
Hawaiians and Euphemisms II—with Ashley Lee 
 
Hawaiians didn’t discover sonnets or witty Hamlet comments, but we sure did know how 
to say complex things with simple phrases. Kaona (kow-nah) is a Hawaiian term 
referring to the hidden meaning of a word or phrase. Here’s an example:  
 

I mohala no ka lehua I ke keʻekehi ʻia e ka ua.    
The lehua blossom unfolds when the rain treads on it. 

 
Kaona usually uses natural metaphors to communicate hidden meanings. The lehua 
blossom is personified to get across that people respond better to gentle words than to 
scoldings.  Kaona can sometimes be used as euphemism, the English term referring to a 
mild or indirect word or expression substituted for one considered being too harsh or 
blunt when referring to something unpleasant or embarrassing.  
 

Ua hele ʻO Pauahi i ke ala hoʻi ʻole mai.  Pauahi went on the path of no return. 
 
Ke ala hoʻi ʻole mai, the path of no return, can be used as a euphemism for death.  
Some Hawaiian euphemisms can also be quite funny: 
 

He mamo ʻoe nā Kamapuaʻa.  You are a descendent of Kamapuaʻa. 
 
Kamapuaʻa is the Hawaiian pig god that was known to be a “player,” always going from 
girl to girl. This phrase is calling someone a whore.  
 

No Kūkiʻi ke kanaka.  You are from Kūkiʻi 
 
Kūkiʻi is said as if it were a place, but if you were to break the word up, kū means to 
stand and kiʻi means picture. This is saying that you stand around doing nothing like a 
picture. Hawaiians were very into teamwork.  
 
Now you know how to insult people in Hawaiian AND with Hawaiian kaona! It’s like 
you’re in another reality of a Hawaiian world in the play within the play within the play 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. (I tried to make a joke but it’s never as good as 
Slagel’s jokes). 
	  

	  
	  
	  
No	  Kūkiʻi	  nā	  basetete.	  	  The	  bassets	  are	  from	  
Kūkiʻi.	  	  	  
	  
Yep,	  the	  bassets	  stand	  around	  and	  do	  
nothing.	  	  	  
	  
Like	  a	  picture.	  	  A	  picture	  of	  bassets	  
standing	  around	  doing	  nothing.	  	  A	  picture	  
within	  a	  picture.	  


