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Kū ‘o Wākea i ka Wā: 

Expanding Hawaiian time 
and space on the Mauna

Kalei Nuʻuhiwa and Ty P. Kāwika Tengan

In this chapter, we explore the ways that contemporary Kānaka ‘Ōiwi (Native 
Hawaiians) engage and reconceptualise wā through genealogical returns to 
Wākea, particularly in the movement to protect Mauna a Wākea (Mauna 
Kea, Clear Mountain).1 The Mauna movement—and the historical research 
that has accompanied it—has created a renewed set of understandings and 
practices of wā among Hawaiians and those who have stood in solidarity 
with the Mauna, including Tongan, Samoan, Māori and other Moanan kin. 
Taking as our focus the daily ʻaha (ceremonial rites of leadership) held to 
restore ancestral connections across time and space, we look to the Hawaiian 
language archive for insights on wā derived from the oral traditions of the 
chief-cum-deity Wākea.

The Hawaiian understanding of wā encompasses both a ‘period of time’ 
and ‘space, interval, as between objects or time’; it also signals a ‘noise, roar, 
din’. Extrapolating from this, Wākea also stands in the space/time/sound of 
potential becoming: the meaning of his name, Wākea, announces a move 
from an undefined wā to one that is expansive (ākea), as his accomplishments 
with his partner, the female deity Papa/Haumea, led to the founding 
of a distinctly Hawaiian society. Wākea thus provides the wā for possibilities 
and actions that resound across space and time, changing the course of a 

1	  There are multiple ways of interpreting Mauna Kea’s name. An explanation about the variations 
will be included later.
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movement or a regime. The impact is so extraordinary that the influence 
is felt far and wide. The current expansion of Hawaiian consciousness and 
politics resulting from the stand at Mauna a Wākea replicates older models 
of being in the wā that see the future as our past placed in front (ka wā ma 
mua, ka wā ma hope), of epochs and intervals in which new houses, canoes 
and nets were completed with kuwā ceremonies.2

In this chapter, we first describe wā as it was experienced in the ̒ aha during the 
Mauna movement, with a focus on ceremonies conducted at the Puʻuhonua 
o Puʻuhuluhulu sanctuary for protectors between July 2019 and March 2020 
(see Figure 3.1).3 Next, we explore the many meanings of wā and vā expanding 
into current wā practices as they apply to the reclamation of place, genealogies 
and ceremonies. Then, we introduce the significant roles that Wākea and Papa 
represent in wā. We write not only for our Vā Moana collective, but also 
for our fellow kiaʻi (protectors) who stood and continue to stand in ʻaha to 
honour the ways in which the sounds of sacred time and space have allowed 
us to become our ancestors in this wā. We open and close this chapter with 
ceremonial recitations, our offering to the Mauna and its kiaʻi.

Figure 3.1: A view of the kūpuna tent (bottom right corner) at the Puʻuhonua 
o Puʻuhuluhulu below Mauna a Wākea, 2 November 2019.
Source: Authors.

2	  Prayers for special events that mark a new item ready to serve its intended purpose or function.
3	  For more on the 2019–20 stand on the Mauna and the establishment of the Puʻuhonua o 
Puʻuhuluhulu, see: Case (2021), Inouye (2019). Protective action and ceremonies for Mauna Kea both 
preceded and followed the time period we focus on here.
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Opening in ceremony (Kalei)
The sun’s extreme heat is hard to detect within the sharp gusts of the wind 
funnelling through the ‘Saddle’ formed between Maunaloa to the south 
and Mauna Kea to the north. These two imposing mauna (mountains) 
are the natural boundaries for our current space. Upslope of me are three 
rows of people, and downslope of me are five rows of people—all facing 
forward. They stand with me in multiple colours of mismatched clothes. 
Everyone is looking up towards the chanters and the pahu (hula drums). 
Directly behind the drummers is a large dark tent filled with seated kūpuna 
(elders) who, just a week prior to this noontime ceremony, were arrested for 
sitting on an already closed road. We are all focused forward, beyond the 
kūpuna tent, on what is majestically filling the space, forcing our eyes up 
towards its massive summit: the Mauna, called Mauna Kea by many, and 
named Mauna a Wākea in a koʻihonua (genealogical chant) (Figure 3.2). 
The Mauna’s imposing view happens to be dressed in its hues of purples, 
lavenders, greys and reds. We are all here to show our opposition to those 
who insist upon building Thirty Meter Telescope (TMT) upon its crest.

Standing on the Mauna Kea Access Road, our eyes naturally sweep up along 
the slopes of Mauna Kea, up and over hills to its peak where the existing 
telescopes cannot be seen. In silent anticipation, the only sounds that can be 
heard are coming from the blowing wind, intermittent shuffling of feet on 
asphalt, and an occasional muffled voice from those who are sitting along 
the sides of the access road. The smell of fragrant maile vines, palapalai 
ferns, and other lei (flower garlands) wafts upon the gusts. Everyone here 
has come to bear witness to the political events, and to participate in the 
daily ʻaha that happen at sacred daily intervals marked naturally by the sun 
at sunrise, noon, and sunset. People also come to see the exchanges between 
other cultures who felt a calling that needed to be answered. Compelled to 
show up from all over the world, people have come to lend their support and 
collective mana (strength, power, essence) to the space and the movement. 
People are here to be a part of something larger than themselves and their 
personal struggles. They have come to be a part of the ceremony, leaving 
secular life behind to experience sacred time. The ceremonies give a sense 
of purpose to those gathered and provide the opportunity to intentionally 
create and experience wā.
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Figure 3.2: View of the crowd as seen from within the kūpuna tent, 
18 July 2019.
Source: Kalei Nuʻuhiwa.

Standing in this line, poised to dance and chant, I resolved, then and there, 
that I had to be an active part of the movement. The sound of a pū (conch) 
brings my thoughts immediately back to the present moment. My senses are 
acutely aware of my surroundings. When the chanting began, many voices 
filled the air (Figure 3.3). The space resonates with sound, and a sacred 
space is established. The blended voices become a single thought. The space 
is cleared, and a pathway opens the wā, where the boundaries between time 
and space become blurry. At that moment, Mauna Kea took on its sacred 
persona, Mauna a Wākea, creating an opportunity to blur boundaries. 
When the hula began, time stopped for me. A relationship between all the 
participants and Mauna a Wākea is forged. Tongan anthropologist Maui-
TāVā-He-Ako Tēvita O. Kaʻili (2017a) calls this formulation of relationship 
symmetry, and, in it, quality, proportionality and similarity occur. The past, 
present and future merge—becoming an opportunity for people to reach 
towards the wā ma mua, our past. It is also an opportunity for our ancestors 
to reach back towards the wā ma hope, the future.
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Figure 3.3: Becoming the ancestor, 27 July 2019.
Source: Kalei Nuʻuhiwa.
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Mimicking the natural phenomena all around us, we became the wind, 
sun, earth and mountain. We danced about life, death, growth, the people, 
but especially about Mauna Kea. In that ceremonial space, in which the 
mountain became Mauna a Wākea, the akua (god), I became the centre of 
my own personal heiau (temple). The dancing became effortless, the cinder 
shards under my bare feet no longer hurt, instinct and muscle memory 
moved me, and my personal alignment (between myself and my ancestors) 
was established. We connected, transcending eras of time and generations.

When the dancing and chanting were over, the space remained open for 
others to come forward and participate. On this particular day, people 
from Tonga, Aotearoa, the Commonwealth of Northern Marianas Islands, 
Sāmoa, Fiji, Cheyenne Nation and Flint Michigan came to offer chants, 
song, dance, food and support. Each group offered elaborate dances, 
inspirational speeches, certified decrees of support from tribal leaders and 
personal stories of community struggles. Each offering was matched with a 
reciprocal dance, song or chant. Acknowledged, the groups continued on 
into the kūpuna tent to greet the elders and exchange aloha (respect). It is 
mutually meaningful and profoundly moving for all who experienced and 
witnessed the exchanges.

When the exchanges ended, the facilitators of the afternoon ceremony stood 
up and asked, ‘Pehea ka ʻaha?’ How was the ceremony? At this point, my 
sharp awareness of my surroundings subside. The sacred interval of time is 
beginning to close, transitioning back into the secular space in the present 
time. Slowly coming back to myself and to a secular state of being, I hear the 
reply by the crowd, ‘Ua maikaʻi ka ̒ aha o kākou!’ Our ceremony was perfect! 
The pū sounds, marking the end of the sacred time.

Wā and vā
To think about wā is to hear the ways that we genealogically relate with 
and through time, space and sound. The Hawaiian understanding of wā 
encompasses a ‘period of time ... era ... season’ as well as a ‘space, interval, 
as between objects or time’. It also has a sonic dimension when defined as 
‘to make a noise, roar, din’ (Pukui & Elbert, 1986, p. 375). The Hawaiian 
notion of wā is capacious.
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Wā figures primarily in contemporary ‘Ōiwi theorising of genealogical time. 
In her foundational work Native Land and Foreign Desires, Kameʻeleihiwa 
(1992, p. 19) explains that ‘genealogies are the Hawaiian concept of time, 
and they order the space around us’. She draws special attention to the 
ways in which the cosmogonic genealogy of the Kumulipo (creation chant) 
and the traditions of the primordial pair Wākea and Papa/Haumea teach 
important lessons for the present and the future. In an oft-quoted passage, 
she writes:

It is interesting to note that in Hawaiian, the past is referred to as 
Ka wā mamua, or ‘the time in front or before’. Whereas the future, 
when thought of at all, is Ka wā mahope, or ‘the time which comes 
after or behind’. It is as if the Hawaiian stands firmly in the present, 
with his back to the future, and his eyes fixed upon the past, seeking 
historical answers for present-day dilemmas. (Kameʻeleihiwa, 1992, 
p. 22)

Perhaps less noted is her reference to the modality of passing on stories and 
genealogies across the wā—which, in precolonial times, was primarily done 
through oral and other performative forms, particularly chant. ‘As the lists 
of names are chanted’, Kameʻeleihiwa writes, ‘the adventures of each Aliʻi 
are remembered, and these, in turn, form the body of tradition by which 
their descendants pattern their Chiefly behavior’ (Kameʻeleihiwa, 1992, 
p. 22). The conveyance of these histories enacts what Noenoe Silva (2017, 
pp. 6–7) has characterised as ‘moʻokūʻauhau (genealogical) consciousness’, an 
intellectual tradition of placing knowledge production within genealogical 
lines of accountability that connects ancestors and descendants. In our 
own examination of the Mauna a Wākea movement and its expansion of 
Hawaiian knowledge and relations, we look to explore more deeply the 
intersections of time, space and sound in genealogical returns.

Kameʻeleihiwa’s explication of wā, as time that is spatially located in 
relation to an embodied actor, has resonated in significant ways across 
Oceania—most notably in the work of Epeli Hauʻofa and his theorisation 
of spiralling ecological time, which was developed in conversation with 
Hūfanga-He-Ako-Moe-Lotu ‘Ōkusitino Māhina (Hau’ofa, 2008, p. 66). 
Maui-TāVā-He-Ako Tēvita O. Kaʻili’s later work, which developed and 
extended Māhina’s Tā-Vā Theory of Reality, brought Hawaiian wā directly 
into conversation with the broader comparative Moanan thinking on vā 
(see Kaʻili, 2017a, pp. 23, 30, 36; 2017b, pp. 64–66). In parallel fashion, 
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new works foregrounding genealogical methods in Hawaiian scholarship, 
such as Nālani Wilson-Hokowhitu’s (2019) edited volume The Past before 
Us, have likewise built upon Kameʻeleihiwa’s writings.

Despite the generative potential for exploring the intersections and 
divergences between wā and vā conceptualisations, to date very few authors 
aside from Kaʻili have looked into these connections (though Emalani Case 
[2021] makes an important gesture in this direction). In part, this may be 
attributable to the greater focus given to Samoan and Tongan constellations 
of research that look at vā broadly as socio-spatial relations and relational 
spaces, with tā being the performance of acts that mark them temporally 
(see, e.g. Kaʻili, Māhina & Addo, 2017). Much, though not all, of this 
work has also been concerned with the ways that vā is negotiated in the 
diaspora, especially in Aotearoa/New Zealand but also in Australia, Hawaiʻi 
and the US.

In contrast, ‘Ōiwi scholarship has primarily drawn upon wā with its temporal 
orientation to trace genealogical relationships to place and people—thus 
we might think of it more along the lines of relational time. In a similar 
way, wā in Te Ao Māori, as shared in the recent talanoa between Vā Moana 
investigator Brett Graham and Valance Smith, signals time, though a time 
understood in natural cycles of creation and moments of transition (Smith, 
2021). Te Ahukaramū Charles Royal (2021) further wonders if the collapsing 
of boundaries in ancestral Māori conceptualisations of wā may represent 
an effort ‘to reach for something else beyond space and time’—including 
the relations with ancestors that are present in the wā now. In addition 
to the differences between Western and Eastern Polynesian language uses, 
we might also consider the ways in which intergenerational struggles over 
Indigenous sovereignty in settler societies shape how ‘Ōiwi and Māori 
scholars talk about wā, which in both languages also carries spatial meaning.

Working the spaces between wā and vā helps us to better honour the 
journeys of our ancestors across the Moana in the voyaging past before us, 
when these terms took on new meanings and purposes with each successive 
landfall and return, and the future ancestors behind us, who will inherit the 
relationships we do or do not pass on. Such travels are commemorated in 
songs and chants whose rhythmic beating of time in space offer new ways for 
us to collectively sound and perform the wā (see, e.g. Kaʻili, 2017a; Māhina, 
2010). Likewise, the conch shell trumpets, drums and chants of the ʻaha 
suggest pathways for traversing time and space to become our ancestors. 
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The Mauna became the focal point that reaffirmed the centrality of ritual 
for negotiating spatio-temporal transitions of wā, like a moʻokūʻauhau 
(genealogy), which we now describe.

Keeping genealogical time in sacred space
Wā is a broad concept of time for Hawaiians that signals important relations 
to space and sound. Hawaiian historian Rubellite Johnson (2000, pp. 164–
166) explains that in the koʻihonua (succession or genealogical chant) 
called the Kumulipo, wā or time, is measured by the celestial cycles—
movements in space. Wākea (the peak solar cycle) and his two brothers 
Lehuaʻula, (Antares/stellar cycle), and Mākulukulu (Saturn/planetary cycle) 
are and represent the ākea or expansive knowledge systems of the celestial 
cycles (Johnson, 2000). The Kumulipo focuses on the origins of significant 
organisms, genealogies, and political and religious orders, and is divided 
into 16 wā or cantos (Johnson, 1981, p. 82). Hawaiian scholar George 
Kanahele (1986, pp. 165–168) notes, similar to Kameʻeleihiwa (quoted 
previously), that the Kumulipo’s central theme is time. Each canto is an 
interval or a span of wā, a limited segment of the larger abstract of manawa 
or time (Johnson, 2000).

Calculating and keeping time was ritualised by a whole contingent of 
kāhuna (experts) called kāhuna kilo dedicated to the wā practice (Kamakau, 
1870). Historically, kāhuna kilo were the masters who memorised and 
memorialised this vast knowledge system through prayers and genealogies 
like the Kumulipo that were chanted in ʻaha ceremonies. David Malo 
dedicates a chapter in his manuscript to the story of the ancestors Wākea 
and his wahine Papahānaumoku, who appear in the Kumulipo. They sail 
to Hawaiʻi, settle, and establish the initial heiau in which the celestial cycles 
were utilised to overcome adversity (Malo, 2020, pp. 319–324). This ākea or 
vast knowledge system was affirmed through the very first ̒ aha performed in 
Hawaiʻi by Wākea. Wākea and Papahānaumoku are considered the primary 
Polynesian ancestors who were the catalysts of the Hawaiian race. Key to the 
success of this first ʻaha ceremony was the utterance of the phrase, ‘Pehea ka 
‘aha o kākou?’ (‘How was our ceremony?’), which required a verbal response 
to affirm its completion.

Following the model set by Wākea, the daily ʻaha on the Mauna in 
2019–20 were scheduled according to the natural movement of the sun 
commencing at the beginning of a new day. The second ʻaha occurred near 
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noon, when the sun was at its zenith—awakea. The third and final ʻaha 
began just before the sun set. Wā was thus marked by the daily trek of the 
sun. Annual time was marked by the sun’s horizontal movement creating 
natural boundaries for sacred space as noted in the Kumulipo. All of this, as 
described by Kalei in our opening, was accompanied by the sounds of chants 
and instruments, as well as the final question posed and answered that not 
only completed the ʻaha, but also linked us to Wākea, Papahānaumoku and 
the Kumulipo.

Kanahele (1986) postulates that the Hawaiian concept of time is circular, 
pointing to a kind of sacred time found in chants and prayers. The continuous 
deeds of akua happened during a primordial time of perfection in which 
pono (harmony and balance) was achieved. Most importantly, the 
Kumulipo, when chanted, provides an opportunity for listeners to blend 
timelines. The Kumulipo not only happened eons ago, but is also happening 
at this very moment, where events and organisms continue to be created, 
are evolving, are dying and are providing the necessary ingredients to start 
something anew.

On the Mauna, the ʻaha allowed the participants to slow down collectively 
and to bend wā towards a focused outcome. The ʻaha are a physical, mental 
and spiritual method of returning a conflict back to a pono state. Wā, in its 
linear spatio-temporal sense, is experienced as the day progresses with the 
sun’s movements. In its circular sense, wā is experienced in a relationship of 
seasonal reciprocation with the land and ancestors. Ceremonial protocols 
and rituals are methods in which energy is matched and exchanged to 
create sacred space in which to engage—a dynamic seen most clearly in the 
collective chanting and praying of I Kuwā.

I Kuwā: Potential for transitions
Variations of wā describe a combination of time and space. Early Hawaiian 
scholar Keauokalani Kepelino (1932) explained that kāwā is the distance 
between two points (in space) or a length of time. Kewā refers to something 
absent with which one hopes to meet or be united in future (Andrews, 
1865/2003). The term kōwā is an ‘intervening space or time’ as well as a 
‘channel’ (Pukui & Elbert, 1986). Kuwā is a prayer for special events that 
marks a transitional period, for example trimming the long pili grass from 
over the door of a hale (house), or the completion of a new canoe or net 
(Hooulumahiehie, 1909; Malo, 1903). A pule kuwā was recited by a kahuna 
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when the long thatch over the door entry was trimmed, thus transitioning 
the empty house into a consecrated home that could now be occupied by 
people (Malo, 1903).

Nathaniel Bright Emerson writes that I Kuwā was vigorously chanted while 
dragging a hewn log down from the forest to be carved into the main kiʻi 
(statue) of a heiau (Malo, 1903, pp. 246–247, note 37).4 In this example, 
the log is no longer considered a tree and cannot be considered a kiʻi that 
represents a god yet. In the chant, the log is addressed as an entity that 
occupies time and space in a sort of in-between existence. ‘I Kuwā’ can be 
translated as ‘Existing In Time/ Space/ Sound’. The boisterous rhythmic 
chanting stimulates the large crowd to help move the log and also to 
encourage the log to remain in a state of transition until the final ceremony 
is completed and the god is awakened within the log. Whereas Emerson 
translates ‘i ku wa’ as ‘stand in intervals’, we offer an alternative translation 
of this and the other lines of the pule with modern diacritics by Nuʻuhiwa:

I kū mau mau! Rise all together!
I kuwā, Exist in transition,
I kū mau mau, Rise all together,
I Kūhuluhulu! With Kū of the lichen & moss
I ka lanawao, In the top canopy
I kuwā! Transitioning!
I kū lanawao, Extend towards the top canopy
I kuwā! Transitioning!
I kuwā huki Heave in transition
I kuwā kō Haul in transition
I kuwā a mau Continue transitioning
A mau ka eulu Raise the tree top
E huki e! Let’s pull!
Kūlia! Go for it!

4	  In the introduction to their retranslation of Davida Malo’s (2020, p. 4) text, Langlas and Lyon 
discuss the many problems with the Emerson translation that circulates predominantly, including his 
authoring of the bulk of the notes without attribution to the source of his knowledge. This chant comes 
from one such note and should not be attributed to Malo, who offers a different prayer on this occasion 
that uses the phrase ‘E kūawā, e kūawā, wā!’, which Langlas and Lyon translate as ‘Make noise, make 
noise, noise!’ (Malo, 2020, p. 246). We would suggest an alternative set of meanings linked to existing 
and transitioning in time/space through sound.



VĀ MOANA

64

ʻUmia ka hanu! Hold the breath!
A lana, ua holo ke akua! Until awakened, becoming the akua!

For a large project, it is practical to ritualise the activity because it assures 
a successful outcome. Reflecting on what Kanahele (1986, pp. 165–168) 
stated in his book Kū Kanaka—Stand Tall, the ceremony opens sacred time 
and space, which then promotes pono (perfection), harmony and balance. 
Ceremony is an Indigenous method to return things back to a pono state of 
existence, in which the individual belongs to a bigger collective that spans 
across time. In ceremony, you represent yourself, all those who came before 
you, and all those not yet born. The larger the number of participants who 
are focusing on a goal, the higher the probability the intended outcome will 
manifest. The din of the I Kuwā chant fills the time-space between the key 
ceremonies that fell the tree until the time that the god is erected, creating 
a unified prayer that reverberates across generations.

Since the 1990s, ‘Ōiwi have chanted the I Kuwā (also referred to as ‘I Kū Mau 
Mau’) as an integral part of their politics to regenerate ‘āina (land) and lāhui 
(nation). On the Mauna, it was chanted by ‘ohana (family) and supporters 
of Pualani Kanakaʻole Kanahele (‘Aunty Pua’) when she was being arrested 
and led to law enforcement vehicles along with 37 other kūpuna on 17 July 
2019. A particularly powerful scene of this moment in the short film Like a 
Mighty Wave by Mikey Inouye depicts the sound and space of their collective 
transition from individual elders to ancestors for the movement.

ʻIkuwā is also a Hawaiian lunar month, around the time of the fall equinox, 
full of seasonal and political transitions that are accompanied by resounding 
natural events.5 The month, which translates as ‘clamorous … to make a din 
… voices of the gods in the elements’, gets its name from ‘the roar of surf, 
thunder, and cloudbursts of this month’ (Pukui & Elbert, 1986, p. 97). Like 
the prayer that shares its name, the month ‘Ikuwā demonstrates the deep 
interconnections of time, space and sound in the transitions and expansions 
of wā. This is also the time for the transition out of the political season of 
Kū and into the political season of Lono (Fornander, 1919–20). Both Piko 
o Wākea (spring and fall equinoxes) are transitional times that are named 
after Wākea, whose co-founding of Hawaiian society and its religio-political 
practices we remember when we utter the sacred name of Mauna a Wākea. 
It is to the story of Wākea that we now turn.

5	  Wā also refers to sound, specifically, ‘a noise, roar, din’. Pukui and Elbert (1986, p. 382) define 
wawā as ‘tumultuous; racket, loud talk, echo, sound of distant voices, and roar’.
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Wākea: The ancestor
Hānau ʻo Paupaniākea Paupaniākea was born
ʻO Wākea nō ia … This is Wākea …

—Wā 14 of the Kumulipo6

Wākea and his wahine Papahānaumoku (also called Haumea) are credited as 
the progenitors of the Hawaiian people and society, voyaging from Kahiki 
to settle the islands of Hawaiʻi (Liliʻuokalani, 1897). In deified form, they 
are sometimes described as ‘Sky Father’ and ‘Earth Mother’ (Kameʻeleihiwa, 
1992, p. 23), who give birth to the islands, people and consciousness of 
the Kānaka ‘Ōiwi (Kikiloi, 2010). Wā, as mentioned previously, means 
time, space and sound. Ākea means broad, wide, spacious, open and 
unobstructed. Wākea’s name explicitly translates to time that occupies 
space. Wākea’s presence as Atea or Vatea (Beckwith, 1951/1981, pp. 117, 
120) in multiple island traditions across Eastern Polynesia signals a truly 
expansive Moanan capacity. In a related iteration found in Aotearoa, Royal 
(2021) references a cosmogonic genealogy given by Rev. Māori Marsden: it 
lists wā as ‘time’ and ātea as ‘space’, with the conjunction of the two found 
in the term ‘wātea’; it is from wā and ātea that Ranginui and Papatūānuku 
emerge as sky and earth.

To further expound upon how Wākea is associated with time and space 
in Hawaiʻi, we may look to a genealogical chant for Kauikeaouli King 
Kamehameha III, called Ō Hānau a Hua Ka Lani,7 which links the birth of 
the high chief to the creation of the Hawaiian world by Wākea and Papa.

Moe Wākea moe iā Papa Wākea prostrates lays with Papa
Hānau ka Lā na Wākea The sun is established through Wākea
He keiki kapu na Wākea A sacred lineage through Wākea

Through the union of Wākea and his wahine Papa, the sun was established 
and consecrated as a key to securing Hawaiian sovereignty. Nineteenth-
century historian David Malo describes Wākea as a junior8 chief left out of 
his father’s inheritance, saying ‘Kū ‘o Wākea i ka wā’, translated by Langlas 
and Lyons (Malo, 2020, p. 320) as ‘Wākea was left a transient, without 

6	  Johnson (2000, p. 136).
7	  Published in two parts by multiple composers in Ka Nupepa Kuokoa, 17 March 1866 and 24 March 
1866. For a discussion of Poepoe’s version, see: Silva (2017, pp. 188–193).
8	  Other genealogies, including the Kumulipo, list him as the eldest sibling.
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land’; a more literal and generative gloss would give it as ‘Wākea stood in the 
wā’ in transition. Eventually, Wākea comes to power by defeating the chief 
Kāneiākumuhonua. During the war, Wākea conducted a special ʻaha at sea, 
advised by his kahuna, Komoawa, to choose the sun as his celestial marker 
for his personal heiau (more on this below). Wākea is now affiliated with the 
sun and its movement. The end result is that ‘kū ‘o Wākea i ka moku’, which 
literally means ‘Wākea stood on the island’—a metaphor for ruling the land. 
Kekuewa Kikiloi (2012) argues that this first ʻaha effectively redefined the 
role of the sun in the establishment of ritual power for generations to come.

How does this relate to the Mauna? The verse noted above in Ō Hānau a Hua 
Ka Lani establishes the kapu and name of Mauna a Wākea as the ‘mountain-
child of Wākea’ (Peralto, 2014, p. 233).9 Kiaʻi (protector) Lanakila Mangauil 
choreographed a hula to this koʻihonua which was then performed daily 
during the ʻaha at the Mauna (and elsewhere). It allowed a new generation 
to reconnect to this sacred lineage across time and space through voice 
and body (Puʻuhonua o Puʻuhuluhulu, 2019). The new attention to this 
chant has likewise brought a deeper engagement with the ‘ike kūpuna 
(ancestral knowledge) embedded in it, as seen in seminars conducted by 
Pualani Kanakaʻole Kanahele, Kalei Nuʻuhiwa and others using the Papakū 
Makawalu methodology to find new meaning and application in this wā 
(Nuʻuhiwa, 2019). Wākea’s roadmap for ceremonial praxis has helped to 
guide the direction and tap the potency of the Mauna movement.

Creating the heiau and snaring time
As part of the grassroots efforts to control the narrative and actions around 
the Mauna, the organisation Kākoʻo Haleakalā livestreamed a talk by Maui 
kumu hula (source/teacher of hula) Hōkūlani Holt that delved into the 
history of Wākea and the meaning of an ancient song commemorating his 
construction of the first heiau at Waolani on Oʻahu (Holt, 2019). This moment 
clearly demonstrates the ways that reciting stories of sacred times and spaces 
reactivated relationships to the environment—in the case of Wākea, the sun 
in particular.

9	  In Hulihia (chants that note destruction) like Hulihia Ke Au Neʻe i Lalo, different variants of 
Wākea’s name are used. These include Hulihia Ke Au Neʻe I Lalo Iā Wākea, Hulihia Ke Au Neʻe I Lalo 
iā Ākea and Hulihia Ke Au Neʻe I Lalo Iā Kea.



67

3. KŪ ‘O WĀKEA I KA WĀ

On Mauna Kea, the ʻaha at noon (although the hardest ceremony to get 
through due to the heat of the sun) was often the most well attended by the 
public (Figure 3.4). While in ceremony on the Mauna at midday, the heat 
and extreme conditions often stimulated opportunities for the in-between 
state of being to transpire for the participants so that the collective intention 
could be realised. This, then, opened time and space, and further allowed 
the potential for positive results in the movement to propel forward.

In another story, Wākea (who has fled to sea with Haumea and their 
followers) is advised to conduct an ʻaha before returning to do battle with 
Kāneiākumuhonua. Komoawa directs Wākea to gather his people together, 
create a heiau using his hands, and then utter a prayer to establish a perfect 
ʻaha (Malo, 1903). Different versions of the story state different things, but 
the moral of the story is that creating sacred space requires a determined 
crowd of like-minded people, the perfect time/space and the perfect offering 
(Malo, 1903). Noting that another meaning of ʻaha is braided cordage, 
Kikiloi (2012, pp. 98–99) describes the ʻaha as ‘binding’, ‘connecting’ and 
‘linking’ people and ancestors and ʻfocusing them in common purpose—
essentially increasing their strength through collective and cohesive action’. 
Wākea is an akua of balance, a status underscored by the marking of the 
earth’s equator and the two equinoxes with his name—Piko o Wākea.

Piko o Wākea: Encircling the Moana
Ceremonies attributed to Wākea are conducted when the sun reaches 
its daily zenith. The sun’s cycle also designates annual time through its 
neʻepapa (trek) along the horizon. Kamakau (1865) explains that the 
northern hemisphere of the earth is called Kealaʻula a Kāne and the southern 
hemisphere Ke alanui māʻaweʻula a Kanaloa. From our point of view on 
earth, the sun will move along the horizon, reaching its furthest northern 
boundary marked as the Tropic of Cancer, Ala Polohiwa a Kāne. Then, it 
returns south along the horizon, advancing towards the furthest southern 
boundary marked as the Tropic of Capricorn, Ala Polohiwa a Kanaloa. The 
midpoint, or the transitional period known as the celestial equator, is called 
ke ala i ka Piko o Wākea (Kamakau, 1865).

The Piko o Wākea happens twice a year, during the spring equinox in 
March and during the fall equinox in September (Kamakau, 1865). 
The Piko o Wākea marks the transitional periods for the major religious 
and political ceremonies conducted by the aliʻi nui (paramount chief ) and 
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kāhuna (Kamakau in Fornander, 1919–20). The fall equinox marks the 
transitional period from the strict season of Kū to the significantly relaxed 
political season of Lono; the talk by Holt mentioned above was in fact given 
in preparation for the ceremonial observance of this specific Piko o Wākea 
on the Mauna.

Experiencing time and space collectively transpires in ʻawa ceremonies. 
For Hawaiians, Wākea rules over the kānoa (bowl) during the ʻawa 
ceremony. The kahu (facilitator) of the ʻawa ritual assumes the role of 
Wākea, transitioning the cup between all the participants who sit in a circle 
as directed by the kahu. Before the ʻawa is distributed to the participants, 
the first ʻapu (cup) is dedicated to an akua. When the ʻapu returns to the 
kānoa, the kahu will remove the restrictions from the bowl, which will then 
allow kānaka to drink the ʻawa. The kahu will tap the rim of the kānoa with 
an empty ʻapu and circle the rim of the bowl stating, ‘Ua pōʻai ka piko o 
Wākea. Ua noa ke kānoa. Ua noa.’ Paraphrasing, the words reveal that both 
the earth and ocean have been encircled, the ʻawa has been offered to Wākea 
and the transition now frees the bowl for human consumption. 

The wā of the ̒awa circle (and other transitions) sometimes entail negotiation. 
As Unasa Leulu Felise Vaʻa (2010, p. 207) explains of ʻava ceremonies 
in Sāmoa, the quality with which protocols are performed dictates the 
extent to which guests and hosts are able to establish proper relations, thus 
making it ‘an occasion for negotiating social space (vā)’. On the Mauna, 
the presentation of kava by various relations from across the Moana first 
required a discussion with the kiaʻi that sometimes led to modifications 
in order to properly honour the ceremonial space and time there (Wong-
Wilson, personal communication). Yet it is in these negotiations of being 
together that we inhabit a vā that Lealiʻifano Albert L. Refiti (2017, p. 273) 
describes as ‘co-openness’, in which ‘those who take a place in the circle 
become something more than a single person can hold. This “something” 
is the ancestor via the “name”.’ For all those who came to the Mauna, 
including our Moana relatives connected across time, space and sound, that 
ancestor was named Wākea.
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Figure 3.4: Fiji at noon ʻaha, 16 August 2019.
Source: Kalei Nuʻuhiwa.
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Conclusion: Pehea ka ʻaha o kākou?
Undoubtedly, the ancestors who composed the moʻolelo and mele shared 
here were keenly aware of time and the implements or actions necessary to 
create sacred space for crucial decisions to be made and acted upon. Indeed, 
Silva (2017, p. 175) shows in great detail how Joseph Poepoe’s writings on 
the Kumulipo and Wākea exemplified a moʻokūʻauhau consciousness that 
not only connected ancestors with descendants, but also provided a template 
for ‘reconstructing Hawaiian political and intellectual history’. The ʻaha of 
the past utilised this ceremonial knowledge system of wā to grant the rights 
to an aliʻi nui to rule politically and spiritually.

In the same way, renewed ʻaha on the Mauna have empowered the next 
generation of Hawaiian leaders to stand in the wā. In the aforementioned 
short film Like a Mighty Wave, an impassioned Kahoʻokahi Kanuha stands 
before the media with fellow kiaʻi just prior to the 17 July 2019 arrests 
and states:

This is about our right to exist the way our kūpuna (ancestors) 
existed. This is our right to be our kūpuna. And so I ask my people, 
‘What kind of kupuna will you be?’ ‘What kind of kupuna will 
I be?’ [Turning to point at the line of elders waiting to be arrested]. 
Like these kūpuna (elders) who are not moving. When we talk about 
our kūpuna, we not just talking about the end of their life and 
their time as a kupuna. We talking about what they did in their 
wā keiki (childhood), their wā ‘ōpio (adolescence), their wā mākua 
(adulthood). That’s what makes them the kūpuna that they are. 
So I ask again, what kind of kūpuna are we gonna be? Now is the 
time. We have no other choice. We fight, we resist, we stand, or we 
disappear forever. (Inouye, 2019, original emphasis)

Kanuha’s call to ‘be our kūpuna’ is a powerful one, significantly couched 
in the language of ‘wā’ that marks the journey through life transitions that, 
no matter where one stands, must begin (or continue) now. Adorned in 
the mahiole (helmet) worn by the chiefs of old, Kanuha became a specific 
kind of ancestor in that moment—the kind that could gather the people in 
ceremonial and political action to activate their collective mana and open 
the door through ʻaha. This not only allowed contemporary Hawaiians to 
reach forward towards the kūpuna of the past, but also invited the kūpuna 
from the past to reach back towards us, to step onto the sacred threshold, 
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and to participate with those in the ceremony—sharing time and space 
together. In that moment, we became our ancestors and they became us, 
not only in moʻolelo and mele, but in collective action and voice.

Kanuha did not stand alone in this regard. The Mauna a Wākea movement 
provided multiple pathways for people to connect and realise potential 
personally, collectively and globally to make a decision to kū i ka wā. The 
kiaʻi facilitated an inclusive experience of the ʻaha three times a day, inviting 
everyone to encounter wā, to become active living ancestors, and to become 
an important voice in the collective, whether Hawaiian or not. What 
Hawaiian practitioners have learned through the Mauna movement is that 
wā is universal and the pathways to get there are diverse. At the conclusion 
of each ʻaha a query was implored to the masses: ‘Pehea ka ʻaha o kākou? 
How was our ceremony?’ This question provides the observer, who is also 
a participant in the ʻaha, an opportunity to report what had transpired 
in the environment. If there was a problem, it was expressed. If all went 
well the reply would be, ʻua maikaʻi ka ʻaha o kākou—our ceremony was 
accomplished’.

ʻAha binds people, places, and practices in and across wā to become 
ancestors. This articulates our personal experiences of wā during the ʻaha 
in hope that we have created an academic wā for the conversation of sacred 
space to continue. We have observed that for many Hawaiians, this was 
their first opportunity to engage with the sacred in a structured manner. 
With the passage of time and distance in space that came when the masses 
left the Mauna, we find this moment an important one to encourage those 
who were once moved to dance and chant on sacred platforms to remember 
and return to the wā, allowing Wākea’s story to reverberate into the present 
and future. We conclude this question—pehea ka ʻaha o kākou? We await 
the answers that will come in the wā ma hope (future).

Closing in mele (Ty)
On 11 August 2019, at 11:11 am Hawaiʻi time, thousands of people, in 
hundreds of places, participated in the first worldwide virtual kanikapila 
(jam session) to sing in support of Mauna a Wākea and all sacred places. 
This unprecedented event followed a nearly month-long stand of kiaʻi and 
allies, who established the Puʻuhonua o Puʻuhuluhulu at the base of the 
Mauna Kea Access Road and stopped the transport of equipment for the 
construction of a 30-metre telescope on the summit of the most sacred 
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peak in Hawaiʻi and tallest mountain in the world (when measured from 
the ocean floor). The ‘Jam 4 Mauna Kea’10 (Figure 3.5.) event that took 
place that day was the largest single gathering thus far, a culmination of 
the momentum and mana created by ‘aha that were live streamed on social 
media three times a day, drawing more and more supporters to the Mauna 
each week. I stood with my son and youngest daughter at the Puʻuhonua, 
in the middle of a crowd that had swollen to the thousands. Drumbeats 
over loudspeakers kept the cadence as the master of ceremonies started the 
first verse of the Kū Haʻaheo/Hawaiʻi Loa’ medley. Standing in a sea of flags 
and banners on asphalt that was covered by lava rock, we raised our voices 
in a roar for the ea (sovereignty, life, breath, rising) of our land and nation. 
So, too, did countless others throughout Hawaiʻi (including my wife and 
older daughter at home on O‘ahu), across Moananuiākea (notably the 
protectors at Ihumātao in Aotearoa), and among the global Pacific diaspora 
(such as students at Mana Academy in Utah). At that moment, the wā of 
Wākea was heard everywhere, and we collectively became the Mauna and 
our ancestors.

Figure 3.5: Jam 4 Mauna Kea, 11 August 2019.
Source: Kalei Nuʻuhiwa.

10	  For the edited recording of the multi-sited event, see: Mana Maoli (2020).



73

3. KŪ ‘O WĀKEA I KA WĀ

References
Andrews, L. (2003). A dictionary of the Hawaiian language. Island Heritage 

Publishing. (Original work published 1865).

Beckwith, M. W. (1981). The Kumulipo. University of Hawaiʻi Press. (Original work 
published 1951).

Case, E. (2021). Everything ancient was once new: Indigenous persistence from Hawaiʻi 
to Kahiki. University of Hawaiʻi Press. doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv16t66rr.

Fornander, A. (1919–20). Fornander collection of Hawaiian antiquities and folk-
lore: The Hawaiians’ account of the formation of their islands and origin of their 
race, with the traditions of their migrations, etc., as gathered from original sources. 
Bishop Museum Press. doi.org/10.5962/p.351954.

Hauʻofa, E. (2008). We are the ocean: Selected works. University of Hawai’i Press.

Holt, H. (2019, 3 September). Ka Piko o Wākea and building Heiau [Recording of 
talk on Kākoʻo Haleakalā Facebook].

Hooulumahiehie-I-Ka-Oni-Malie-A-Pua-Lilia-Lana-I-Ka-Wai. (1909, 15 & 22 
January). Ka Moolelo Hiwahiwa o KAWELO Ka Hiapaʻiole a ka Ikaika, ka Mea 
Nana i Hoohaahaa ke Oolea o Kauahoa, ka Ui o Hanalei; O ka mea Nana ka 
Laau Kaulana o Ku’ikaa, a Nana ka Wahine Hoolei Ikoi o Kanewahineikiaoha. 
Kuokoa Home Rula, 7(3/4).

Inouye, M. (Director, Producer). (2019). Like a mighty wave: A Maunakea film 
[Film]. youtube.com/watch?v=4J3ZCzHMMPQ.

Johnson, R. K. (1981). Kumulipo: The Hawaiian hymn of creation. Topgallant 
Publishing Co.

Johnson, R. K. (2000). The Kumulipo mind: A global heritage: In the Polynesian 
creation myth. [Publisher not identified].

Kaʻili, T. O. (2017a). Marking indigeneity: The Tongan art of sociopolitical relations. 
University of Arizona Press. doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1t89kr9.

Kaʻili, T. O. (2017b). Tāvani: Interweaving Tā and Vā in Tongan reality and 
philology. Pacific Studies, 40(1/2), 62–78.

Kaʻili, T. O., Māhina, ‘O., & Addo, P. A. (Eds.). (2017). Tā-Vā (Time-space) theory 
of reality. Pacific Studies, 40(1/2).

Kamakau, S. M. (1865, 5 August). No Ke Ao Hoku. Ka Nupepa Kuokoa. 

http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv16t66rr
http://doi.org/10.5962/p.351954
http://youtube.com/watch?v=4J3ZCzHMMPQ
http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1t89kr9


VĀ MOANA

74

Kamakau, S. M. (1870, 10 February). Ka Moolelo Hawaii. Ke Au Okoa.

Kameʻeleihiwa, L. (1992). Native land and foreign desires: How shall we live in 
harmony? [Ko Hawaiʻi ‘Āina a me Nā Koi Puʻumake a ka Poʻe Haole: Pehea lā e 
Pono ai?]. Bishop Museum Press.
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