FROM A NATIVE DAUGHTER

Thisarticle was originally a speech, delivered in 1982, that caused several complaints from haole
historians at the University of Hawaii to the American Studies Department where | was teaching.
They felt it was biased and anti-white. Of course, Hawaiians in the audience loved it.

E noi’ i wale mai no ka haole, a,
‘a’oleepau nahanaaHawai’'i ‘imi loa
Let the haole freely research usin detail
But the doings of deep delving Hawai’ |
will not be exhausted.

KEPELINO

19" century Hawaiian historian

When | was young the story of my people wastold twice: once by my parents, then again by
my school teachers. From my ohana (family), | learned about the life of the old ones: how they
fished and planted by the moon, shared all the fruits of their labors, especially their children; danced
in great numbers for long hours; and honored the unity of their world in intricate geneal ogical
chants. My mother said Hawaiians had sailed over thousands of miles to make their home in these
sacred islands. And they had flourished, until the coming of the haole (whites).

At schooal, | learned that the “ pagan Hawaiians’ did not read or write, were lustful cannibals,
traded in slaves, and could not sing. Captain Cook had “discovered” Hawaii and the ungrateful
Hawaiians had killed him. In revenge, the Christian god had cursed the Hawaiians with disease and
death.

| learned the first of these stories from speaking with my mother and father. | learned the
second from books. By thetime | left for college, the books had won out over my parents,
especialy since | spent four long yearsin amissionary boarding school for Hawaiian children.

When | went away | understood the world as a place and afeeling divided in two: one haole
(white), and the other kanaka (Native). When | returned ten years later with a Ph.D., the division
was sharper, the lack of connection more painful. There was the world that we lived in—my
ancestors, my family, and my people and then there was the world historians described. The world,
they had written, was the truth. A primitive group, Hawaiians had been ruled by bloodthirsty priests
and despotic kings who owned all the land and kept our people in feudal subjugation. The chiefs
were cruel, the people poor.

But this was not the story my mother told me. No one had owned the land before the haole
came; everyone could fish and plant, except during sacred periods. And the chiefs were good and
loved their people.

Was my mother confused? What did our kupuna (elders) say? They replied: Did these
historians (all haole) know the language? Did they understand the chants? How long had they
lived among our people? Whose stories had they heard?

None of the historians had ever learned our mother tongue. They had all been content to
read what Europeans and Americans had written. But why did scholars, presumably well-trained
and thoughtful, neglect our language? Not merely a passageway to knowledge, language isaform
of knowing by itself; a people’ s way of thinking and feeling is revealed through its music.
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| sensed the answer without needing to answer. From years of living in adivided world, |
knew the historian’s judgment: There is no value in things Hawaiian; all value comes from things
haole.

Historians, | realized, were very like missionaries. They were a part of the colonizing horde.
One group colonized the spirit; the other, the mind. Frantz Fanon had been right, but not just about
Africans. He had been right about the bondage of my own people: “By akind of perverted logic,
[colonialism] turns to the past of the oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures, and destroysit”
(1963:210). Thefirst step in the colonizing process, Fanon had written, was the deculturation of a
people. What better way to take our culture than to remake our image? A rich historical past
became small and ignorant in the hands of Westerners. And we suffered a damaged sense of people
and culture because of this distortion.

Burdened by alinear, progressive conception of history and by an assumption that Euro-
American culture flourishes at the upper end of that progression, Westerners have told the history of
Hawaii as an inevitableif occasionally bitter-sweet triumph of Western ways over “primitive”
Hawaiian ways. A few authors—the most sympathetic—have recorded with deep-felt sorrow the
passing of our people. But in the end, we are repeatedly told, such an eclipse was for the best.

Obvioudly it was best for Westerners, not for our dying multitudes. Thisiswhy the
historian’s mission has been to justify our passing by celebrating Western dominance. Fanon would
have called this missionizing, intellectual colonization. And it isclearest in the historian’s
insistence that pre-haole Hawaiian land tenure was “feuda”—aterm that is now applied, without
guestion, in every monograph, in every schoolbook, and in every tour guide description of my
peopl€’s history.

From the earliest days of Western contact my people told their guests that no one owned the
land. Theland—Iike the air and the sea—was for all to use and share astheir birthright. Our chiefs
were stewards of the land; they could not own or privately possess the land any more than they
could sdl it.

But the haole insisted on characterizing our chiefs as feudal landlords and our people as
serfs. Thus, a European term which described a European practice founded on the European
concept of private property—feudalism—was imposed upon a people halfway around the world
from Europe and vastly different from her in every conceivable way. More than betraying and
ignorance of Hawaiian culture and history, however, this misrepresentation was malevolent in
design.

By inventing feudalism in ancient Hawaii, Western scholars quickly transformed a
spiritually based, self-sufficient economic system of land use and occupancy into an oppressive,
medieval European practice of divine right ownership, with the common people tied like serfs to the
land. By claiming that a Pacific people lived under a European system—that the Hawaiians lived
under feudalism—Westerners could then degrade a successful system of shared land use with a
pejorative and inaccurate Western term. Land tenure changes instituted by Americansand in line
with current Western notions of private property were then made to appear beneficial to the
Hawaiians. But in practice, such changes benefited the haole, who alienated the people from the
land, taking it for themselves.
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