
Hawaiian and Syntax—with Kamuela Akeo 
 

In English, the sentence structure is usually a subject followed by a predicate.  
 
With a transitive verb: The dog eats the poi.   
      "Dog” is the Subject, and “eats” is the Predicate. 
 
With an intransitive verb: The dog goes to school.   
      "Dog” is the subject, and “ran” is the Predicate. 
 
With a linking verb: Slagel is nice.  
      “Slagel” is the subject, and “is” is the predicate  
 
In Hawaiian, the sentence structure is commonly a predicate followed by a subject. 
 
With a transitive verb:           ʻAi ka ʻīlio i ka poi.   The dog eats the poi.   
        The Predicate “ʻAi” is followed by the Subject “ʻīlio.” 
    
With an intransitive verb:       Hele ka ʻīlio i ke kula.  The dog goes to school.   
        The Predicate “Hele” is followed by the subject “ʻīlio.”   
  
With a linking verb:       Nani ʻO Slagel. (Slagel is nice)   
 
Sentences with linking verbs are weird relative to English, but you can see the subject   
“Slagel” is at the end of the sentence, where in English it would be in the front. 

 
However, unlike English, where you couldn’t say “Ate the dog the poi,” in Hawaiian, you can mix 
things up and put the subject before the predicate. 
 
Na ka ʻīlio e ‘ai i ka poi.   The dog eats the 
poi.    
 
The Subject "ʻīlio” is followed by the 
Predicate “ʻAi.”  
 
The difference between “Na ka ʻīlio e ‘ai I ka 
poi” and “ʻAi ka ʻīlio i ka poi” is that one 
emphasizes the subject and the other 
emphasizes the predicate, which allows the 
Hawaiian language to be very specific with 
what is being communicated. If we need to 
know who does the action to the poi as 
opposed to what action is being done to the 
poi, in simple sentences without phrases, 
Hawaiian has two options where English has 
only one.  
 
 
See	Hobs’	face,	Kamu?		That’s	the	face	a	
basset	makes	when	she’s	told	she’ll	be	
eating	poi.	


