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He Kuleana Kō Kākou: Language Learning and the Construction of (alter)Native Identities among College Students in Honolulu

In this presentation I will discuss the experiences of Hawaiian language learners at the University Of Hawaiʻi, Mānoa, and the relationship of this newfound competence to their evolving cultural and ethnic identities.  While the Hawaiian language has always been associated with Hawaiian ethnic and cultural identity, the recent growth of the Hawaiian speaking population, along with the newfound popularity of Hawaiian culture and identity since the ‘renaissance’, has made it a particularly important cultural symbol.  It is also understood, and valued, by students as a means to reaffirm their identity and reconnect to the past, to their families, ancestors, and culture, as well as to a proud kingdom.  


Data for this project was collected during my fifteen months of fieldwork in Honolulu, Hawaiʻi, and includes audio recordings of narrative ‘talk story’ interviews, student meetings, political rallies and Hawaiian language events, as well as participant observation in college level Hawaiian language classes and online communications, including email and facebook exchanges.  I will examine how dominant language ideologies, as well as several foundational values of Hawaiian culture, as interpreted by contemporary students, contribute to the way in which the Hawaiian is learned and used, as well as the ways in which it is used in linguistic performance of a Hawaiian ethnic and cultural identity.  I argue that the value of perpetuating the Hawaiian language and students’ involvement is expressed in terms of traditional Hawaiian values as much as it is in terms of the Western ideologies usually associated with language revitalization efforts.  That is, while essentialist Romantic Nationalist notions of authenticity are sometimes drawn upon, so are discourses of kuleana, and the importance of having connections with one’s ʻohana, and kūpuna are more frequent in language learners’ narratives. .  Students are also influenced by their college experience and recent exposure to Hawaiian history, Ethnic and Hawaiian studies and ideas of decolonization of the mind, and draw on these as motivation and rationale.
