
Hawaiians and Sexual Innuendo—with Danielle Pascua 
 
Hawaiians were incredibly skilled in ‘olelo hoʻopilipili, or figurative speech, so much so 
that even an insult sounded poetic and beautiful. It was an art. The point would be made 
because every Hawaiian understood kaona, or the underlying meaning. This art form 
came in handy in the formation of sexual innuendos (sometimes called double entendre). 
A sexual innuedo can be expressed in metaphor, euphemism, or pun and is used to say 
something indirectly in a sexual nature. For example: 
 

Pehea kou piko? Howʻs your navel? 
 

This facetious greeting is avoided by some because piko, which normally is perceived as 
navel or bellybutton, also means genitals.  
 
Sexual innuedos became increasingly popular after the arrival of the missionaries. 
Although the missionaries picked up the language, they were not aware of the kaona, 
which made it especially effective for the Hawaiians to use.  We can find many examples 
in ʻolelo noʻeau. 
 

Aia i Hilo o Alanaio; aia i Puna o Kapoho; aia i Laupāhoehoe o Ulekiʻi.  
In Hila is Alanaio; in Puna is Kapoho; in Laupāhoehoe is Ulekiʻi. 
 

This seemingly innocent ʻolelo noʻeau about place names is actually a vulgar play on 
place names, calling attention to private parts, which are omens of disappointment when 
seen in dreams.  

E ʻai ana ʻoe I ka poi paua o Keaiwa. 
Now you are eating poi made from the paua taro of Keaiwa. 

 
You probably guessed it. This 
ʻolelo noʻeau is not really talking 
about poi or taro. The paua was the 
best taro in Kaʻū and the only 
variety that grew in the plants.  
Instead, this means, “Now you will 
find out how fine a girl (or boy) can 
be in making love.” 
 
As Mary Kawena Pukui put it, 
“When you hear Hawaiians 
giggling you know it means 
something else.”  
 
After this short lesson, hopefully 
you’ll be able to detect the kaona, 
these sneaky sexual innuendos, 
without the signal of giggling 
Hawaiians.  


