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Poka Laenui


A new vision - an aloha economy

We need a new way of approaching economics in Hawai`i, a way which looks beyond simply the measure of the flow of money through our pockets, the cash register and bank accounts.  The flow of money through a community, measured in income stream, capital accumulation, construction start-ups, etc. are important factors but should not overshadow the goal of an ever improving human condition in our communities.  We need an economic model which includes peace, environmental sanity, cultural and religious values, human rights, cultural and ethnic diversity, and respect for the special place of our native Hawaiians in Hawai`i.  We need a model which will not sacrifice our gross national happiness for the strait jacket of a gross national product.


How do we build an "Aloha" economy?  We begin by looking through the eyes of children - those to whom we entrust our future.  We must provide an environment where each child will have not only food, clothing, shelter and physical health, but also love, education, beauty, emotional wellness, family, respect, pride, friendship, etc.


This kind of economy requires the involvement and commitment of communities, expressed not only on paper and in theories, but in community work.  Such work - the actual carrying out of our theoretical models, is the foundation for community reality.  Over time, such work will influence the attitudes of government agencies and help guide programs so they support the principles of this new economic philosophy.  This is like a "grass" or "taro roots" culture winding its way up into governments' policies & practice.


Let's explore this economy a bit further.  For ancient Hawai`i, we are told, aloha was the guiding force for individuals and communities.  Over time, western economic models became ingrained in us.  The meaning of aloha became trivialized.  Human interaction was measured against the standard of margins of gain or profit.  Kokua (help), kako`o (support), hukilike (pulling together) and many other concepts of sharing and reciprocity were demoted to irrelevance in the new Hawai`i economy.  The interchange of humanity no longer accompanied the exchange of goods and of services.


Bankers, businessmen and economists, with great influence upon politicians, became the definers and arbiters of our community health, equated only to the flow of money through the community.  To encourage a healthier economy in accordance with their equation, we were to flush through the society economic transactions of almost any nature, tax that transaction, and pump up the price of a commodity each time it is transacted.  Take land as an example.


Land has become a prime commodity of exchange, the price sky-rocketing, money being exchanged here and there, and eventually taking land out of the reach of people from within that community.  Economists may conclude that the margin between the buying and the selling price of land is a measure of the society's economic health.  Applying the same logic of commodification to all of nature around us helped to raise the economic health of our society.  But our people have seen other results instead.  Homelessness, over-crowding of shelters, couples holding down 3 to four jobs to just keep up with the cost of living, latch-key children, dysfunctional families, crime, drugs, unwanted pregnancies, loss of identity, etc.  These are the outcomes not of a healthy economy but one which is out of control, losing sight of the fact that a human system is to serve the society rather than the other way around.


Today, Hawai`i's conditions are ripe for a revolution of ideas.  But the revolution is not simply in the replacement of old public officials for new ones, old welfare rules and regulations with new ones, old school governance with new ones.  The changes must go deep within the society.  


Usually, in a constitutional-based society, the guarantee of such a major structural change is accomplished by ingraining such assurances within the fundamental document.  While constitutional protection and guarantees are indeed the best formal assurances obtainable, they are still susceptible to being ignored, re-interpreted by "changing realities", or deleted.


The most effective and permanent assurance of the continuity of aloha in Hawai`i is by ingraining it into the deep culture of the Hawaiian society.  Only when it is so implanted into Hawai`i will that spirit permeate the activities of governments as well as individual actions between one another.  Until that happens, the positive aspects of Hawaiian cultural values will remain manufactured on paper and in broadcast studios to be spread around Hawai`i and the world like nothing more than plastic flowers made in Hawai`i.


To ingrain such values into the deep culture of our society will of course be challenging.  Questions of individual liberties and the common good, exploitation for immediate gains as opposed to the protection of the seventh generation, preservation of cultural and historic symbols versus the "progress" of society, and many more questions must be examined and reexamined.


How do we touch and change this deep culture?  We need to do it both by analysis and by practice.  We need to consider what are those deep cultural values competing within our societies and among those, which should we emphasize and which de-emphasize.  Hawai`i today has a foreign culture built around the pillars of domination, individuality and exclusion, easily expressed by the acronym D.I.E.  The indigenous culture of Hawai`i had as its cultural pillars, concepts of compatibility instead of domination, of community or collective concerns above individuals, and of inclusion instead of exclusion.  We need to analyse the consequences of those competing deep cultures within our society.  We need to take deliberate direction in which we should, as a society, move.  And we should provide opportunities for ourselves, our neighbors and the community as a whole to practice the underlying values we want to have adopted within our society.


So while we may be limiting our inquiry only to the question of economics, we find that economics can not be considered in isolation to those other on-going factors in a society, factors heavily influenced by a people's deep culture.  


How do we assure a process by which everyone in this society plays a significant role in formulating such a culture?  The starting point is to open the process to as broad sector of the society as is possible, to explore the wealth of wisdom and knowledge which comes to us from our indigenous roots, and to reach deeply into our hearts and intellect to define what exactly is our vision of a healthy society and work to create that society.  This is economic planning at its deeper level.  Thus, I believe we can best meet the needs of our children for generations to come.








Aloha `āina



