
P R A C T I C I N G  
C U LT U R A L  
H U M I L I T Y  W I T H  
N AT I V E  H A W A I I A N  
A N D  L O C A L  
P AT I E N T S

M A K A N A  K U S H I

P H D  C A N D I D A T E  I N  A M E R I C A N  S T U D I E S ,  B R O W N  U N I V E R S I T Y

I N S T R U C T O R  I N  H I S T O R Y  A N D  W O M E N ’ S  A N D  G E N D E R  S T U D I E S ,  

U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  H A W A I ʻ I  A T  H I L O



L E A R N I N G  O B J E C T I V E S

• Apply knowledge about Hawaiian history and historical trauma to respond to 
patient concerns about discrimination in healthcare settings

• Identify harmful stereotypes about locals, Native Hawaiians, and their health

• Gain basic familiarity with Hawaiian herbal and traditional medicines

• Pronounce Hawaiian language sounds, patient names, and place names with 
intention



“ S C H O O L  
B E G I N S , ”  
L O U I S  
D A L RY M P L E

In the Territorial and early 
statehood period, “schoolmen 
used their positions of 
authority and influence over 
the public-school system to 
prepare the islands’ multiethnic 
students for life as second-class 
citizens employed as laborers 
in the islands’ agricultural 
economy” (Taira, 2021)



LO C A L  A N D  N AT I V E  H AWA I I A N

Local

• Long-term residents of Hawaiʻi
• Associated with speaking Hawaiian Creole 

English or “Pidgin”

• People with roots in significant events in 
Hawaiʻi history, especially the overthrow of 
the Hawaiian Kingdom and sugar plantations

• People with kinship to the land and 
established ethnic communities in Hawaiʻi

Haole

• foreigners, non-Native people, settlers

• white people

• Non-local, non-kamaʻāina

• Person without established kinship to 
communities, land, and Native ways of being 
in Hawaiʻi



LO C A L  A N D  N AT I V E  H AWA I I A N

Local

• Long-term residents of Hawaiʻi
• Also called kamaʻāina or children of the land

• Associated with speaking Hawaiian Creole 
English or “Pidgin”

• People with roots in significant events in 
Hawaiʻi history, especially the overthrow of 
the Hawaiian Kingdom and sugar plantations

• People with kinship to the land and 
established ethnic communities in Hawaiʻi

Native Hawaiian

• People who are Native or Indigenous to the 
Hawaiian Islands

• Also called: Hawaiians, Kanaka, Kanaka Maoli, 
Kanaka ʻŌiwi, Kānaka

• ~21% of Hawaiʻi’s population is Native Hawaiian

• Institutions like the Office of Hawaiian Affairs 
and the Kamehameha Schools serve the needs of 
Native Hawaiians; Hui Mālama Ola Nā ʻŌiwi



H A W A I I A N  
H I S T O R Y  

A N D  
H I S T O R I C A L  

T R A U M A

“Historical trauma is the accumulative emotional and 
psychological pain over an individual’s lifespan and 
across generations as the result of massive group 
trauma.” (Yellow-Horse Brave Heart, 1995).

• 1778-1920 mass death via foreign diseases

• 1848 land loss via the Māhele

• 1893 overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom

• 1820-1990s cultural assimilation by missionaries, 
schools, and medical institutions 

• ongoing: desecration of sacred sites, displacement of 
loved ones due to high housing cost



S T R U C T U R E S  N E G AT I V E LY  
I M PA C T I N G  H AWA I I A N  H E A LT H

• justice systems that are more likely to criminalize and mistreat Native Hawaiians

• under-resourced public schools with poor health education

• high cost of local fresh foods and imported fresh foods

• high cost of safe housing 

• difficulty of securing transportation to/from health centers

• high financial cost and other logistical barriers to healthcare



P E RC E P T I O N S  O F  P RO V I D E R  
PAT E R N A L I S M

Many local or Native Hawaiian patients are wary that providers…

• do not care to integrate into or meaningfully contribute to the local community

• move here to practice and retire in “paradise” without caring about Hawaiʻi’s 
affordable housing crisis and the displacement of Native Hawaiians

• look down on locals and Native Hawaiians (and discriminate based on their 
appearances, pidgin and lack of English fluency, cultural diets, spiritual beliefs)



S A V I O R I S M ,  
T O U R I S M ,  A N D  
N AT I V E  H A W A I I A N  
H E A LT H

“Tourists flock to my Native land 
for escape, but they are escaping 
into a state of mind while 
participating in the destruction of a 
host people in a Native place.” 
Haunani-Kay Trask (1991)



Ask questions

Express interest in learning more

Make an effort to learn

P R A C T I C I N G  
C U LT U R A L  H U M I L I T Y



B E I N G  AWA R E  O F  P AT E R N A L I S T I C  
P E R S P E C T I V E S
Many non-Native providers are informed by deficit-oriented studies and 
perspectives, and have limited interactions with Native Hawaiians, often on the 
terms of their poor health outcomes. 

• Saviorism: “Native Hawaiians don’t know what’s good for them because they 
don’t believe in science.” 

• Pathologization: “Native Hawaiians turn to illicit substances to cope with what 
happened to them.”

• Condescension: “It’s too bad that Native Hawaiians have the highest rates of 
diabetes and obesity when their traditional diets were so healthy.”



PAT H O LO G I Z AT I O N  A N D  D E F I C I T

“For many of us, the research 
on our communities has 
historically been damage 
centered, intent on portraying 
our neighborhoods and tribes 
as defeated and broken.” 

- Eve Tuck (2009)



R E O R I E N T I N G  YO U R  P E R S P E C T I V E

Compared to other Hawaiʻi residents, Native Hawaiians are more likely to…

• source their meals by hunting and fishing, but more likely to experience food insecurity 
and less likely to eat local produce

• access healthcare services, especially culturally-informed ones

• perform better according to culturally-informed health outcomes 

Kamehameha Schools’ Strategy & Transformation Group, Liliʻuokalani Trust, Office of Hawaiian Affairs, and Papa Ola 
Lokahi. (2022). ʻImi Pono Hawaiʻi Wellbeing Survey 2022.

*Data were collected via electronic survey from a total of 1,277 Hawaiʻi residents ages 18 and older from throughout 
the islands participated in the survey. 52% of respondents identified as Native Hawaiian and 48% identified as non-
Hawaiian.



‘Imi Pono 
Well-being 
Survey (2022)



TA L K I N G  S T O RY  A S  E X P E R I E N T I A L  
K N O W L E D G E  S H A R I N G

Lived experience and subsequent knowledge that can be relevant to patient care: 

• Knowledge of the local environment

• Familiarity with community health resources beyond the clinic/HMC

• Whisper networks of inappropriate or racist treatment from medical 
institutions or individual providers

By listening to patients, you can gain valuable information about their care, and 
use that knowledge when you treat others within this community!



T R A D I T I O N A L  K N O W L E D G E  A S  S C I E N C E

Traditional knowledge: a network of knowledges, beliefs, and traditions intended 
to preserve, communicate, and contextualize Indigenous relationships with 
culture and landscape over time. (Bruchac 2014)

Traditional knowledge is…

• Empirical

• Sensual

• Place-based 

• Earned

• Still being created and refined

Traditional knowledge is not…

• Mystical

• Exclusively spiritual 

• Universal

• Open to anyone

• Infallible



H AWA I I A N  T R A D I T I O N A L  K N O W L E D G E  
I N  T R E AT M E N T

Healthy Foods (ʻAi Pono): kalo (taro), ʻulu (breadfruit), ʻuala (purple sweet potato), 
iʻa (fish), niu (coconut), maiʻa (banana)

Mental and emotional health: hoʻoponopono (conflict resolution), 
meditative/mindful kilo (environmental observation), pule (prayer), finding community in 
cultural activity, civic engagement, or political organizing

Physical Exercise (Hoʻoikaika Kino): hula, hoe waʻa, lua, surfing, walking /hiking 
/swimming in wahi pana, gathering materials for lei or hoʻokupu, mālama ʻāina (gardening, 
weeding, picking up trash at community farms, fishponds, or public parks)

Other: lomilomi massage, herbal medicines (lāʻau lapaʻau)



C O M M O N  H E R B A L  M E D I C I N E S

Hawaiian and English names for commonly used herbal medicines in Hawaiʻi:

ʻawa (kava), ʻawapuhi (ginger), hau (hawaiian hibiscus), kukui (candlenut), lūkini 
(lemongrass), niu (coconut), noni (indian mulberry), ʻolena (turmeric),  kī (ti leaves)

Helpful Resources:

Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center “Search About Herbs”

National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health (NCCIH)

Drugs.com Drug Interaction Checker



E V A L U A T I N G  H E R B A L  M E D I C I N E S  T O G E T H E R

1. Ask what they know about the medicine

2. Ask follow up questions about use (source, dose, frequency, purpose)

3. Show investment in learning more “I’m not familiar with this, but here’s what’s on 
my mind: [feedback specific to the individual’s health]. I will look into it, and contact 
you if I find anything of concern.”

4. Assess for possible drug-drug interactions and risks for adverse effects tailored to 
the individual patient. 

5. Share concerns about interactions or side effects that would be relevant for their 
medical history, prescribed medications, and OTCs

6. If necessary, discuss which problems can and cannot be addressed with alternative or 
complementary medicines



The Hakalama



D I P H T H O N G S :  “ O ”  V S  “ O U ”

No Nō Nou

Of/For Very For you

Koko Kō Kou

Blood Sugar Yours



V O W E L  C O M B I N AT I O N S

ʻae ʻai

pae pai

au ao

hau hao

ʻoe ʻoi

poe poi

ae, ai, ao, au, ea, ei, eo, eu, ia, ie, io, iu, oa, oe, oi, ou, ua, ue, ui, uo

ae vs ai oe vs oi au vs ao



P R A C T I C E  P L A C E  N A M E S

Diphthongs

• Hilo ≠ Hilou

• Kona ≠ Kouna

• Kawaihae ≠ Kawaehae

• Maui ≠ Maoi

ʻOkina and Kahakō

• Oʻahu ≠ ʻOahu

• Pāhoa ≠ Pahoa

• Kaʻū ≠ Kāʻu

• Waikīkī ≠ Waikiki

Combination

• Hawaiʻi ≠ Hāwaei

• Waenuinui ≠ Waiānuenue

• Kauaʻi ≠ Kawae

• Keaʻau ≠ Keao
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