
Kanaka ‘Ōiwi Methodologies 
Katrina-Ann R. Kapa‘anaokalaokeola Nakoa Oliveira, Erin Kahunawaika‘ala
Wright

Published by University of Hawai'i Press

Oliveira, Nakoa & Wright, Kahunawaika‘ala. 
Kanaka ‘Ōiwi Methodologies: Moolelo and Metaphor.
Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2015. 
Project MUSE., https://muse.jhu.edu/.

For additional information about this book

Access provided at 2 Jul 2019 04:59 GMT from University of Hawaii @ Manoa

https://muse.jhu.edu/book/48681

https://muse.jhu.edu
https://muse.jhu.edu/book/48681


1

Reproducing the Ropes of Re sis tance: 
Hawaiian Studies Methodologies

Noelani Goodyear- Ka‘ōpua

I am slyly
reproductive: ideas
books, history
politics, reproducing
the rope of re sis tance
for unborn  generations.
Haunani- Kay Trask, from her poem “Sons”

Engaging in academic research and writing can mean spending a lot of time 
alone in archives, in labs, in libraries, in “the field,” and often in front of com-
puters. But as the great physician, health researcher, and Hawaiian in de pen-
dence advocate, Kekuni Akana Blaisdell, once said, “Our ancestors are always 
with us as long as we think of them, talk to them, engage them in our thinking 
and planning and beliefs and actions.”1 Similarly, Trask poetically reassures us 
that, before we  were born, those Kanaka who came before us have been twin-
ing stores of intellectual rope for us to use. Thus, we who consider ourselves to 
be Hawaiian studies practitioners are never really alone. Our kūpuna join us 
in our work, whether we recognize them or not.

When I use the phrase “Hawaiian studies”  here, I mean it in a broad sense. 
I am not simply referring to scholarship produced by those who are directly 
connected to Hawaiian studies departments as students, faculty, or alumni; 
rather I am motioning toward a dynamic, interdisciplinary field that is consti-
tuted by practitioners in a range of diverse locations but who maintain some 
shared commitments and driving questions. Yet what makes this field cohere? 
What makes Hawaiian studies different from other studies of Hawai‘i or of 
Kanaka Hawai‘i?2 What makes various works Hawaiian studies, as distinct from 
geography, or history, or botany projects that, for instance, investigate Hawai-
ian content?

The conversation about what constitutes Hawaiian studies— its theories and 
methods, its pasts and its futures, its potentials and its limitations—is one that 
merits volumes and volumes. This chapter is just one modest attempt to map 
some of the methodological foundations that have been laid by late twentieth-
  and early twenty- first- century scholars who birthed contemporary Hawaiian 
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studies.3 I discuss four concepts that might be seen as niho stones in a kahua 
that has been laid before us. We can think about lāhui (collective identity and 
self- definition), ea (sovereignty and leadership), kuleana (positionality and obli-
gations), and pono (harmonious relationships, justice, and healing) as central 
commitments and lines of inquiry that are hallmarks of Hawaiian studies re-
search.

Each of these four principles could also be seen as ‘aho, single cords, that 
when braided together form what po liti cal scholar and poet, Haunani- Kay 
Trask, describes as a “rope of re sis tance.” 4 It is a rope that holds this wide and 
growing field together. It provides a means of connection for our people.5 My 
goal is to draw out these par tic u lar ‘aho of Hawaiian studies intellectual pro-
duction. I humbly offer my reflections on how these principles or lines of 
inquiry have been useful for my own practice as just one scholar among a grow-
ing wave of Hawaiian academic practitioners. This chapter should also be seen 
as an invitation for new generations of practitioners to consider and extend what 
it means to “do” Hawaiian studies.6 What other ‘aho exist that we may take up 
and reproduce for future generations? New waves of Hawaiian studies scholar-
ship will address this question over time and in relation to new contexts.

I enter and participate in the field of Hawaiian studies as someone who ex-
amines, engages in, and writes about contemporary Hawaiian politics. My re-

Methodological Ropes for Research and Resurgence. This figure represents four ‘aho that 
form the methodological rope of Hawaiian studies research. These concepts— lāhui (col-
lective identity and self- definition), ea (sovereignty and leadership), kuleana (positionality 
and obligations), and pono (harmonious relationships, justice, and healing)— are central com-
mitments and lines of inquiry in contemporary Hawaiian studies research. Image by Lianne 
Charlie.



search, writing, and teaching generally focus on current relations of power. Not 
a day goes by when I do not think about how our kūpuna ‘Ōiwi of both the 
remote and recent past remain relevant to issues of land, identity, education, 
sustainability, and governance today and into our futures. In this reflective 
chapter, my exploration of Hawaiian studies methodologies is guided by my 
tūtū kualua, my maternal great- great- grandmother, Ana Ka‘auwai. She was not 
a writer or a scholar, but her ‘ano and her stories represent what I aspire to be 
and how I hope to inhabit my role as a Kanaka academic. Thus I begin with her 
story and weave reflections of her throughout this chapter. After all, Hawaiian 
studies research enabled me to reconnect with her. In many ways Hawaiian 
studies research is deeply personal and can be healing on individual, familial, 
and lāhui levels. It is a rope that allows us to pull toward one another against 
powerful forces that attempt to fragment and obliterate us as a Lāhui Kanaka 
‘Ōiwi.

E ana i ka ‘auwai: Look to the Routes of Ancestral Knowledge

Ana Ka‘auwai was born and raised in Kohala. She passed into the ao ‘aumakua 
long before I was born. Growing up, I did not know anything about her— not 
even her name. My grandfather had passed into the ao ‘aumakua very young, 
at age thirty- one, and his mother died early as well, at only forty- one. Like the 
many ways our people have been cut off from the waiwai of our ancestors by 
the deaths that imperialism demands, my branch of the family became discon-
nected from stories of my great- great- grandmother, Tūtū Ana.

Ana was still alive in the memories of some of my elder relatives, but it was 
not until I was a Hawaiian studies major in college and doing genealogy 
research that I learned about her. The research required two types of methods: 
interviewing kūpuna and searching for genealogy documents in various 
government-  and church- maintained archives. Each of these two paths produced 
important insights about my tūtū kualua that inform my understanding of what 
it means to be a Hawaiian studies researcher.

Tūtū Ana first came alive for me through the stories of her granddaughter, 
Auntie Amelia Ana Bailey, who is my grandfather’s older sister. Through her 
recollections I learned that Tūtū Ana had a distinctively strong voice. In her par-
lor, fragranced with the many flowers of a lei maker, Auntie Amelia generously 
shared her most vivid memory of her grandmother and namesake: the arrival 
of Tūtū Ana at their Kalihi home for her daughter’s wake. Kamila (Ana’s daugh-
ter and Amelia’s mama) had passed unexpectedly at the young age of forty- 
one after having a stroke. So Tūtū Ana traveled from Kohala to O‘ahu to honor 
her child and to hānai one of the young babies Kamila had left behind. She 
stood at the doorway chanting. The smell of lei pikake draped over Kamila. The 
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small plantation- style home reverberated with Tūtū Ana’s oli and uē as she ap-
proached the quiet body of her daughter. Auntie Amelia’s story taught me 
that, above all, Ana had a voice, a powerful voice that she used to remind us of 
who we are and how we are connected.

As a student and young academic, I never felt confident in my own voice. 
My kumu in Hawaiian studies— Haunani- Kay Trask, Lilikalā Kame‘eleihiwa, 
Jon Osorio, and Kanalu Young— were powerful orators. I could never imagine 
being as eloquent as them or having anything to say that would be as valuable 
as their words. When I went on to graduate school in Santa Cruz, California, I 
felt like I was literally the dumbest person in every classroom. And yet the times 
when I felt certain enough to speak and to write  were those when I was not 
speaking as an individual, but as someone with ancestors and a community 
who needed to be heard.

As ‘Ōiwi researchers, finding our voices is such an important element of the 
scholarly path, and nurturing our connections to those ancestors and commu-
nities can be a valuable part of that pro cess. Too many of our people have been 
silenced. Yet, so many have also spoken or (more appropriately for this chap-
ter) have published. One of the duties of a Hawaiian studies scholar then is to 
know and critically engage with the body of published work by Kānaka, lest 
we unwittingly participate in their silencing and marginalization.

Ana i ka ‘ikena a ka Lāhui Hawai‘i: Surveying the Terrain 
of Contemporary Hawaiian Studies

In Hawai‘i, Hawaiian culture continues to be commercially exploited and degraded, 
the Hawaiian language ignored or abused, Hawaiian history neglected and distorted, 
and Native Hawaiians dispossessed in their own Native land. On the ten campuses 
of the University of Hawai‘i system, this plight is reflected in the menial status of 
Hawaiian Studies and of Hawaiian persons in academic matters. Hawaiian Studies 
Task Force Report, 1986

If the 1970s  were considered to be a Hawaiian cultural and po liti cal re nais sance, 
the publication in 1986 of the Ka‘ū: University of Hawai‘i Hawaiian Studies Task 
Force Report (hereafter called the “Ka‘ū Report”) signified an emergent ‘Ōiwi ac-
ademic re nais sance. The task force, made up of Hawaiian educators from 
across the University of Hawai‘i (UH) system,7 argued that a strong commit-
ment to Hawaiian studies and Hawaiian people on UH campuses would be-
gin to address some of the dire “social, economic, and po liti cal obstacles con-
fronting Native Hawaiians.”8 At the time, there  were no facilities devoted to 
Hawaiian studies, nor was there a coordinated Hawaiian studies undergraduate 
or graduate curriculum on any of the UH campuses. On the UH Mānoa (UHM) 



campus, where the resources for Hawaiian studies  were greatest, the program 
was given only a small room with four desks in the Department of Geography, 
two faculty positions (not designated solely to Hawaiian studies), and a bud get 
of only $66,000. Approximately 1 percent of tenure- track positions at UHM  were 
held by Kānaka Maoli when the report was released.9

In the mid-1980s a collection of writing by Kānaka Maoli seemed difficult to 
imagine. A year before the Ka‘ū Report was issued, a volume of poetry and 
creative writing, titled Mālama, Hawaiian Land and Water, was published as a 
special issue of Bamboo Ridge: Hawai‘i Writers’ Quarterly. Editor and poet, Dana 
Naone Hall, illustrated in her introduction to the special issue just how little 
publication attention and energy had been given to ‘Ōiwi intellectual produc-
tion in the twentieth century up to that point:

When the idea for editing a special issue on Hawaiian writing was 
brought up a year ago, no one knew what it would look like, what 
kinds of writing it would include, or how it would sound once it was 
put together. The issue had been proposed on faith and the belief that 
a new body of writing was developing in the islands, writing about 
Hawai‘i by Hawaiians.10

In the nearly three de cades since publication of Mālama, Hawaiian Land and Wa
ter and the Ka‘ū Report, Hawaiian writing about Hawai‘i has flourished in 
ways that the first generation of the Hawaiian academic re nais sance may not 
have imagined.

In our ‘ōlelo makuahine the word “ana” has several meanings that are ap-
propriate for thinking about research: to mea sure, to survey, to evaluate, or to 
fathom. It implies both taking stock and thus coming to understand something. 
In the next section I survey some of the existing and diverse literature in 
Hawaiian studies with par tic u lar attention to the ways these works are all con-
cerned with issues of lāhui- hood, the first strand of the aho: asserting who 
Kānaka Maoli are as a people, assessing and understanding our status as a 
people, proposing ways to improve our collective well- being as a people, and/
or stepping back to critically examine what is at stake when defining “Ha-
waiianness.” The studies described in this section represent a small fraction of 
the Hawaiian studies scholarship written by Kānaka Maoli. It is not meant to 
be comprehensive, but rather to give the reader a glimpse of the breadth and 
depth of recent Hawaiian scholarship by Kānaka.

Although there are certainly non- ‘Ōiwi who have influenced and made im-
portant research contributions to Hawaiian studies, I highlight the intellectual 
work of ‘Ōiwi scholars for two reasons.11 First, Kanaka have historically been 
cast as students, not teachers; as in for mants, not analysts or scientists; as 
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characters in, rather than the authors of, history and literature. Second, there 
exists a politics of citation, whether or not we are conscious of it. Too often 
people who write about and do research in Hawai‘i participate in a politics of 
citation that perpetuates the primacy of non- Native scholarship over scholar-
ship by Kanaka ‘Ōiwi. However, the burgeoning of Hawaiian academic writ-
ing over the last three de cades has brought us to a historical moment in which 
we can clearly assert that it is intellectually irresponsible and untenable to 
do Hawai‘i- focused research without seriously engaging Hawaiian studies 
scholarship.

One of the hallmarks of Hawaiian studies research is a commitment to en-
suring the survivance of Kanaka Maoli as a lāhui, a people.12 Contemporary 
Hawaiian studies research holds at its core a “who we are/who are we” dialec-
tic. Kanaka author and benefactor to the Hawaiian academic and cultural re-
nais sance, John Dominis Holt, heralded the concern with asserting who we are 
as Native people in his 1964 essay, On Being Hawaiian. Tired of others trying to 
define Hawaiians and of being “pummeled into accepting the stranger’s view 
of ourselves as being cute, all- abiding, friendly nincompoops,” Holt described 
Hawaiians instead as a “people with a history . . .  the native connective tissue 
to forebears who used these islands superbly for the production of goods and 
the enjoyment of life.”13

Kanaka Maoli are defined by our ancestry. This is who we are. Hawaiian stud-
ies research fleshes out this assertion. At the same time, the confident articula-
tion of who we are is held in productive tension with the question, Who are 
we? As historian and musician Jonathan Kamakawiwo‘ole Osorio puts it, 
“‘O ia ka nīnau maoli (That is the real question). Who the hell are we? If our own 
activism and scholarship does [sic] not continually seek the answers to that 
question, then it is activism and scholarship for someone  else.”14 Like our ‘āina 
we are a dynamic and changing people, and thus Hawaiian studies practitio-
ners continue to explore what it means to be ‘Ōiwi because the answers are 
never complete. This tension— between powerfully asserting who we are 
against forces that work toward our extinction and holding open space to ac-
knowledge that who we are is not a closed question— animates Hawaiian stud-
ies scholarship.

For instance, in his article “ ‘What Kine Hawaiian Are You?’: A Mo‘olelo 
About Nationhood, Race, History, and the Contemporary Sovereignty Move-
ment in Hawai‘i,” Osorio describes ways in which the category of race (inter-
twined with class) became embedded in nineteenth-century laws that stripped 
Kanaka Maoli of land and po liti cal enfranchisement. His mo‘olelo, focused on 
the 1887 “Bayonet Constitution,” highlights the ways that questions of Hawai-
ian identity, over who and what counts as Hawaiian, reflect larger contestations 
that have material effects on lands, bodies, and minds. His mo‘olelo is also a 



warning to Kanaka Maoli against becoming too focused on devising responses 
to settler laws, particularly when those laws try to define us as a people. Such 
preoccupations with law, he argues, fragment the lāhui. Laws alone can never 
adequately answer the question of who we are.15

In the context of the ongoing U.S. occupation of Hawai‘i, one of the central 
challenges for Hawaiian studies practitioners is the need to strategically assert 
and nurture our collective identity in the face of American discourses of as-
similation and citizenship, without getting stuck in idealized and ossified 
notions of exactly who we are as ‘Ōiwi. Scholars from a variety of fields have 
tackled this challenge. Health researchers have documented physical and 
mental health disparities among Native Hawaiians and investigated ways to 
address those disparities through various culturally grounded approaches.16 
Educationalists have critiqued historical and contemporary policies, practices, 
and curriculum materials that alienate Kanaka Maoli youth, looked at effec-
tive pedagogical practices for Hawaiian culture-  and language- based schools, 
and offered or gan i za tional and epistemological models for transforming rela-
tionships between schools and communities.17 Hawaiian language scholars have 
worked to translate, analyze, and make accessible the massive body of Hawaiian 
language printed material from the nineteenth century, arguing for the impor-
tance of language in maintaining collective identity. They have also been 
instrumental in revitalizing ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i as a living language by support-
ing Hawaiian immersion schools throughout the islands, publishing in ‘Ōlelo 
Hawai‘i, and creating various other forms of Hawaiian language media.18

Contemporary Kanaka Maoli scholars coming from a range of academic dis-
ciplines have written mo‘olelo (histories/stories of past and present experi-
ences) of our people. For instance, historians have reminded us that Kanaka of 
the eigh teenth and nineteenth centuries  were active agents, negotiating turbu-
lent periods of cultural and po liti cal change, fighting to assert our humanity, 
our distinctiveness, and our in de pen dence.19 Po liti cal analysts have documented 
various ways that Kanaka Maoli resisted American imperialism and occupa-
tion.20 And writers from various fields have published mo‘olelo asserting the 
continued central importance of the relationship between Kanaka and ‘āina, 
which provides the bedrock of who we are as ‘Ōiwi.21

In addition to such mo‘olelo composed in prose, scholars of Hawaiian mele 
and hula have provided a foundation showing that Kanaka ‘Ōiwi have since 
time immemorial used mele to express and explore who we are. Many of 
these mele and hula scholars are practitioners in the double sense of being 
both researchers- writers and composers- performers, and even kumu hula.22 
Some have published books and academic journal articles, whereas others have 
directed their research efforts toward enriching the experiences of hālau hula 
and other forms of community education.23
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Mele and mo‘olelo not only explain but also reproduce the lāhui; they pro-
vide insights as to how to live as ‘Ōiwi. In considering Hawaiian studies scholar-
ship, we cannot overlook the collected artistry of ‘Ōiwi poets such as Dana 
Naone Hall, ‘Īmaikalani Kalahele, Mahealani Wendt, Wayne Kaumuali‘i West-
lake, and Haunani- Kay Trask, as well as members of a newer generation such 
as Brandy Nālani McDougall, No‘u Revilla, and Sage Takehiro. Together with 
spoken word performers such as Travis Thompson, Jamaica Osorio, Alaka‘i Ko-
trys, and Keali‘i McKenzie, these lyricists express the range of experiences of 
Kanaka who celebrate the power of our ancestral lineages and ‘āina while also 
wrestling with the lived realities of dispossession, racism, militarization, and 
urbanization.24

Supporting affirmation with critique, scholars employing critical approaches 
to Hawaiian studies have interrogated the ways that Hawaiian subjectivities 
(our senses of who we are, as shaped within larger relations of power) are af-
fected and inhabited through introduced notions or categories of race, class, and 
gender.25 They point toward the importance of Hawaiian studies methodolo-
gies that give us the ability to negotiate discrepant relations of power and au-
thority embedded within different ways of defining and mobilizing Hawaiian 
identity. They also suggest a more complex picture than seeing Kanaka as ei-
ther victims or agents, either authentic or assimilated; they call us instead to 
consider the po liti cal stakes— such as the material effects on Hawaiian lands 
and bodies—of different ways of understanding and living our Hawaiianness. 
To that end, Hawaiian studies scholars have also helped us think about Kanaka 
Maoli collective po liti cal status and claims. Whereas some who focus on law 
have helped elucidate Native Hawaiian rights to lands, waters, and cultural 
practices within existing state frameworks, others have directly challenged the 
current relationship between the lāhui Hawai‘i and the United States.26

By using a “who we are/who are we” dialectical approach to inquiries of 
Hawaiian lāhui- hood, Hawaiian studies remains a practice of ‘Ōiwi survivance. 
As Anishinaabe author and cultural critic, Gerald Vizenor writes, “Survivance 
is the continuance of stories, not a mere reaction, however pertinent.”27 Surviv-
ance is about our lāhui’s “renewal and continuity into the future . . .  through 
welcoming unpredictable cultural re orientations.”28

E ana mau i ka ‘auwai

While Tūtū Ana came alive for me in my auntie’s mo‘olelo, I also learned about 
her by tracking her name through birth, death, and marriage rec ords. Just as 
for so many Kanaka who research family genealogies, following Tūtū Ana was 
not an easy or linear pro cess. Sometimes her name had an unusual spelling or 
even appeared altogether different from one document to another. I would see 



the name “Anna Kalama,” for instance, and wonder whether this was refer-
ring to the same person. Taking detailed notes, cross- referencing documents 
with family stories, and keeping track of my steps  were all helpful in drawing 
closer to her.

As I tried to chart important milestones in Tūtū Ana’s life and the lives of 
her children, I realized that she had taken three “husbands” at different points 
in her life. I set “husbands” off with quotation marks because she did not marry 
any of these men. Rather, they  were three kāne with whom she had consecu-
tive, committed relationships that produced children. My immediate cousins 
and I descend from the relationship with her second kāne, a Chinese man 
named Amina.

Tūtū Ana was what I like to call selectively promiscuous. In this regard, her 
approach to survivance and to reproducing the lāhui provides inspiration and 
guidance to my own thinking about how to engage in Hawaiian studies prac-
tice and how to be an ‘Ōiwi intellectual. I see the kind of selective promiscuity 
that many of our kūpuna practiced as a valuable way to approach our scholar-
ship. As producers and reproducers of knowledge, we first draw heavily on our 
‘Ōiwi lineage, but we also selectively bring in other lineages or thinkers who 
provide us with traction to move the lāhui forward. And of course, we experi-
ence plea sure in partaking of the mana and beauty of diverse intellectual tra-
ditions. In this chapter, I try to demonstrate examples of selective promiscuity 
in articulating and practicing Hawaiian studies methodologies.

Ke ea o ka ‘āina: Ke ea i ke ana

Hawaiian studies methodologies require that research practitioners be con-
scious of the po liti cal stakes of our research. We realize that our research does 
not take place in a vacuum. We incorporate the lived experiences of our people 
on our ‘āina into the way we frame, conduct, and present our research. What 
distinguishes Hawaiian studies from studies of Hawaiian topics is a commitment 
to revitalizing the collective ability of Kanaka Hawai‘i to exercise our ea in 
healthy, respectful, and productive ways. Hawaiian studies methodologies sup-
port the revitalization of vessels that promote a robust flow of ea.

The word “ea” has several meanings. As Hawaiian language and po liti cal 
scholar Leilani Basham argues, each utterance of the word carries all these 
meanings at once, even when one meaning may be emphasized. Ea refers to 
po liti cal in de pen dence and is often translated as “sovereignty.” It also carries 
the meanings “life,” “breath,” and “emergence,” among other things. A shared 
characteristic in each of these translations is that ea is an active state of being. 
Like breathing, ea cannot be achieved or possessed; it requires constant action 
day after day, generation after generation.
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Ea, in fact, extends back to the birth of the land itself. Basham writes, “ʻO ke 
ea nō ho‘i ka hua ‘ōlelo no ka puka ‘ana mai o kekahi mea mai loko mai o ka 
moana, e la‘a me ka mokupuni.”29 Indeed, ea is a word that describes the act of 
rising up, such as volcanic islands emerging from the depths of the ocean. In 
looking to mele Hawai‘i— Hawaiian songs and poetry— Basham points out that 
the term “ea” is foregrounded within a prominent mele ko‘ihonua, or creation 
and genealogical chant for Hawai‘i: “Ea mai Hawaiinuiakea / Ea mai loko mai 
o ka po.”30 The islands emerge from the depths, from the darkness that pre-
cedes their birth. Basham argues that, similarly, po liti cal autonomy is a begin-
ning of the collective life of a people.

Although “ea” has long referred to po liti cal in de pen dence as well as to life 
itself, the term first became associated with state- based forms of sovereignty in 
the 1840s following the promulgation of the first constitution of the Hawaiian 
Kingdom. After a rogue British captain claimed the islands for Great Britain in 
1843, Hawaiian emissaries secured the restoration of sovereign government. 
King Kamehameha III famously proclaimed, “Ua mau ke ea o ka ‘āina i ka pono.” 
Hawaiian language and politics scholars such as Basham and Kaleikoa Ka‘eo 
have called our attention to the fact that the king did not reaffirm the sover-
eignty of the government (ke ea o ke aupuni), but rather the sovereignty and 
life of the land itself (ke ea o ka ‘āina) to which Kanaka are inextricably con-
nected.31 Ea can be seen as both a concept and a diverse set of practices that make 
land primary over government, while not dismissing the importance of auton-
omous governing structures to a people’s health and well- being.

Unlike Euro- American philosophical notions of sovereignty, ea is based on 
the experiences of people on the land, on relationships forged through the pro-
cess of remembering and caring for wahi pana, storied places.32 In our practice 
as Hawaiian studies researchers, we should take cues from personal and collec-
tive experiences on the ‘āina. We should strive to allow those embodied practices 
of ea to inform our theoretical frames, methods of gathering and analyzing in-
formation, and the styles through which we present our work.

In my own work, I have tried to document and understand how ‘Ōiwi com-
munities live and practice ea through educational and social movement initia-
tives. Throughout my research career thus far, the educators and activists I have 
had the privilege of interviewing and working alongside have talked about how 
the health/breath of the people is directly linked to the health/breath of the 
land.

For example, mālama ‘āina in Hālau Kū Māna public charter school’s project- 
based curriculum has helped kumu and haumāna live the connections be-
tween personal and collective self- determination. These students understand 
mālama ʻāina as the “actual hana” of caring for the land on a regular and long- 
term basis. Reflecting on the relevance of ‘āina and ea to his practice as a teacher 



of Hawaiian and American history, Hawaiian and En glish languages, and kalo 
cultivation since 2004, Kumu ʻĪmaikalani Winchester spoke to me of lessons 
learned by restoring lo‘i kalo:

Learning at the lo‘i is about producing food and being self- 
sustainable. . . .  It is the idea of taking care of the entire system in-
stead of just your own parcel. The idea of being accountable to more 
than just one person— oneself. I think these are all values that are 
critical in the pursuit of ea or in de pen dence, not only within the po-
liti cal context but also as a personal statement to oneself. When we 
develop an understanding that Hawai‘i and its people can live . . .  
without the support or constant intervention by outside forces, Ha-
waiians can be out there saying: “We have the ability to take care of 
ourselves. We are not wards of the state. Our traditions have mean-
ing, and they have purpose. They have power, and they have wealth.”

He went on to further explain the ways an ‘Ōiwi Hawai‘i notion of ke ea o ka 
‘āina has as much to do with proliferating and nurturing relationships in bal-
anced interdependence as it does with asserting autonomy and being self- 
sufficient:

Ea, I think, is the full realization that our purpose  here is greater than 
owning material wealth, that our purpose needs to be aligned with 
aloha, with pono, with mālama ‘āina, with finding some sort of 
balance in our interactions between ourselves and nature, between 
ourselves and one another. . . .  The push toward sovereignty and 
in de pen dence is as much about interdependence and the realiza-
tion of it. The emphasis that we place on individual success is going 
to start to become overshadowed by the need for interdependent 
cooperation. And we see interdependence in action every time we 
are working ‘āina. . . .  For a sixteen- year- old kid who knows nothing 
 else other than living downtown some place, if they can get out and 
experience some different things, return to their past, they can actu-
ally breathe that life— that ea— into our culture and traditions again. 
So it’s not relics of the past but rather a living and breathing func-
tion of who we are as people. Then [they see] why we need to be 
connected to this place, why we need to take care of our water, why 
we need to take care of our lands, why we need to take care of 
our beaches and reefs, why we need to take care of one another. . . .  
Hawaiian education is carry ing the heavy kuleana of introducing 
collectivist ideas into a very individualist world, where private 
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property, capitalism, and the free market runs or guides most deci-
sion making and policies.33

In a separate interview, Pōmaika‘i Freed (Winchester’s former student) re-
layed to me some of the lessons she had learned from developing a relation-
ship with the ‘āina. She talked about how the work of ho‘okahe wai (to cause 
the waters to flow) was one of her favorite regular tasks at the lo‘i because it 
was an embodied and meta phorical healing practice. “The thought behind 
ho‘okahe wai is to prepare,” she explained as she talked about cleaning the 
leaves, rocks, and branches that inevitably collect within a flowing, natural 
waterway. She continued,

Even before you do the work to open up lo‘i, you have to make sure 
the water that will feed you has a steady flow. I believe in that pro-
cess is where you make those sacrifices, so that one day you may reap 
the benefits. Every day you walk up that stream to go clean a little 
bit further, a little bit further, so that one day you can build the ‘au-
wai and watch water flow into your work. To ho‘ōla. To bring that 
mana into it.

She explained that moving upstream to clear the waterway paralleled the pro-
cess of journeying deeper and deeper into oneself to deal with the emotional 
and physical blockages caused by old wounds, unresolved tensions, and just 
the everyday sediment of life:

Ho‘okahe wai is also to do that within yourself so that your own 
mana can flow better, in a more pono way. To have your own mana 
flowing better, you have to face some things within yourself, so you 
can clear the blockages that we slowly set up. It’s definitely a pro cess, 
but we come out stronger for it.34

When water, or mana, or knowledge can flow properly, healthy growth can oc-
cur. And this pro cess must be repeated again and again over time for balanced 
and healthy functioning of the system.

Just as Freed emphasized the importance and priority of maintaining the 
vessels or channels that support growth and well- being, in this case the streams 
and ‘auwai, Hawaiian studies practitioners engage in research that restores and 
strengthens structures that allow for a robust flow of ea. Hawaiian studies 
methodologies support the revitalization of vessels— material structures, ways 
of thinking, speaking, and behaving— that foster healthy ea. These vessels could 
include a variety of elements— from educational pathways to wa‘a, from imu 



to ‘Ōiwi governing structures, from central linguistic or ideological concepts 
to ancestral rituals and ceremonies. The ana might also be considered as one 
such vessel.

The word “ana” refers to the larynx or what we commonly call the “voice 
box.” It is within the larynx— the ana— that we produce pitch and regulate the 
volume of our voices. We simply would not have humanly intelligible or aes-
thetically beautiful voices if it  were not for our ana. Similarly, research can give 
us collective voice as Kanaka ‘Ōiwi. It is not the ultimate source of our voice; 
the ultimate source of our voices is our ea— our breath, our life, our sovereignty. 
But research shapes and can give power to our ea. It can collect and help us 
make sense of otherwise unnoticed pieces of our collective experience. Mean-
ingful Hawaiian studies research can project our ea in directions that affect our 
shared futures. Just as the larynx is the conduit of our breath, ke ana o ke ea, 
the ‘āina is the conduit of our sovereignty. It is the landscape that gives our life 
and our existence meaning, ke ea o ka ‘āina.

Thus, our research becomes richer when we bring our lived experiences and 
those of our people on the ‘āina into our work. Such experiences allow Kanaka 
‘Ōiwi to reflexively engage in continuous pro cesses of becoming who we are 
meant to be. Hawaiian studies practitioners have an ethical responsibility to 
support such pro cesses for our lāhui.

This is similar to what Osage scholar Robert Allen Warrior has called a 
“process- oriented intellectual sovereignty.” In his context, Warrior calls on 
American Indian intellectuals committed to the po liti cal freedom and well- 
being of their people to live the struggle through their own intellectual pro-
duction and to make that work more inclusive of contemporary Indian experi-
ence. Such critical work assumes that sovereignty does not mean insularity or 
state- based governing apparatuses alone. Instead, it allows for the articulation 
or practice of sovereignty to emerge as we critically reflect on the struggles and 
experiences of our people.35 Discussing Standing Rock Sioux author Vine De-
loria Jr.’s book, We Talk, You Listen, Warrior writes that Deloria has taught us 
that freedom cannot be “immediately defined. . . .  Rather the challenge is to 
articulate what sort of freedom as it ‘emerge[s]’ through the experience of the 
group to exercise the sovereignty which they recognize in themselves.”36

Pointing out the colonial baggage of the term “sovereignty” and instead 
bringing to the fore the central importance of restoring Indigenous concepts 
and the land- based relationships that allow us to be who we are, Indigenous 
writers such as Taiaiake Alfred (Kanien‘kehaka/Mohawk) and Leanne Simp-
son (Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg) have urged us to think and act in terms of 
“Indigenous resurgence.”37 There is no single definition of this term, because 
its meanings emerge with the collective action of diverse Indigenous nations 
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and peoples. However, resurgence signifies building ourselves up from within. 
As Simpson writes, such resurgences mean

significantly re- investing in our own ways of being: regenerating our 
po liti cal and intellectual traditions; articulating and living our legal 
systems; language learning; ceremonial and spiritual pursuits; cre-
ating and using our artistic and performance- based traditions. All 
of these require us—as individuals and collectives—to diagnose, in-
terrogate, and eviscerate the insidious nature of conquest, empire 
and imperial thought in every aspect of our lives.38

This work is never done. Living as ‘Ōiwi is a continual pro cess of becoming. 
Like breathing, resurgence and ea must be continuous to sustain healthy life. 
Hawaiian studies methodologies require its practitioners to strive to support 
such pro cesses.

Ko kākou kuleana: Ethical Hawaiian Studies Research

As individual researchers, finding our personal/professional voice is an impor-
tant part of our methodological path. Learning to use our literal and figurative 
ana to shape the tone and rhythm of our voice, depending on the audience, the 
content, and our purpose, is an essential part of what it means to be a Hawai-
ian studies scholar. What we can and cannot say is deeply influenced by kule-
ana, and Hawaiian studies methodologies take kuleana with the utmost seri-
ousness. As practitioners who assert our own voices, we must always consider 
our positionality and our obligations.

What is at stake in my methods of research and writing? To whom am I ac-
countable? Who is at risk and how? Who might benefit and how? What obliga-
tions to specific communities, families, individuals, stories, and places do I have 
in this project? How can I mālama the relationships that precede and extend 
beyond this par tic u lar research project? These are all ethical questions that 
those of us who engage in Hawaiian studies research should ask ourselves. And 
we should ask these questions again and again throughout the pro cess of our 
research and beyond.

The protocols of accountability for those doing research in jobs or degree pro-
grams are usually weighted toward the ways one is accountable to the institu-
tion. For example, master’s degree and doctoral students are required to sub-
mit drafts for review by an academic committee. They are required to follow 
existing protocols for citing the work of other scholars. These protocols of ac-
countability are important and useful, and they are built into the pro cess of 
writing a thesis or dissertation. However, the kuleana of a Hawaiian studies 
scholar goes far beyond these basic forms of academic obligation.



Eddie Kaanana and Ilei Beniamina, respected Hawaiian educators, both em-
phasize the ways kuleana is tied to the well- being of the ‘ohana or learning 
community. Becoming a contributing member of the extended family and com-
munity is an essential part of pro cesses of learning and research.39 In her mas-
ter’s thesis, Mehana Blaich wrote that when she interviewed ‘Anakala Eddie 
about the meaning of kuleana, he talked immediately about “feeding one’s fam-
ily, caring for one’s children, and all other kuleana [that] depended on one’s 
ability to mālama that primary kuleana, to care for that piece of land and to 
make it productive.” 40 Based on ‘Anakala Eddie’s description, Blaich argues that 
“rights are earned only by first fulfilling responsibilities and every right or priv-
ilege comes with increased levels of responsibility. . . .  All rights and responsi-
bilities, are inextricably rooted in the land itself and in how well we care for 
it.” 41 Learning and knowledge are forms of privilege that come with attendant 
responsibilities to a larger collective and to the ‘āina on which we depend for 
life. As a learner masters new skills, he or she takes on more complex respon-
sibilities. In turn, it is through the fulfillment of more challenging duties in car-
ing for the land and the community that one learns.

To be an academic researcher is to occupy a position of privilege. With 
more knowledge comes more kuleana. Any research project requires that we 
take the time to establish or nurture the appropriate relationships and to be 
affirmed that “yes, indeed, I am the one who is supposed to undertake this 
inquiry.”

My own research has relied heavily on ethnographic methods. That is, I work 
with living people, and I think and write about cultural and po liti cal dy-
namics. As people share their knowledge and build relationships of trust in a 
researcher as someone who will be writing about them, they make themselves 
vulnerable.

As part of my first major project I wrote about the pro cess of creating a 
Hawaiian- culture– based charter school, Hālau Kū Māna (HKM).42 Because of 
my position as an “insider”— someone who was part of the group that founded 
the school and was also working there— I had wide access to what people  were 
thinking, feeling, and doing on a day- to- day basis. Thus, it was important to 
be vigilantly sensitive about the boundaries of where my research started and 
ended, or about what should or should not be written. My priority needed to 
be concern for the well- being of the community.

In this regard, one interview I conducted during my dissertation research 
on HKM sticks out in my mind. I was scheduled to talk with one of the par-
ents who had been involved in the school’s founding, and we had planned to 
meet before the school board meeting that we  were both attending later one 
eve ning. With her permission, we began the recorded interview in a private 
room. I proceeded to ask a few warm-up questions. It soon became apparent 
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that she was troubled and preoccupied with another issue, which she began to 
share in the course of our conversation.

Anger and frustration brewed within her. There was an important decision 
related to her child to be made at that meeting that night. Because we had estab-
lished a level of trust and comfort, she allowed me to hear and see things that 
would not have ordinarily been part of a typical research interview. As tears, 
memories, and criticisms gushed forth, I knew I needed to shift gears and put 
aside my research agenda. She did not need an interview; she needed to pro cess 
her emotions with someone before this emotionally charged board meeting. 
Although she had not asked me to, I turned off the recorder. I just listened and 
tried to aloha her without judgment or analysis, without wearing my researcher 
hat. It was a moment where I first understood the limits of my kuleana as a 
writer and prioritized my kuleana as a member of the HKM community.

Establishing, and maintaining, long- term kuleana after completion of a re-
search project is important. From our mea hana no‘eau, such as our master 
canoe or rock- formation builders, we know that the kuleana to a place, a being, 
or a community begins before and extends after the actual building pro cess. 
One does not just build an ahu or restore a lo‘i kalo and then abandon it. Simi-
larly, after finishing a paper, completing a research grant, or publishing books 
and articles, ethical Hawaiian studies practitioners continue to ask ourselves 
these questions: What is at stake in the dissemination of the knowledge that 
came out of my research and writing? How can I continue to nurture the recip-
rocal relationships I built in this pro cess? How can I share any benefits that 
may come to me because of this research (such as professional advancement, 
public recognition, or renumeration)? How can I use the momentum from this 
research to catalyze positive social change for this community?

Various scholars in Indigenous studies provide other useful frameworks for 
thinking about research ethics. In her classic, Decolonizing Methodologies, Linda 
Tuhiwai Smith writes about “sharing knowledge” in ways that are reciprocal, 
so that the conventional relationship of authority between the “researcher” and 
the “researched” is disrupted. When sharing knowledge, the entire pro cess en-
riches the community that participates in the inquiry.43

Taiaiake Alfred urges us to think about practicing “warrior scholarship” by 
recognizing that the institutions (such as universities) in which we work and 
study are “grounds of contention,” where our responsibility is to challenge forces 
that work to destroy our peoplehood and to nurture “visionaries of a dignified 
alternative to the indignity of cultural assimilation and po liti cal surrender.” 44

Similarly, Jeff Corntassel proposes a framework of “sustainable self- 
determination” that resonates with the difference between ‘Ōiwi notions of 
kuleana and Western notions of rights. He argues that Indigenous people 
focus on our individual, family, and community responsibilities; regenerate 



local and regional Indigenous economies; and recognize the interconnection 
of social, spiritual, environmental, and po liti cal aspects of self- determination.45

What does the pro cess of research look like when one takes seriously ques-
tions of kuleana? Recognizing that each researcher will operationalize ethics 
in his or her own ways through the course of the research pro cess, I offer an 
outline of my own pro cess as just one example.

As someone who engages in community- engaged, participatory, qualitative 
research, I see research as a recursive pro cess.46 In every phase, it is important 
to stay in conversation with partners/participants who do not necessarily oc-
cupy academic institutional spaces. Additionally, practices that would typically 
be seen as “nonacademic” within the conventional Western academy are central 
to the pro cess: pule (prayer on my own and sometimes with other participants); 
connecting with the ‘āina (keeping my hands to the ground); and working 
alongside research partners in activities that are not necessarily directly re-
lated to my own research agenda.

Pehea lā e pono ai?: Research for Healing and Justice

In this chapter, I have suggested lāhui, ea, and kuleana as central commitments 
and questions that are hallmarks of Hawaiian studies research. I conclude 
with one final ‘aho— pono— which I understand as signifying the search for 

A Sample Pro cess of Ethically Conscious Hawaiian Research. This figure graphically repre-
sents one Hawaiian studies practitioner’s approach to striving for an ethical practice of 
 research. The perimeter of the circle indicates progressive stages or phases in the pro-
cess. The items in the middle represent practices that ground the researcher throughout 
the pro cess. Image by Lianne Charlie.
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and maintenance of harmonious relationships, justice, and healing. Lilikalā 
Kame‘eleihiwa’s question is as applicable for Hawaiian studies scholars today 
as when she posed it more than twenty years ago in the title of her landmark 
book, Native Lands and Foreign Desires: Pehea lā e pono ai? How do we restore bal-
ance, bring about healing, and assure that justice is realized? These are still 
per sis tent questions. Indeed, pehea lā e pono ai?

Since the early 1980s Hawaiian academic re nais sance that sparked what we 
know as Hawaiian studies today, the lāhui Hawai‘i has made important gains, 
but there is still such a long distance to go. For instance, studies completed in 
the early 1980s— such as the Native Hawaiian Educational Assessment project 
and the Native Hawaiian Study Commission report, both completed in 1983—
showed that Kanaka Maoli had the highest rates of family poverty, incarcera-
tion, academic underachievement (including dropout and absentee rates), 
and various negative health indicators, including behavioral health outcomes 
such as suicide and depression. For our people as a  whole, data from the first 
de cade of the 2000s show that these statistics remain largely unchanged thirty 
years later. Despite the academic re nais sance, the larger social trends remain 
unchanged. There have been significant personal and familiar gains that we 
should not minimize. And yet, we cannot stop asking, “Pehea lā e pono ai?” 
We still face rapacious foreign desires for our native lands, and the legacies of 
dispossession still plague our people. Po liti cal phi los o pher Kaleikoa Ka‘eo 
suggests that, as a lāhui, “we don’t have an economic problem, we have a po-
liti cal problem.” 47 In my own work, I have argued that we will never see a 
significant change in the historically rooted educational inequities observable 
in Hawai‘i’s school systems until we address the unresolved issues of land and 
sovereignty.

As Hawaiian studies researchers, we should consciously think about how 
our individual projects contribute to collective discussion and action around 
pono. At a micro level, we might consider questions such as the following: How 
are the benefits of this research accruing? To whom? To what end? And at a 
macro level, we should continuously assess how Hawaiian studies as a field is 
contributing to changing the intolerable conditions our people and lands con-
tinue to face. We might ask questions like: How are benefits of predominant 
lines of Hawaiian studies inquiry accruing differently across different segments 
of the lāhui? Where do research funds tend to be channeled? How can we sup-
port emergent lines of research that may more effectively challenge the struc-
tural relations of power and wealth that hinder Hawaiian survivance? Are we 
making a significant reinvestment in regenerating the ways of life that sustained 
our lāhui for hundreds of generations and are in balance with this ‘āina?

In the end, perhaps the fundamental question for academic practitioners is 
similar to what Hawaiian practitioners of various hana no‘eau consider: How 



do I live my life with integrity to my craft, to my kūpuna, to my family, to my 
community? How do I live pono? In that regard, Kaumakaiwa Kanaka‘ole re-
cently offered a beautiful interpretation of pono: “The greatest definition of 
pono, to me, is not being righ teous, but being the most authentic . . .  neither right 
nor wrong, both are acknowledged and both are valuable.” 48

If there is one thing that I take away from the story of Tūtū Ana coming to 
Honolulu to bury her daughter and mālama her mo‘opuna, it is that, even in 
the wake of the darkest tragedies, we carry on. The extended family that is our 
lāhui has suffered huge losses between the time of Tūtū Ana’s life and my own. 
Like her entry into what was a moment of heartbreaking family loss, we must 
care for the young ones and bring them to their ‘āina kulāiwi. We must sur-
round them with oli, mele, and the profound voices of their kūpuna. We must 
find selectively promiscuous ways to reproduce the ropes of re sis tance and of 
survivance. We must train new generations in how these ropes have histori-
cally been used and also allow them to practice finding innovative uses of their 
own. In these ways, Hawaiian studies research can continue to be a practice of 
‘Ōiwi resurgence and of ea.
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