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I learned the world's perception of Hawaiians 
when I left Hawai'i as a young woman. My educating 
moment did not occur in a classroom, in a museum, 
or in a business meeting. It was at a social. Upon 
discovering that I was Hawaiian, a man--well dressed, 
well educated, and well to do--demanded a kiss from 
me. I did not expect it, but I should have. After all, I 
was battling an image that had been emblazoned into 
the non-Hawaiian psyche long before I was born. 

From Mark Twain's Letters from the Sandwich 
Islands published in 1866 to the opening scenes of 
Steve McGarrett' s Hawai'i 5-0 on television during 
the 1970s to Hawaiian Airlines' advertisements in 
the current Conde Naste issue, Hawai'i has promised 
aloha with bare, brown welcoming arms, curvaceous 
hula hips, and puckered lips to all who step foot on 
her alluring shore. This image, among others, has not 
only labeled the Hawaiian woman as the lascivious, 
wicked wahine but has been partially responsible for 
the social, political, and economical oppression of the 
indigenous since westerners began colonizing the 
isles of the Pacific. 

Globally, cultural images were used by the colo
nizer to distinguish and divide the indigenous from 
the westerner. In his essay "Orientalism," Edward 
Said argues that "the Orient has helped define Europe 
(or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, personal
ity, experience" (87). This contrasting image, accord
ing to Said, was used by westerner "for dominating, 
restructuring, and having authority" over the indig
enous (88). Although Said is referring to the Orient 
in his essay, history would prove that the westerner 
would use this contrasting image to restructure the 
Pacific and rule the indigenous. An example of this is 
found in Charles Stoddard's essay "Chumming With 
a Savage" in which he describes his first encounter 
with the indigenous of the Pacific: 

I was quite alone with two hundred dusky fel
lows, only two of whom could speak a syllable of 
English, and I the sole representative of the superior 
white within twenty miles. Alone with cannibals [ ...] 
(19) 

By characterizing the indigenous as savages and 

distinguishing himself as their superior master, Stod
dard unequivocally engages in orientalism. 

Defining the indigenous as inferior can also be 
seen in the journal of French artist Paul Gauguin. 
Gauguin, who lived in Tahiti for two years during 
the late eighteen hundreds, recognized the disparity 
between the colonizer and the indigenous. During 
his stay in Tahiti, Gauguin kept a written record of his 
observations and impressions regarding the island, its 
people, and their culture. Entitled Noa Noa, the jour
nal includes a defining encounter between a French 
woman and Gauguin's indigenous wife: 

At Taravao, I returned the horse to gendarme, and 
an unpleasant incident occurred there. His wife, a 
French woman, said to me, not maliciously, but tact
lessly. 

'What! You bring back with you such a hussy?' 
And with her angry eyes she undressed the young 

girl, who met this insulting examination with com
plete indifference. 

I looked for a moment at the symbolic spectacle 
which the two women offered. On the one side a 
fresh blossoming, faith and nature; on the other the 
season of barrenness, law and artifice. Two races were 
face to face, and I was ashamed of mine. It hurt me 
to see it so petty and intolerant, so uncomprehending. 
(30) 

In less than ten words, the colonizer, the French 
woman, defines and distinguishes Gauguin's indig
enous wife, Tehura, as an inferior harlot. Without any 
knowledge of Tehura' s personal history, the westerner 
labels her based on solely on the other's indigeneity. 
As a result, the French woman implicitly defines and 
distinguishes herself as Tehura' s puritan superior. 

Once the colonizer establishes his superior posi
tion, he/she preserves the inferior cultural image 
of the indigenous to maintain political power. This 
concept is best exemplified by Rotuman native and 
scholar Vilsoni Hereniko who acknowledges his on
going struggle with the image of the inferior native. 
In his essay "Indigenous Knowledge and Academic 
Imperialism," Hereniko recalls, as head of the Eng
lish department at a school in Fiji, the reaction of the 
westerner in 1984 who learns of Hereniko's decision 
to incorporate indigenous literature into the school's 
curriculum: 

I was excited about this shift in orientation, and 
so were my students and some of the staff, who found 
much that they could identify with in the poetry of 
Konai Thaman (1980, 1981) or the short stories from 
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the Pacific published in Lali (Wendt 1980)--until one 
day, when the gatekeeper of English literature in this 
school, an elderly teacher from England with strong 
Christian convictions, marched into the library where 
I was reading and shouted at me: 'You are employed 
to teach English literature, which means literature 
written by English.' (83) 

The image or perception of English literature as 
superior and Pacific literature as inferior allows the 
teacher to usurp Hereniko' s authority and assume 
the position as "gatekeeper of English literature" (83). 
Despite Hereniko' s scholarly achievements and aca
demic authority, he does not have political power in 
the academic arena because the colonizer persists in 
preserving the perception of the indigenous image as 
inferior. 

Colonizers have not only used these images to 
assume and maintain political supremacy over the in
digenous, they have also used these images to achieve 
economic domination. Although the prevailing image 
of the indigenous lifestyle is carefree, "the political, 
economic, and cultural reality for most [...] is hard, 
ugly, and cruel" (Trask 180). According to Hawaiian 
political activist Haunani-Kay Trask, cultural images 
have been sold at the expense of the indigenous. In 
her essay "Lovely Hula Hands," Trask argues: 

In Hawai'i, the destruction of our land and the 
prostitution of our culture is planned and executed by 
multinational corporations (both foreign and Hawai'i 
based), by huge landowners (like the missionary 
descended Castle and Cook--of Dole Pineapple fame
-and others) and by collaborationist state and county 
governments. (180) 

Although rage is evident in this passage, grim 
statistics validate Trask' s allegation and anger. For 
example, the U.S. Census Bureau reports that "one in 
four children identified as Native Hawaiian or Pacific 
Islander is living below the poverty level" (Wilson 
1). Hence, while the indigenous struggle to own a 
piece of the rock--lava rock that is--the visitor industry 
boasts an annual revenue of over $10 billion (Lingle 
3). Thus aloha, once the distinction and essence of tra
ditional Hawaiian culture, has dwindled into a com
modity to be bought and sold. 

In an effort to restore pride to a people who were 
robbed of their dignity by the westerner, the indige
nous are reclaiming traditional cultural images. Trask 
contends that this reclamation is not only a restora
tion of dignity but a "repudiation of colonization by 
so-called Western civilization in its American form" 
(Trask 188). The surge of essays written exclusively 
in the Hawaiian language of the 2004 issue of the 
Hohonu, the University of Hawai'i Hilo journal of 
academic writing, is evidence of this cultural revital-

ization. Politically, the most significant element in this 
cultural revitalization is the needed restoration of the 
indigenous voice. 

Restoration of the indigenous voice and the tra
ditional cultural images it embraces, however, does 
not necessarily equate to liberation from oppression. 
In his essay "Towards a New Oceania," Samoan au
thor Albert Wendt argues that the "imaginations of 
our self-styled romantic revolutionaries" (such as 
Trask) are reclaiming an idyllic age that did not exist 
(12). Wendt, who does not "advocate a return to an 
imaginary pre-palagi Golden age or utopian womb," 
believes that reclaiming the image of the noble sav
age not only stagnates an indigenous culture, but it 
also serves in further distinguishing and dividing 
the westerner from the indigenous (12). As the in
digenous strive for liberation, they must find ways to 
break this cycle of distinguishing and dividing. 

To eliminate this damning cycle, cultural images 
will need to be forged that support parity between 
the westerner and the indigenous. Wendt contends 
that "our quest should not be for a revival of our past 
cultures but for the creation of new cultures which are 
free of the taint of colonialism and based firmly on our 
own pasts" (12). Like Wendt, Hereniko recognizes 
that the indigenous are "faced with the challenge of 
negotiating their identities to achieve their wishes for 
equality" ("Representations" 160). According to his 
essay "Representations of Cultural Identities," Hereni
ko does not perceive a creation of new cultural images 
as ""inauthentic' or an 'invention' of tradition but 
necessary for the creation of identities that enhance 
dignity or pride [...] and yet are capable of confronting 
the challenge introduced by Euro-American cultures" 
(162). Thus the indigenous must not create cultural 
images that legitimize the stigmatization imposed by 
the westerner, nor must they create cultural images 
that replace the westerner's superior position; they 
must create, instead, cultural images that are indeed 
revolutionary to the colonizer: images that assume 
the position of equality. To do otherwise dishonors 
their ancestry who survived colonization with fierce 
dignity, and denies their posterity the opportunity to 
progress culturally, politically, and economically. 

Explorer, engineer, navigator, ambassador, physi
cian, and steward are only some of the traditional cul
tural images given to the indigenous by their ances
tors that may be fused with the advancements offered 
by the new millennium. However, as Hereniko acute
ly observes, the challenge of creating new cultural 
images that assume the position of equality will lie "in 
the art of selection and negotiation" (11Representation" 
164). As a native Hawaiian, I suggest that the 
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solution to creating these new cultural images may 
be found in the art of the Hawaiian haku lei. A haku 
lei is a garland of blossoms and foliage bound tightly 
together using the frond of the lauhala or pandanus 
tree. The selection of material and the labor involved 
makes each haku lei a unique expression of aloha. I 
believe that Hawai'i's endemic lehua and the English 
rose can be used to create a new, but no less beautiful 
and cherished haku lei. The challenge, then, no lon
ger lies in art and selection; the challenge lies in love 
and acceptance. 

Editor's Note: This is a literary analysis written for English 
430. 
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