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PŪPŪKAHI I HOLOMUA:  
CRITICAL LESSONS OF  

SOCIAL HEALING THROUGH JUSTICE  
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From the violent displacement and genocide of indigenous communities 
to the enslavement and forced labor of Africans, from the theft of sovereignty 
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heal emotionally, but economically, physically, and culturally.2  However, 
many of these admirable efforts failed.3 

One is undoubtedly left to wonder how, in a country that prides itself on 
democratic principles of equity, fairness, and justice, can such violence, 
trauma, and injustice go unaddressed.  Are there some historical injustices 
that are too complex to heal?  How does the United States heal when it is 
embedded with racist ideology and there is a growing refusal to educate about 
the truth?  How do victimized communities heal when American political 
spaces are so polarized that there is mistrust and deception running rampant?  
How do we bring people to the table who do not want to be at the table? 

These questions are difficult to answer.  Until now, there has been no 
handbook to address healing and reparations from social and historic 



2023] PŪPŪKAHI I  HOLOMUA: CRITICAL LESSONS  69 

I. SOCIAL HEALING THROUGH JUSTICE FRAMEWORK 
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of the particulars and context of the injustice to understand the use and misuse 
of narratives of the past and the current social structures of oppression. 

Building upon the first inquiry, responsibility

HH
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individual and communal healing.20  It identifies how to prioritize and 
strategically engage stakeholders, including policymakers and community 
members.  It also contextualizes justice struggles, and humanizes the pain 
and anger of marginalized communities, and the joy and peace of healing.  
At its core, the social healing through justice framework reflects the Native 
Hawaiian saying, “pūpūkahi i holomua,” which translates to, “[u]nited, as in 
harmonious co-operation [to move] forward.”21  Put another way, all 
stakeholders must come to the metaphorical table and truly unite in order to 
move toward a more just future for all. 

In Healing the Persisting Wounds of Historic Injustice, Yamamoto 
demonstrates the power of the social healing through justice framework to 
assess efforts to address the Jeju 4.3 tragedy.22  But, this workable framework 
is valuable in other contexts.  As described below, legal changes in Hawai‘i 
in 1978 signified an important inflection point for justice for Native 
Hawaiians and a significant step toward social healing for American 
injustice. 

II. THE STATE OF HAWAI‘I’S EFFORTS TO HEAL NATIVE HAWAIIAN 
INJUSTICES 

In January 1893, the United States government and military worked in 
tandem with a small group of white citizens to orchestrate the overthrow of 
the sovereign Kingdom of Hawai‘i.23  This illegal overthrow, for which the 
United States ultimately accepted responsibility a century later,24 solidified 
American presence in the Pacific, but ripped self-governance and self-
determination from Hawai‘i’s indigenous Native Hawaiian community.  The 
new self-declared Provisional Government and then Republic implemented 
laws and policies that sought to “Americanize” the citizenry to ensure a 

 

 20. Id. at 90-91. 
 21
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mortality and incarceration rates and the lowest rates for educational 
attainment.31 

Yet, in 1978, something changed.  Eighty-five years after the illegal 
overthrow, the State of Hawai‘i took a significant step in its relationship with 
the Native Hawaiian community when the multi-ethnic population ratified a 
constitutional amendment that provided a means for Native Hawaiian self-
governance and self-determination.32
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multi-ethnic population in Hawai‘i.  Demographically, Native Hawaiians 
were a minority population in Hawai‘i, and therefore, there would need to be 
significant support from non-Native Hawaiians to ensure passage of this 
reparative measure.  But the media closely covered the work of the 
convention and kept the public abreast of the debated measures.42  Thus, 
while the proposed amendments passed by a slim margin, the multi-ethnic 
voters of Hawai‘i ratified the creation of OHA, thereby acknowledging the 
suffering of Native Hawaiians and participating in repairing the damage—
even if that damage occurred eighty-five years prior.  This public approval 
recognized that despite their lack of involvement or complicity in the illegal 
overthrow and the benefits that flowed therefrom, people valued empowering 
Native Hawaiians.43  As such, the second inquiry of responsibility was 
satisfied.44 

The creation of this semi-autonomous entity through the state 
constitution, the highest form of law in Hawai‘i, restructured power and the 
relationship between Native Hawaiians and the State of Hawai‘i.45  For the 
first time in eight decades, Native Hawaiians would be able to elect their own 
representatives to receive and allocate funds and resources to better the 
condition of other Native Hawaiians.46  Thus, through OHA, which was 
envisioned as a receptacle for reparations, Native Hawaiians would get a 
semblance of self-government and self-determination.  Indeed, the Hawaiian 
Affairs Committee acknowledged: “[t]he committee intends that [OHA] will 
be independent from the executive branch and all other branches of 
government although it will assume the status of a state agency.”47  The 
Committee further envisioned OHA trustees having the power “to contract, 
to accept gifts, grants and other types of financial assistance and agree to the 
terms thereof, to hold or accept legal title to any real or personal property and 
to qualify under federal statutes for advantageous loans or grants . . . .  These 
powers also include the power to accept the transfer of reparations moneys 
and land.”48 

 

 42. See Hawai‘i ‘78, supra note 23, at 116, 120. 
 43. See YAMAMOTO, supra note 4, at 79-80 (“That responsibility generates an obligation to 
officially acknowledge the victims’ suffering and participate in repairing the damage.”). 
 44. Id. at 79. 
 45. See HAW. CONST. art. XII, §5. 
 46. 1 STATE OF HAW., Standing Committee Report No. 59, in PROCEEDINGS OF THE 
CONSTITUTIONAL CONVENTION OF 1978, at 643-44 (1980) [hereinafter 1978 PROCEEDINGS 
VOLUME I] (noting that the Hawaiian Affairs Committee was “unanimously and strongly of the 
opinion that people to whom assets belong should have control over them,” and that trustees of 
OHA would be elected “by all native Hawaiians”). 
 47. Id. at 645. 
 48. Id. 
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Although not a return of sovereignty, OHA provided a steppingstone 
toward an organized Native Hawaiian polity that could, in the future, 
advocate for additional resources or sovereignty.  Thus, Yamamoto’s third 
inquiry of reconstruction occurred in that there was, at minimum, a 
restructuring of institutions and the relationship underlying the injustice.  
This new agency created through the highest law of the land could 
successfully ensure the betterment of the condition of Native Hawaiians.
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undermined the reparative intent of OHA.54  In 1979, for example, the state 
senate refused to agree to a consistent mechanism for funding OHA, despite 
the “pro rata portion” of Public Lands Trust revenues mechanism clearly 
defined in the constitution.55  Indeed, ignoring the constitutional language, 
the state senate concluded that “pro rata portion” was vague and, therefore, 
enacted a sta
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revenue only because their constituents began to pressure them on the 
“hostage” bills.60 

III. PŪPŪKAHI I HOLOMUA 

The success of the 1978 constitutional convention and the stiff resistance 
at the 1979 and 1980 legislative sessions reinforce several core lessons 
gleaned from Yamamoto’s social healing through justice theoretical 
framework. 

First, the success of social healing is dependent on bringing all 
participants “to a common commitment to genuinely engage” by having 
intensive public education, alliance-forging, and political lobbying.61  
Indeed, the success of 1978 stemmed from there being the right people at the 
right time with the right tools to advance the cause of reconciliation.  The 
leaders at the constitutional convention, like Frenchy DeSoto and John 
Waihe‘e, successfully framed the reparative measure by challenging the 
outdated and racist stock story of Hawaiian history.62  Their efforts, however, 
were not conducted in the vacuum of law making.63  The convention 
delegates capitalized on the timing of the Hawaiian cultural, spiritual, and 
political renaissance.  Their efforts succeeded because they had community 
members, scholars, artists, and media all on their side to frame the reparative 
efforts of the constitutional amendments to repair the historical harms against 
Native Hawaiians. 

Yet, the creation of OHA would only bring about, at most, partial 
healing.  A second lesson from Yamamoto’s framework makes clear that an 
important precondition for sustained social healing is to have all participants 
with a common commitment to genuinely engage at the decision-making 
table.64  This brief episode of Hawaiian history only addressed issues between 
the Hawaiian community and the State of Hawai‘i.  This effort did not 
address the significant healing necessary between Native Hawaiians and the 
United States.65  Comprehensive and enduring Native Hawaiian healing will 
 

 60. Id. 
 61. See YAMAMOTO, supra note 4, at 24. 
 62. Id. at 78 (noting the importance of interrogating stock stories that perpetuate injustice for 
marginalized communities). 
 63. See Sharon K. Hom & Eric K. Yamamoto, Collective Memory, History, and Social Justice, 
47 UCLA L. 

note 
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only come about when the United States makes amends and meaningfully 
engages with the Hawaiian community. 

Third, advocates for social healing must prepare and anticipate the 
“darkside,” and proactively engage the opposition to reparative justice.66  
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ushered in a future for OHA riddled in crisis and broken promises.70  It 
foreshadowed key stakeholders that always needed to be at the table for 
social healing to occur.71  Without their meaningful participation, social 
healing will continue to evade Hawaiians. 

These highlighted lessons—and there are many more packed into 
Yamamoto’s book—resonate in the context of the justice struggles for Native 
Hawaiians.  Healing the Persisting Wounds of Historic Injustice is an 
important contribution and is, no doubt, a significant addition to the canon of 
reparation and reconciliation literature.  It helps organizers, scholars, and 
policymakers understand what went wrong and what needs to change to 


