlines, the role of metaphor on peoples’ cognitive and conceptual 

understanding—for speech, language, and for making sense of the world—make it a viable 

option, if college is indeed a war zone as I have asserted, for PI students to essentially bring our 

cultures inside enemy lines. To put it in a more appropriate metaphorical context, as a young 

boy learning how to surf from my dad I was taught that the only way to learn how to survive 

“getting lickens” from a wave (wiping out) is to experience it. Sure, being good at maneuvering 

out of the way or sitting far outside the impact zone would keep me safe for a time, but it 

wouldn’t prepare me at all for the inevitable. As Hoturoa sought relief from the war and turmoil 

of Hawaiki, I hope for the same thing for my people—relief from the war and turmoil of the 

college experience. A solution for success, at last. Metaphor, I believe, is the Tainui, the waka 

by which we can achieve this. 
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Appendix 1: English 101 Paper “Dulce Et Decorum Est” 

 Norman Thompson 

ID # 1056250 

English 101 

Explication Paper 

Dulce et Decorum Est by Wilfred Owen 

This poem dramatizes the conflict between the author, and his dislike for what society 

teaches us. More clearly, regarding war, it seems that perhaps the author uses to believe the 

notion that “Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori” or in translation “It is sweet and fitting to die 

for one’s country”. But after experiencing the nature of war first- hand, he now expresses his 

frown upon such thinking. There is conflict between what society teaches us and what we learn 

through our own experience. 

 In this poem Wilfred Owen gives us a detailed account of a battle he was in during 

World War One. By accurately using figurative language throughout the poem, he gives us, as 

the reader, the ability to draw enough material of opposition to couple with his own opposition 

of war. By characterizing societies teaching “Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori” (27,28) as 

“the old lie” (22) we have reason to believe that perhaps he too sought the glory of dying for his 

country before the cost and reality of such glory was known. Immediately the author describes 

the level of fatigue that he and his fellow soldiers were fighting in. Phrases like they were “bent 

double, like old beggars under sacks” (7) “men marched asleep” (5), and “drunk with fatigue” 

(7) all describe the vulnerability of he and his company during battle.  

In describing the suffering of one of his comrades, the author enhances the conflict in 

line fifteen, “in all my dreams before my helpless sight.” This suggests to me that the author 

would have never imagined such suffering would be the cost of honor, but now that it is 

unfolding before his eyes, he can finally see the evil of war. The description that his comrade 
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was “flound’ring like a man in fire or lime,” (12) “guttering, choking, drowning,” (16) and 

“gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,” (21,22) all successfully illustrate the conflict. The 

author defines the last statement in the poem by using this description to have us the reader ask 

ourselves, what exactly is “sweet and fitting” about this dying in war? I re-insert my comment 

about how the speaker uses figurative expression; more precisely, imagery, to give us evidence 

that we may share in his distaste of war and war crimes. Move particularly, societies take that to 

die for your country is an admirable desire. According to the biographical notes given on 

Wilfred Owen (pg. 1184, Literature -Shorter Ninth Edition) all of his poems were published 

after his death in the war. Ironically, it seems his death is what brings great value and life to his 

poems. It is easy to connect the syntax and vocabulary in the poem and the author’s conflict. 

“Men marched asleep.” (5) “All went lame, all blind.” (6) “An ecstasy of fumbling.” (9) 

“Yelling out and stumbling.” (11) “My helpless sight.” (15) These phrases give you the author’s 

attempt to not only describe in detail what he is seeing, but how he feels ultimately about the 

situation. The idea of a blinded man fumbling aimlessly might illuminate the conflict again that 

the author has about seeing now, what he did not see previous to his experience. Subsequently, 

we see his change in view of what he had been taught as opposed to what he now sees.  

This poem is an awesome portrayal of the author’s skills in being able to manipulate a 

reader’s mind and get us to side with him, rather than merely create a topic of discussion. He 

uses a blend of similes, imagery, and diction to explain his experience in war, and then provide 

us with a conflict that is much bigger than just war on a battlefield, but war amongst societies 

and conformity. This idea of conforming in this way can liberate and suffocate us as humans. 

Without having to say directly his purpose in writing the poem, he is still able to tell us in every 

detail, what he wants us to learn from it. I am unable to see whether or not there is supposed to 
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be extra meaning in the author’s use of sonnet. I wonder if the rhyme used in the poem is used 

to mimic again the constant repetition of societies influence in our lives, but again, it seems the 

genius of the authors writings answers and creates more questions in a reader’s mind. 
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