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Designing with wā: 

Mapping Kanaka ‘Ōiwi 
spatial ontologies

James Miller

I ka wā ma mua, I ka wā ma hope. (The future is found in the past).

The proverb above speaks to a fixation of ‘Ōiwi scholars on interpreting 
the past. Lilikalā Kameʻeleihiwa (1992, pp. 22–23) interprets this no‘eau: 
‘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.’ Our future orientation is grounded in that which 
has come before; the knowledge that we need to move forward as we do the 
work. As Kānaka ‘Ōiwi designer-scholars, we are firmly grounded in our 
Hawaiian-ness.

This chapter speaks to a growing body of literature and practice that applies 
Indigenous philosophies within architectural practices and develops a design 
approach grounded in the Kanaka ‘Ōiwi (Native Hawaiian) concept of wā 
(space, time). The chapter introduces the design philosophy of an off-island 
Hawaiian, a set of tools to approach design with wā, and an example for 
applying the design approach. Interwoven are comparisons with shared 
approaches across Oceania. The broader Moana Cosmopolitan approach 
informs the Hawaiʻi specific mana‘o shared here. We need to renew 
ancestral and contemporary responsibilities and solidarities forged between 
Indigenous Pacific peoples.



VĀ MOANA

278

Wā belongs to an expansive philosophy connecting land, ocean, people, the 
cosmos, time and more. It has many meanings in ʻŌlelo ‘Ōiwi (Hawaiian 
language), the most widely accepted being space between two objects and 
between two points of time (Noyes, 2017). Wā is spatio-temporal; it is 
seen as a space of relation grounded in place. The ‘ōlelo noʻeau (Hawaiian 
proverb) ‘I ka wā ma mua, i ka wā ma hope’ reminds us that we belong to 
the ʻāina (land, that which feeds), the lāhui (nation) and to Moana.1 The 
proverb asks for balance, looking back five generations to understand how 
to provide for five generations into the future; it is at the heart of cultural 
continuity and environmental sustainability.

My approach to the Kanaka design epistemology shared in this chapter 
is influenced by discussions on wa‘a with family, doctoral work in the 
Marshall Islands that brings in broader comparative studies of Oceania and 
working within the diverse communities of Kalihi, Hilo and Puna. My first 
observations on the application of wā occurred on my uncle’s wa‘a modelled 
after a proa (Marshallese style outrigger canoe). We discussed differences 
between Hawaiian and Marshallese canoes, reflecting on the hull of the 
canoe as the space we share. The canoe as a designed artefact carries relations 
across time and space and weaves together knowledges. My uncle as well 
as elders in the Marshall Islands taught me to connect deeply with our 
ancestors and learn through them, while also appreciating our Oceania 
connections as relatives. The hull of the waʻa is an in-between space—the 
wā that we occupy—and represents a certain quality in the relationship 
of voyager–canoe–water. An Indigenous creation, the waʻa moves us across 
Moana, across time and space; it brings ancestral knowledge to the present 
generations while providing a vessel for future generations to feel the presence 
of their ancestors. At Hoʻoulu ̒ Āina in Kalihi Valley on Oʻahu island, lessons 
on the waʻa expand the embedded knowledge of the ‘ōlelo noʻeau (proverb), 
‘I ka wā ma mua, ka wā ma hope’: the front of the canoe is referred to as 
mua and the back as hope (Joey Miller, personal communication, 2019). 
The wa‘a becomes a relational object that spans across diverse Pacific Island 
populations and reminds us of shared histories. The ability to design and 
create such an object today demonstrates the capacity of Indigenous design 
knowledge to move across temporalities and geographies.

1	  See: Pukui (1983).
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Mele Ko‘ihonua (origins)
Locating Vā Moana as central to land–water–people relations in my own 
practice, I explore Kanaka ‘Ōiwi and broader Oceania/Moana ontologies 
to develop generative design concepts. Mele ko‘ihonua (cosmogonic 
genealogies) are central to the Kanaka ‘Ōiwi worldview and, thus, are 
core to a Kanaka design ontology (Oliveira, 2014). If we are to look to 
the past for the lessons that guide us into the future, we must know our 
origins. These stories establish our genealogical link with all things in the 
natural environment. Among the ko’ihonua, the Kumulipo is the most well 
known. The Kumulipo (Hawaiian creation chant; kumu: base/foundation; 
lipo: deep darkness), for instance, can inspire architectural design and 
village planning. It describes the birth of the people and evolution from pō 
(beginning of time/darkness), and its recitation brings our ancestors into 
the present, providing continuity and reminding us of order and place. 
Joyce Warren’s (2017) theorisation of wā in the Kumulipo is useful when 
applying the Kumulipo in design and learning about ancestral definitions 
of space and the significance of cosmogony. A Kanaka ‘Ōiwi design ethos 
views the creation of the built environment as an extension of our creation 
stories. Singing these ideas into existence with clarity of purpose reinforces 
our connection to the ‘āina (land that feeds), the lāhui (nation) and our 
kuleana (responsibility) to care for the land and each other. Traditionally, the 
kuhikuhipuʻuone (one who points out contours/architect/master builder) 
would be the one to utilise the knowledge of a place to properly site the 
hale (house) in relation to the land and its genealogy. These processes are 
transformational for Kānaka designers and architects.

‘I ka wā ma mua, ka wā ma hope’ introduces us to genealogical thinking. 
We receive mana through our moʻokūʻauhau (genealogy) and the time 
that came before (ka wā kahiko). According to Kameʻeleihiwa (1992), 
moʻokūʻauhau structures the space around us as the Kanaka ‘Ōiwi concept 
of space–time. Moʻokūʻauhau of place also highlights the significance of 
placenames, through which our ancestors set the embodied knowledge 
of place in motion to be accessed by future ancestors; hence the importance of 
recovering placenames and place-keeping.

As Warren (2017) illustrates, the Kumulipo, which is broken into wā (eras), 
provides a basis for understanding in-betweenness and spatial thresholds. 
Warren (2017, p. 29) begins with the exploration of the twelfth wā, where 
the genesis of humanity begins ‘through a manipulation of time and space’:
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Wakea became false to Papa
Changed the days and months
Ordered the nights of Kane toward the last of the month
And the nights of Hilo to be first;
And established sacred taboos across his threshold. 
Such was the house that Wakea lived in.
The food of the parent chief became sacred
…
The Haloa that grow by the edge of the patch became sacred. 
Plant the Haloa, the leaves will grow tall
So grew the sprout of Haloa in the day and Thrived. 
(Lili’uokalani, 1897, pp. 68–69)

In wā twelve, spatial, land and time relations are established. Warren 
(2017, p. 30) comments: ‘Space (the edge of the taro patch and Wākea’s 
threshold and home) and time (the reordered nights of Kane and Hilo) 
become sacred through the dictates of this kapu.’ Wā can be used to define 
thresholds managed by kapu (laws, taboo, restriction). In this sense, the 
Kumulipo can also be a foundation for understanding the architectural 
design of spatial gradients, in-between space and the norms that dictate the 
socio-spatial relations.

Wā becomes a generative basis for human settlement and habitation. 
Kapu and kānāwai (laws, regulations) inform land use and settlement. 
The management of spatial thresholds are further described in moʻolelo 
(stories), hula (dance forms) and ʻoli (chants), which provide knowledge 
of particular places.2 For example, the community development plan for 
Keaukaha, Hawaiʻi Island, utilises these seedbanks of knowledge in its 
regional plan (Department of Hawaiian Homelands, 2010). Similarly, 
efforts are being made by lineal descendants to establish kapu and kānāwai 
in the development and resource management of Pohoiki’s Isaac Hale beach 
park in Puna. While Western anthropologists used to regard taboo practices 
as backwards or mystical, kapu provides mechanisms for spatial control in 
Moana settings.

Wā twelve also draws attention to the filial relationships between the ʻāina, 
which are represented by Hāloa (kalo) and Kanaka. Through the moʻolelo 
of Hāloa, Hoʻohōkūkalani, the daughter of Papahānaumoku and Wākea, 

2	  The Edith Kanakaʻole Foundation has been analysing these seedbanks of Hawaiian knowledge for 
place-specific environmental data and cultural practices to demonstrate the power and tenacity of Kanaka 
Maoli knowledge in the sustainable and resilient maintenance of place, teaching us site conditions for 
creating places of abundance in relation with the natural environment.
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gives birth first to a stillborn child, whom she names Hāloa. Following 
the advice of kapuna, Hāloa is wrapped in kapa (cloth) and planted in the 
ʻāina, becoming the first kalo plant. Hoʻohōkūkalani then has another 
child, whom she also names Hāloa, in honour of the elder sibling. ‘Kalo is 
a virtual kaikuaʻana [older sibling or cousin of the same sex] to Kanaka that 
is owed filial love, loyalty, and care’ (Silva, 2004, pp. 101–102). Kanaka are 
grounded in kuleana ‘āina (responsibility to the land/ stewardship of the 
land) and aloha ‘āina (love of the land). Connecting the relationship to ʻāina 
as the foundation of design practice, the land becomes a fundamental aspect 
of architectural design and spatial planning.

Importance is drawn to in-between spaces earlier in the Kumulipo as well. 
In the first wā of the Kumulipo, the coral reef is formed, reflecting a space 
that holds life. Symbolic meaning builds upon the reef as an important 
metaphor for physical and metaphysical thresholds that protect the land 
and its people. According to Karin Ingersoll (2016), the reef emphasises 
roots and foundations; when our feet are firmly planted on the reef, we can 
look out to the ocean to protect the land and its people from what may 
come, grounded in our Native foundation.3 

He poʻi na kai uli, kai koʻo, ʻaʻohe hina pūkoʻa (though the sea be deep 
and rough, the coral rock remains standing). (Pukui, 1983, loc. 905) 

The reef represents physical and symbolic wā—in-between spaces marking 
rhythms across the ocean-scape and protecting the land and its people from 
that which is beyond. Figure 15.1 provides a conceptual diagram. In this 
interpretation, foundations are in the centre of the diagram while all else is 
beyond. To emphasise the significance of the central point in the concept 
of wā, No‘eau Peralto (2018) identifies ʻike kupuna (knowledge) as the root 
that connects us to our kulāiwi (native land) and holds us firmly in place 
through the most turbulent times. Such understandings of space and time 
mediate our relationships with the environment around us, contributing to 
the notions of reciprocity, respect and trust and thus promoting reciprocal, 
rather than extractive, relationships between humans and non-humans. 
Wā, then, reflects the genealogical (moʻo, continuity), the social (reciprocal 
relationships), the physical (reefs and foundations) and the spiritual (mana).

3	  What may come includes natural hazards, such as tropical storms and tsunamis, and the colonisers 
and their ideologies.
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Figure 15.1: Diagram of time 
represented as circular.
Source: Author.

Figure 15.2: An illustration of 
the piko spiralling outward, 
representative of the umbilical cord 
that connects us to our genealogy.
Source: Author.

Beyond the gradients of relationality established through the spatial ordering 
of the Kumulipo and moʻokūʻauhau, my interpretation of wā in Kanaka 
‘Ōiwi spatial thinking is also related to the architectural concept of intensities. 
Through our piko (umbilical cord, genitals, head), we are connected to our 
ancestors, our future ancestors and the spiritual realm; thus, wā reflects the 
contextual realities of land—past, present, future and beyond. The piko 
spirals outward, representing expanding relations moving across time and 
space (Figure 15.2). In this multidimensional space, memories can be drawn 
from our embodiment of these relations. The ceremony, piko, spatially 
anchors the activity into a ‘Hawaiian conception of time and acknowledges 
an individual’s genealogical ties to place’ (Freitas, 2019, p. 195).

Design philosophy
My interest in Hawaiian design philosophy coincides with a deep sense 
of responsibility to the lāhui (nation)—to lifting community where it is 
needed. This chapter represents work in partnership with the non-profit 
organisation Hoʻoulu Lāhui, and lessons learned through conversations 
with teachers, elders and practitioners throughout Hawaiʻi Island as we 
developed projects that would support community in the wake of the 2018 
Kilauea lava flows. I was encouraged to pursue this work by family and by 
mentors like Albert Refiti and Tina Engels-Schwarzpaul, and I collaborated 
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with colleagues such as Sean Connelly, Tina Grandinetti, Tuti Baker and 
Kelema Moses to nurture Hawaiian futures within the built environment. 
My engagement with Kānaka Maoli design epistemologies has been 
influenced by Hawaiian scholars such as Manulani Aluli Myer, Konia 
Frietas, Lilikalā Kameʻeleihiwa, Pualani Case, Kalehua Krug, Kū Kahakalau 
and Kamuela Enos, and by designers such as Rob Iopa, Malia Kaʻaihue and 
Sean Connelly.

Subsequent discussions with the Vā Moana research cluster and other 
Hawaiian and Oceania scholars continued to develop this nexus of wā, 
design and relations within the built environment. I am grateful for the 
insights provided by Keonelehua Kalawe, a kuhikuhipuʻuone (heiau 
architect), and Keikialoha Kekipi, an iwi kūpuna (Hawaiʻi Burial Council).

As an off-island Hawaiian, raised in the Midwest of the United States, I was 
drawn to studying the role of culture in mediating one’s experience within 
the built environment. I received a Western education and developed 
Western understandings of architecture and urban design, beginning 
with a classical education at the University of Notre Dame, followed by 
graduate studies with Howard Davis at the University of Oregon. This 
provided an opportunity to explore the built environment through process 
rather than form, and my research focused on the mediation of space in 
sociocultural processes and patterns. Studying traditional dwellings and 
settlement patterns in the Republic of the Marshall Islands (Miller, 2021, 
2023) allowed me to draw lessons from the past to inform the future. These 
patterns and systems of dwelling retain Indigenous design knowledge about 
ancestral systems of abundance (Miller, 2018).

More recently, I sought to understand Indigenous design knowledge in 
Hawaiʻi and participate in decolonising the built environment through 
Indigenous place-making. Hawaiʻi’s built environment reflects Euro-
American architectural and urban planning practices in which contemporary 
designers coopted Hawaiian culture in the fabrication of settler fantasies 
(Miller and Nay, 2020). In my design practice, I am inspired by Māori 
lenses of Indigenous place-makers, Rebecca Kiddle (2018) and Jade Kake 
(2018), by the precedence of Indigenous relations in Moananuiākea, as well 
as by research, conversations and experiences in communities. The lessons 
demonstrate how contemporary Hawaiian architecture can speak to the larger, 
global emergence of Moanan and Indigenous architecture within a broader 
political movement to decolonise and indigenise our built environments.



VĀ MOANA

284

Designing with wā
Wā defines our relationship to space. To design with wā necessitates 
considerations of in-betweenness, space that informs relationships 
(a threshold). In Kānaka Maoli cultural practice, spatial relationships are 
typically defined through protocol. For example, when entering a space of 
cultural practice such as a Hālau Hula, protocol defines the entry sequence. 
One awaits entry outside the gate and must be invited in by the guardian 
(heahea); once protocols are completed, entry is allowed. Through practice, 
students know to cross between spaces with intention and meaning, taking 
into consideration their own pilina (relation) within the space. Through place-
specific attributes and geographies, the space dictates how we relate within the 
wā: the process for entering a hale in the ahupuaʻa of Kalihi on the mokupuni 
of Oʻahu may be different than that for entering a hale in the ahupuaʻa of 
Hana on the mokupuni of Maui. When wā is entered through relational 
principles of land-based ethics, a transformation occurs that re-Indigenises 
colonised places. Mary Tuti Baker (2018) and Candice Fujikane (2021) touch 
upon this in their discussion of Hoʻoulu ʻĀina, a place of cultural practice on 
the ahupuaʻa of Kalihi on the moku of Kona on the mokupuni of Oʻahu. 
Hoʻoulu ʻĀina is an example of Indigenised space reflective of land-based 
ethics, a Kipuka Aloha ‘Āina—a space of Indigenous design that reverberates 
across time, providing lessons that point towards the creation of Kānaka ‘Ōiwi 
future environments. Such places provide precedents for Kānaka ̒ Ōiwi spatial 
theory to create places that also reverberate across time.

As a physical representation of habitation and living on the land, the 
hale (house) reflects the embodiment of designing with wā. Similar to 
vernacular housing across Austronesia, the hale is an embodiment of 
cosmogony, encompassing a holistic product of Kanaka methodologies. 
The process from which the hale is created demonstrates assemblages of 
land–water–cosmos–people, all collectively brought together through 
the work of the community for the benefit of a family. For example, the 
siting of the hale places it in relation to the highest peak in the ahupuaʻa, 
where Wakea and Papahānaumoku built their house. The orientation of 
the hale is in relationship to this sacred house site, the adjacent waters and 
the ocean. These geographic relationships are connected to the moʻolelo 
of place and its moʻokūʻauhau. The design of components draws further 
significance to the embodiment of Kanaka Maoli ontology, such as the 
representation of female and male posts or the constraint and expansion 
of space to affect the occupant’s mindset. The hale as the embodiment of 
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Maoli ontology is reflected in the hale constructed at Hoʻoulu ‘Āina in 
Kalihi Valley (Figure 15.3). This hale was sited in relation to the mountain 
peak, Kilohana; it is said that it was built by 10,000 hands, reflecting the 
amount of resources, labour and love that went into its creation (Uncle 
Scotty Garlough, conversation, 2019, Kalihi, Hawaiʻi).

Figure 15.3: The interior of the hale at Hoʻoulu ʻĀina.
Source: Photograph by author.
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Designing with wā provides guidelines for evoking the qualities of 
Indigenous design—to create rich, storied places that maintain relationships 
between the past and the present (place-keeping). Spatial design helps to 
define important relationships, the symbolism of form evokes feelings of 
connection and material selection awakens memories. The textures and 
scents of materials evoke memories of cultural practices, family, community 
and love; they transfer happiness, sadness, joy, love, etc. from the past into 
the present. For example, pili grass was often selected as a preferred cladding 
for its scent, despite the intensive time and labour it required. The location 
of natural elements and selection of materials aid in the intensification of 
assemblages and the ability of design to transform space.

Design tools
Five design patterns emerged from research in the Marshall Islands and 
Hawaiʻi on the continuity of land-based practices within the dialectic 
relationship of culture and the built environment: land as identity, 
abundance, togetherness and resource sharing, and the house as teacher. 
Translating conceptual principles into design methods and tools helps 
designers to implement wā ontology within design thinking. Wā defines 
in-between-ness and metaphysical and material connections across time 
and space, and intensifies relations to place. Wā dictates material selection, 
collaboration and resource sharing when creating place, and designing with 
wā entails responsibility within aloha ‘āina (land-based ethical framework).

Table 15.1 provides a loose design framework to translate such values into 
design concepts. Core principles are moʻokūʻauhau and piko, because 
they establish fundamental criteria and provide guidance for proper site 
relationships; consequently, they establish the gradients and protocols of 
place. Wahi pana and kīpuka are qualities the design aspires to achieve; 
they indicate a dialectic relationship between people, place and time that 
circumscribes place within the constellation of Hawaiian knowledge. 
Hoʻoulu ʻĀina in Kalihi Valley, Honolulu, Hawaiʻi, reflects the layering of 
these concepts. The land beats with histories of abundance that have been 
awakened in the revival of cultural practices and food security. It reminds us 
who we are, connecting us to our past and our future
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Table 15.1: Designing with wā: Kahua hana (principles)

ʻAuina ʻAuina (gradients) represent changing spatial relationships, such 
as those defined by protocol or markers, such as the articulation 
of edges defined by taro and the threshold of Wakeaʻs home in the 
Kumulipo.

Niʻo Niʻo (thresholds) mark significant spatial changes with hierarchical 
associations. Protocol further defines thresholds (e.g. making one’s 
presence known and waiting to be invited in). If a person is not known, 
they may be asked to state their purpose and their genealogy prior 
to entry.

Kaʻina Kaʻina (protocol, order) defines space through shared social 
understandings, opening and closing space intentionally (e.g. the 
Aloha circle is a kaʻina to bring participants into relational space).

‘Āina ‘Āina (filial relationship of people and land) is built into the definition 
of space and spatial relationships (e.g. in verse 12 of the Kumulipo, 
kalo define the edge of Wākea’s domain, referencing the relationship 
of kalo in Kanaka ‘Ōiwi cosmology).

Moʻokūʻauhau Moʻokūʻauhau provides layers of stories, practices and life in place, 
creating spatial intensities.

Piko Piko represents connections between points in space, which can 
be thought of as point-in-time connections, and spirals outward 
in expanding relations. The in-between space (the connection) is 
defined by material, spiritual and social relationships.

Wahi pana Quality of spatial relationships defined by the criteria above, 
highlighting the mana (spiritual power) of people/place/ spirit. 
Spaces of great mana transform the material fields around them 
(Noyes, 2018).

Kīpuka The quality of spatial relationships defined by the above criteria 
highlighting resilience of people/place/spirit.

Source: Author’s summary.

These principles are in continual development and can be added to and 
adapted. To exemplify their use, the principles ʻauina and moʻokūʻauhau are 
explored in more depth in the following sections.

ʻAuina (gradients): Diagramming wā

For the application of wā principles in village planning, diagramming 
provides a useful medium to convey the importance of spatial gradients 
and land–people relationships. The following diagrams provide examples 
of these spatial functions, through site development (Figure 15.5) and 
building design (Figure 15.6).
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My prior study of village planning on Namdrik, Republic of the Marshall 
Islands, helped identify similarities in spatial design epistemologies 
represented in Oceania (Miller, 2018). On Namdrik, agreements to share 
collective resources are negotiated among clans, and the resulting protocols 
stipulate public rights-of-way to manage resource areas and to traverse 
private areas. The locations are negotiated through shared understandings 
of space, and the protocols define social, spatial and environmental 
relationships. Some community members in lower Puna, Hawaiʻi, recounted 
in conversation similar protocols for moving through space. Visitors make 
their presence known to the host by a loud call as they approach from the 
common path. Mary Kawena Pukui (Handy & Pukui, 1953, p. 307) recalls 
the practice of heahea (to call frequently and hospitably). When individuals 
went from house to house, an adult from the house would call out to 
welcome them; if no-one was at the house to welcome, the person arriving 
might call out until someone at the house heard and welcomed them inside. 
As soon as the guest was seated, food would be offered. These are practices 
that still continue in rural areas of Hawaiʻi , the Marshall Islands and other 
parts of Oceania. The offering of food to guests continues to be a common 
custom across Hawaiʻi and the Marshall Islands.

Figure 15.4: An illustration by William Ellis of the Morai (w:heiau) 
at Kealakekua Bay, Hawaiʻi.
Source: Engraved by W. Walker after Ellis (1783, [II fp. 180]). Public Domain.
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Thresholds defined by landscape and spatial design mark gradients of 
privacy, intimacy, hierarchy, etc., helping to dictate the relationship between 
a visitor and the host. One must be invited into the private–public spaces 
within the family compound and enter according to protocol. Because the 
landscape defines access to individual buildings and dwellings, based on a 
shared understanding of wā, walls and openings are not designed to control 
access. Rather, these perimeter thresholds are designed to transform one’s 
cognitive state on entering. In the design of certain heiau, shadows are a 
key element in the definition of spatial gradients; the way in which kiʻi 
(statues) are crafted, designed and located inform these spatial relations 
(Keone Kalawa, conversation, 2023). Figure 15.4 provides an illustration of 
ki‘i at Kealakakua, Hawaiʻi.

Figure 15.5: A diagram of living arrangements in a wāto (traditional land 
tenure) on Namdrik Atoll, Republic of the Marshall Islands.
Source: Drawing by author.
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Moʻokūʻauhau—Deep time

For an analysis of the relationship between culture and the environment in 
urban planning and design, ‘deep time’ is a useful concept for developing 
an understanding of the genealogical relationships that bind us across time 
and space. ‘I ka wā ma mua, ka wā ma hope’ is walking forward into the past 
(Meyer, 2001). Applied to a specific place, moʻokūʻauhau represents the 
assemblage of every story, history, relationship and spirit that has interacted 
within that space across time; it provides a sense of place (‘ike honua) by 
its overlapping histories and stories. Through moʻokūʻauhau, a place is 
perceived as living, as a teacher, and the threads extending across space and 
time in a built environment inform our Indigenous design knowledge. They 
reflect lessons held within Indigenous knowledge; they represent cultural 
continuity and provide knowledge to produce relevant, supportive and 
relational spaces within built environments. Places and structures carry on 
this knowledge as living libraries.

Malia Kaʻaihue, founder of DTL (a Hawaiian strategy studio), deploys 
the concept of moʻo to emphasise continuity within the design of place 
(Reuben Chock, conversation, 2019, Honolulu, Hawaiʻi). Moʻo are giant 
lizards at the core of origin stories in Hawaiʻi; moʻo is also a prefix denoting 
continuity. Moʻokūʻauhau helps understand the layering of realities at any 
given point, based on the histories occupying these spaces. In learning these 
histories, and experiencing their power, we engage with Indigenous design 
knowledge about creating places that call us back while we recreate these 
places for future generations to similarly connect with past–present–future. 
In applying wā in practice, we also involve the knowledge embedded in non-
human and human entities to produce relevant, supportive and relational 
spaces that nurture Indigenous habitus. The moʻokūʻauhau determines siting 
practices and the relationship between community, family and beyond.

Design program
The emerging framework of guiding principles is not intended to categorise 
a design proposal as representative of Kanaka Maoli ontology or not, but, 
rather, to support communication between designer and community, and 
to provide a bridge between Indigenous design epistemologies and non-
Indigenous design/colonised designers. In this, criteria for material selection, 
the use of natural elements, and the spatial design itself can choreograph 
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the layering of kahua hana to build up intensities. The programming of 
activities within space ordered by kaʻina can bring the past into the present 
and the future to redefine socio-spatial relations to place.

To understand place, we must first understand space: our perspective of 
space and how we occupy it defines our relationship to all facets of land, 
water and cosmos. Wā reminds us that past and future are present within 
our decision-making today: ancestors and future ancestors call us to ensure 
balance is maintained between us, the resources we use and the places that 
we create. And when a place is created through this process, the strength of 
cultural practice reminds future occupants of their roots.

An important aspect of symmetrical relationships is the levelling of power: 
what one offers to the other—human or non-human—must be mutually 
beneficial within symmetrical reciprocity. An architectural program 
requires the designer to consider the relationships between spaces, while 
considering the architectural form that creates spatial transitions. Making 
these design moves through a Kanaka epistemology requires a deep 
engagement with wā and principles that guide decision-making.

While we can analyse and interpret the construction of traditional structures 
and the importance of cultural resource areas, it is more difficult to see 
the embodiment of Kanaka Maoli design practices within contemporary 
architectures and urban design. WCIT Architecture and DTL Studio 
have begun this work, albeit muddled within neoliberal development of 
commercial tourism.4 Others, such as Sean Connelly, have demonstrated 
practical applications through provocative and thoughtful installation work, 
such as Thatch Assembly with Rocks (2017), and urban design concepts, such 
as Ahupuaʻa urbanism based on the traditional land-management system of 
Hawaiʻi, yet there is a lack of substantive built examples (Reuben Chock, 
conversation, 2019, Honolulu, Hawaiʻi; Connelly, 2014; Faris & Machida, 
2017; Hawaiʻi Futures, n.d.). As discussed below, the design explored in the 
project, ‘Ike o Nānāwale, attempts to demonstrate the application of wā in 
design processes that adapt the work of WCIT Architecture, DTL Studio 
and Sean Connelly.

4	  For DTL’s design methodology, see: dtlstudio.com. For WCIT’s design process, see: wcit.com/
process.

http://dtlstudio.com
http://wcit.com/process
http://wcit.com/process
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Application
Concepts of wā from the Kumulipo can activate and define space, creatively 
drawing inspiration from cosmogony—from the depths of Hawaiian 
philosophy. ʻIke o Nānāwale is being developed by Hoʻoulu Lāhui in 
Nānāwale, Puna, Hawaiʻi. On a 10-acre parcel, a native forest education 
centre is being developed, deploying design processes concerning place-
keeping practices in Hawaiʻi. The restoration of native forest requires 
invasive species removal (namely Albizia) and will focus on the ʻōhia tree. 
A small meeting hale and signage will engage the community and visitors 
with native forest management practices. An early vision for the centre is 
illustrated in Figure 15.6. The project ʻIke o Nānāwale applies wā design 
epistemology, braided with contemporary design and material choices, and 
uses an iterative approach to listen to the ʻāina, and to learn and respond.

Figure 15.6: Rendering of design concept for ‘Ike o Keahialaka.
Source: Drawing by author.
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To outline the design approach, the journey begins with understanding 
the moʻokūʻauhau of place, consisting of the moʻolelo of place, the 
life of the land across time, and its importance within human relations. 
Once the genealogy of place is engaged, a journey with the community 
stakeholders and the ʻāina begins: talking story with community members, 
learning about their connections to and desires for the place, being on the 
land and learning from it. At its completion, the design team strives to create 
abundance and uplift the community. The design process then returns to 
the moʻokūʻauhau, contributing to the continuous genealogy of place.

In the following, I will focus on moʻokūʻauhau for illustrative purposes; 
the design attempts to respond to the voices of the land, generating layers 
of history and knowledge, contributing to the quality of the project.

Moʻokūʻauhau of Nānāwale

The story of ʻAilāʻau and the Moʻolelo of Keahialaka helps to provide an 
understanding of Nānāwale and contextualise the site within cosmology. 
I was told a story of Nānāwale as the place where a great battle took place; 
the residents just watched, hence the name nānā (watch) wale (just, only) 
(Keone Kalawa and Keiki Kekipi, conversation, 2021, Hilo, Hawaiʻi). This 
story guided design decisions for ‘Ike o Nānāwale.

Pele is regarded as the chief architect of Hawaiʻi, a foreigner, born of 
the mystical land of Kahiki, a distant land that is floating. Pele’s mother 
was Haumea; her father was Wākea. Pele learned from the fire-keeper, 
Lono‑makua:

When Pele came to the island of Hawaiʻi, she first stopped at a place 
called Keahialaka in the district of Puna. From this place she began 
her inland journey toward the mountains. As she passed on her 
way there grew within her an intense desire to go at once and see 
ʻAilāʻau, the god to whom Kilauea belonged, and find a resting place 
with him at the end of her journey. She came up, but ʻAilāʻau was 
not in his house. Of a truth he had made himself thoroughly lost. 
He had vanished because he knew that this one coming toward him 
was Pele. He had seen her toiling down by the sea at Keahialaka. 
Trembling dread and heavy fear overpowered him. He ran away and 
was entirely lost. When Pele came to that pit she laid out the plan 
for her abiding home, beginning at once to dig up the foundations. 
She dug day and night and found that this place fulfilled all her 
desires. (Drake, 1916, pp. 1–3)
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The moʻolelo points to the importance of the abundant green of the forest, 
the harshness of the lava flows (new and old), the puka (holes/caves) in the 
landscape and the abundance of water and greenery. While canopy and 
undergrowth are visually apparent, the substrate is less known. Lava bubbles 
(thin layers of lava formed over an air pocket), lava tubes (caves formed 
by running lava), cracks and other ground disturbances are often difficult 
to locate within a site, but are known to be there due to the lessons of the 
moʻolelo. The density of the natural landscape makes it difficult to survey 
geological lava formations, and care must be taken to mitigate hazards and 
take advantage of topographical opportunities. This demands patience 
and an iterative process of site design, requiring the designer to physically 
begin work on the site and listen to the land, as it dictates where paths and 
foundations can be located.

Light detection and ranging sensing technology helps model the substrate 
and more quickly visualise the knowledge described in the moʻolelo, but 
interpretations remain limited by our understanding and knowledge of 
the land’s dynamism. While aerial mapping initially allowed us to spot 
strategic locations for entrance points, only working with the land taught 
us to discover lava bubbles, tunnels and holes. As the land teaches, the 
design evolves.

‘Ike o Nānāwale teaches us not only how to observe and listen to the land, 
but also of our responsibility to care for and manage it. Invasive plants on 
the ground and overgrowth make the work more treacherous, as the rapid 
growth of invasives transforms the land into a foreign landscape. Working 
through this process builds kuleana, pilina and mālama (care) with place.

Conclusion
What I have described in this chapter is far from definitive. Drawing 
on lessons from Hawaiian practitioners, scholars and other Indigenous 
designers, it can hopefully contribute to Kanaka Maoli architectural 
concepts and models that adapt Indigenous cosmology for contemporary 
spatial design. Working cooperatively develops and extends Kanaka Maoli 
models of design practices, but this represents one of any number of possible 
approaches. There have been and will continue to be many variations of the 
design process outlined here.
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While the process is described here in a linear fashion, it operates in a 
circular manner (non-linear): any stage may be addressed at any given time. 
For example, the project is currently in three design phases simultaneously: 
1) the journey—learning from the land and stakeholders, 2) incorporating 
design decisions that contribute to abundance, and 3) considerations that 
uplift the community. The recent invasive species removal process illustrates 
the importance of working iteratively and listening to the ʻāina. As paths 
were being made on the site to reach albizia stands, the rapid development 
of new albizia growth on the recently cleared paths was significant. While 
the clearing was necessary to remove this invasive species, it also made the 
land susceptible to further invasive growth and affected native ʻōhia growth 
negatively. The design then transitioned towards native forest preservation, 
minimising the size and amount of walking paths through the forested area. 
In addition, the team had to reconsider maintenance and management 
strategies to best preserve the native forest.

We are taught that our responsibility lies with the lands where our ancestors’ 
bones lie. Iwi helps to identify your roots, your genealogy and, in turn, 
the lands that support life. Architectures of wā are generative, expansive 
spaces, and their principles can help to work through the significance of 
place and how its lessons teach us how to design (ʻauina, niʻo, kaʻina, ʻāina, 
moʻokūʻauhau, piko, wahi pana, kipuka). These spaces spiral outward across 
a spiritual world, as well as across the land. Architecture is a manifestation 
of movements, an apparatus expressing wā. Vā Moana, as developed in 
relation to architectural design, demonstrates the significance of Moana 
spatial relations as a counter-concept to Western spatial theory. Kanaka 
ʻŌiwi ontologies show how these relationships are generated from spatial 
understandings of space–time–people–place that are expansive, relational 
and non-linear.

As Indigenous populations are displaced from their ancestral lands, or move 
away for other reasons, place-making becomes a challenge. Place-making 
capacity is needed, though, to strengthen the important sociocultural 
benefits that support community. There is a need for Indigenous architects, 
designers and urban planners with knowledge of culturally based place-
making to lead this process and to work towards decolonising the city by 
perpetuating the knowledge of their ancestors. To paraphrase Lana Lopesi 
(2021): to remap our futures, we need to understand what regional and 
racial boundaries are created through colonialism. We need to renew 
ancestral and contemporary responsibilities and solidarities forged between 
Indigenous Pacific peoples. As we reside, often as neighbours, how often do 
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we transcend colonial boundaries to build relational social worlds? How do 
we imagine together a future based on all our relations that have existed for 
millennia?
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