Forward Motion

Hula as Resistance

by Momi Kamahele

Aloha mai. Aloha kakou. | greet you in the manner of my ances-
tors and as a genealogical descendent of Hawai'i Island, Maui and
O'ahu; as an American-subjugated Native Hawaiian woman; as a
citizen of Ka L3hui Hawali'i, a Native initiative for seif-determina-
tion; as a member of Make'e Pono Lahui Hawai'i, a Hawaiian Stu-
dent Liberation Organization; and as a practitioner of a dynamic
art form known to you as the hula.'!

The Hula's Dynamic History

The present predicament of the hula is a result of historical sit-
uation.2 The hula and its predicament cannot be understood out-
side the context of social forces which cast it on the fringes of
Hawaiian society. On the one hand is the voracious colonizer
promising benefits for and pressing his demands on the indigenous
people. The colonizer—in this case America—controls the politics,
economy and culture of the Hawaiian people and presents one as-
pect of my culture—the hula—as cosmetic dressing for gaping, ra-
pacious tourists. On the other hand, the Hawaiian people cease-
lessly struggle to free their economy, politics and culture from
American subjugation and to move toward a new era of self-de-
termination. It is a tremendous and ongoing effort to reclaim our
“creative initiative™ in history by real control through attainment of
Hawaiian sovereignty thereby defining ourselves among ourselves
in our homeland.?

Before those carriers of American colonialism known to history
as Calvinist missionaries arrived in 1820, Hawaiian practitioners of
the hula were held in high esteem and the dance form revered
from the Mo'i (king) to the maka'Ginana (general population). One
I9th century Hawaiian historian, Davida Malo, instructs us that the
hula conferred distinction upon the Alii (Hawaiian aristocracy)
while at the same time the hula dancers were lavished with gifts
and property, a wonderful custom from a dancer’s point of view.*
As a form of expression of a people's identity, a kind of collective
consciousness externalized, the hula expressed a visual panorama,
a human story of struggle with nature, of struggle with human be-
ings. Sometimes this drama extolled life and death; sometimes the
story described the people's environment; many times it en-
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tertained the past genealogical exploits of
the movers and shakers of Hawaiian society
with the current audience.® The hula held
the attention of its viewer so as to bring
about mutual and involved pleasure and
enjoyment in life. And often the story
explicated. the complex and sacred sexual
desires and practices of the Natives. The
message instructed, entertained and was
part of the cultural rhythm of daily and
seasonal life. But it was also fun and amusing.
Thus, for my people, the hula carried the
dramatic message of life: human affairs and
their surroundings and the intimate,
reciprocal relationship between the two.
American colonization destroyed that
perception of the hula. The missionaries saw
the hula and Hawaiian traditions as works of
the devil. For these Calvinists, the hula con-
veyed the image of promiscuity, licentious-
ness and just down-right evil. This demonic
dance form could not carry the moral mes-
sage of the bible, they thought. The hula's

nuances and, in some dances, its explicit sex- -

ual depictions, were executed through spe-
cific bodily movements. Such actions were
viewed by the emotionally austere Calvinists
as followiing a lascivious path befitting the
heathen. The Calvinists were going “to save”
my people from themseives. One way to en-
sure Christian success was to suppress the
evil dance.

For a time the hula seemed to disappear.
In reality it only went deeper into the coun-
try under a cloud of secrecy. Two Christian-
trained Hawaiian kings, Alexander Liholiho
and Lota Kapuaiwa, who were to become
Kamehameha IV and V respectively, often
provided amusements at their estates in
Moanalua and elsewhere. Defying the then
national ban on public performances of this
Native dance, these kings demonstrated that
the hula was an integral part of their lives,
royal ceremonies and festivities. Finally, dur-
ing the reign of the “Merrie Monarch” King
David Kalakaua, the hula emerged in full
bloom and greatly transformed, six decades
later. The new dance form was called the
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An early impression of hula, by Louis Choris, 1816
hula ku'i which embraced old and new dance
steps as one.® This Hawaiian dance form re-
fused to be crushed by American colonial-
ism's oppressive values and customs.
Nineteenth-century Hawaiian practition-
ers of the hula were taught that this dance
form was a “savage,” lewd Polynesian institu-
tion that appealed to their baser instincts
and exhibited a corrupting influence on their
thinking and behavior. Formerly depicted as
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a “relic of heathenism,”” the hula slipped
from the reaim of distinction into a “cave” of
clandestine activity, only to be increasingly
channeled into the Waikiki arena of mere
nightclub amusement. And the dancers, as
symbols of the times, took a similar historical
tumble from sanctity to commercial product.

During the early decades of this century,
the hula transmogrified into the “little brown
gal” mythology complete with grass skirt,®
ukelele in hand, under a coconut tree with
Diamond Head strategically placed in the
background. Increasingly this vision became
the stereotype of Hawaiian women.

By the middle of this century, that “little
brown gal” image was made the poster child
of the Hawalili Visitors Bureau. The “little
brown gal” appeared in outlandish
“Polynesian” revues and commercial ads, all
to sell the magical aliure of Hawali'i. Images of
brown-skinned women with soft, dark eyes,
teasing smiles and supple hips, stimulated
within the tourist the sexual attraction of the
female Hawai'i. This image has become the
definition of Hawaiian women in general, and
of Hawaiian hula dancers in particular.’
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The Haole Dance of Annihilation

Despite early American Calvinists' sanc-
tions to suppress my Native dance, and the
more recent callous bastardization of it in
Waikiki hotel showrooms, the hula has sur-
vived and transformed through time and
space. In a cultural sense the hula has been
depicted in the 1970's as part of an Hawaiian
Renaissance, a born-again image resurrected
from its own cultural ashes. But what that
picture has failed to acknowledge is that the
hula as practiced then and now is a form of
resistance against an oppression imposed
upon my people by an all-haole, English-
speakmg American government and eco-
nomic power base.!9 To assert that things
Hawaiian have great significance is to politi-
cize them. And that is what the Renaissance
idea did not always acknowledge. The resur-
gence of the Hawaiian culture was a political
act that signalled to everyone in Hawai'i that
the hula and its cultural wardrobe would no
longer strut solely before gaping tourists.

Nineteenth century American compatri-
ots demanded that my ancestors convert to
a haole Christian god, tread at the heels of a

haole capitalist system, and adapt.to haole
patterns of behavior. Ho'ohaole—to behave
and ape the white person—meant repudia-
tion of Native customs from the hula, to
Hawaiian sexual practices, to forms of dress.
At the same time, those who instructed us
on the “good life” (the missionaries) began
appropriating vast tracts of Hawaiian land
for their personal profit in a violent display of
greed.

Colonization brought physical, psycho-
logical and cultural pain to my ancient islands.
The physical degradation of my peopie's way
of life began with the 1778 arrival of Euro-
pean exploiters and their virulent microor-
ganisms. European pathogens and their hu-
man vessels let terrible diseases loose upon a
virgin soil. These opportunistic pathogens
mounted their prey, smashing over two mil-
lennia of Hawaiian civilization in which the
concept of malama ‘Ging—or caring for and
loving of the land—was paramount. In just
over one hundred years, syphilis, influenza,
smallpox, measles, chicken pox, tuberculosis,
and leprosy killed hundreds of thousands of
Native Hawaiians and decreased the Native

exploited the hula in
Waikild nightclubs—and in
California, where this
dancer and others
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Hawaiian population by 95 percent. By one
researcher’s estimate, there were close to
one miliion Hawaiians at the time of contact
with the West and less than 40,000 at the
time of annexation.!!

The psychological anxiety and demoral-
ization that followed this massive loss of life
transformed Hawaiian® land tenure from
communal use to private property by the
middle of the 19th century. The - foreign
dance of a money economy destroyed much.
The dispossession of Hawaiian birthright,
called the Mahele of 1848, was a complex is-
sue.!2 Perhaps the ruling Mo'i Kauikeaouli's
motivations to sanction the Mahele involved
one way to seek pono (or cosmic and societal
harmony) in the chaos of |19th century de-
populated and demoralized Hawaiians. But
the new land tenure actually separated my
people from their land, their thoughts, them-
selves and each other. By the late |9th cen-
tury, three-quarters of all arable land was
controlled by haole.

However, the death blow that was dealt
to my people was the 1893 illegal overthrow
of my government. With guns pointed at
‘lofani Palace, armed U.S. marines from the
ship Boston descended upon the Kingdom of
Hawaii and forcibly overthrew Queen
Lil'uokalani and her Native citizens, thereby
subjecting Native Hawaiians to Western
colonial rule. The justification given to our
Queen was “for the safety of American citi-
zens and the protection of their interests,*!3
In actuality, it was hoole business interests
linked intrinsically to missionary desires that

ignited the overthrown.

The interim government, called the Re-
public of Hawai'i, headed by an all-haole fac-
tion, dismembered any Native Hawaiian re-
sistance. Forced annexation to America fol-
lowed in 1898 and throughout the territorial
area, Hawaii and its Native people were
governed by an oligarchy of the descendants
of missionary planters. Yet in a few remote
places, the hula survived to resist. In 1959,
Hawai'i became a part of the Union and the
Native population and their trust lands were
transferred to the State, resulting in perpet-
ual wardship status.

Made to feel inferior when our
sovereignty was abducted by American mili-
tary power, we Hawaiians continue to suffer
the effects of a ravenous Americanization.
Currently Hawai'i is a colony of the United
States not because we chose that status, but
because we were so depleted in numbers
that armed resistance would have proved
suicidal. If there were 500,000 Hawaiians in-
stead of less than 50,000 in 1893, things
would certainly be much different. For one,
we might all be speaking in Hawaiian rather
than in English, and perhaps | would have a
host of gods from which to choose rather
than relying on just one (the very one who
my ancestors were told despised the hula).

The purpose of Americanization was not
to acculturate or assimilate (famous anthro-
pological terms), but to annihilate. The anni-
hilation was aimed at the Natives' beliefs in
their names, language, environment, heritage
of struggle, unity (as a people) and ultimately,

The author with her Hilau
Hula dance schoel, Pua alil
flima at Volcano National




in themseives. Americanization brought
death, disease, de-population and carried off
Hawaiians before they had the time or the
psychological will to adapt to their radically
changed environment; the haole dance of
annihilation went on and on and on.

Survival and Transformation

Since 1970, with the revival of the Hawaiian
language has come the growth of Hawaiian
dance, particularly the ancient form known
today as the hula kahiko. Dance schools
called halau hula have-seen a remarkable
growth, both here in my homeland and on
the West Coast of America, as have kumu
hulo or dancemasters. Formal competitions,
such as the spring presentation of the Merrie
Monarch Hula Festival and the summer
Kamehameha Day Hula and Chant Competi-
tion are examples of all-night demonstrations

in 1893 Queen Lili'uokalani was
overthrown by armed U.S. marines,
sovereignty and subjecting Native
Hawaiians to haole rule.

lasting for two to four days, before an audi-
ence of thousands of viewers.

The hula is again revered and respected
in wide circles, as it was in the time of my
ancestors. No more can the missionary or
like-minded critics rebuke my dance without
feeling my ire and the collective force of my
sisters and brothers. No more can
rate tourism commodify the hula without
hearing from Natives why we believe de-
testable profit motives only show blatant dis-
respect for our ways. And no more will the
“little brown gal” stereotype strut in my
homeland, or worse, become the self-defini-
tion of the Hawaiian woman. For me, the
hula will continue to express political resis-
tance in the context of cultural nationalism.
This is my new vision, my commitment. This
is my ancestry. And this will forever be who |
am. ®
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