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Sharks and Pigs:  
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The colonizer, who in order to ease his conscience 
gets into the habit of seeing the other man as an 
animal, accustoms himself to treating him like an 
animal, and tends objectively to transform himself 
into an animal.
—Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism

Kamapuaʻa, the Hawaiian pig god, can change 
his body at will. One moment he is a virile youth, 
tempting divine women; in the next, he is a giant 
boar, ruthlessly devouring his enemies, defiant of all 
authority.
—Lilikalā Kameʻeleihiwa, He Moʻolelo Kaʻao O 
Kamapuaʻa (A Legendary Tradition of Kamapuaʻa, 
the Hawaiian Pig God)

Three months before Hawaiʻi was voted into 
U.S. statehood in March 1959, fifteen- year- old 
Billy Weaver, who belonged to a prominent native 
Hawaiian merchant family, was surfing with sev-
eral friends less than a mile off the windward side 
of Oʻahu. While Billy’s friends took a break, he 
was eager to catch another wave as he clung to 
his inflatable raft, his legs dangling in the warm 
water. Without warning, a large tiger shark rising 
beneath him severed his right leg above the knee. 
Billy lost blood rapidly, and his buddies, who 
quickly saw his distress, tried to push him to the 
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safety of a small sailboat they had anchored near the reef. As they neared 
the boat, the shark made an ostentatious display on the water’s surface, and 
the rescuers abandoned Billy as they fled, terrorized, to the security of the 
boat. When they clambered aboard, Billy was nowhere to be seen. His body 
was recovered in the reef later that day.1
 The following day, employees of the Hawaiʻi Division of Fish and 
Game and a local citizens’ posse attempted to catch the predator. Several 
schools of sharks were spotted by a government plane, and citizens, aided 
by the U.S. Air Force, took boats and high- powered rifles to try and kill 
them. For the next few days, state employees set lines that caught tiger and 
sand sharks, but none looked as large as the one Billy’s friends had seen. 
As public consternation increased, bounties of $20 for killed sharks were 
offered by one individual and $100 for any greater than fifteen feet in length 
by the local radio station, KPOA. The Billy Weaver Shark Control Program 
was begun, first with money collected by private citizens and later with 
$300,000 appropriated by the newly established legislature. That program 
killed 595 sharks, including 71 tiger sharks, around Oʻahu reefs before the 
end of 1959. The corpses of sharks were hoisted on scaffolds near the piers 
and driven through the streets of Honolulu, where they were photographed 
as records of vengeance.
 Fifty years later, shark attacks close beaches for a few days but no 
longer provoke mass killings. Newspapers reprint safety tips from the 
Hawaiʻi Division of Aquatic Resources “to reduce the chance of being 
attacked by a shark,” including staying out of water at dawn and dusk, when 
bleeding, and when the water appears murky. These guidelines for safe 
comportment are designed to shift responsibility to individual beachgoers 
and discourage chance encounters with sharks. Some encounters are sold 
to eager tourists who pay to snorkel in an aluminum cage several miles 
from Oʻahu’s North Shore while sharks, attracted by blood and fish parts 
thrown into the ocean, circle around in a display of menace and magnifi-
cence. Despite the money this generates, the legislature contemplated a 
law in 2010 forbidding the tours, no longer in the name of safety but rather 
in the dual interests of preserving Hawaiian cultural values and minimiz-
ing “disrupt[ion to] our ocean environment.”2 In this proposed legislation, 
ecological balance is seen as coterminous with the “great cultural, histori-
cal, and spiritual significance [of sharks] for many native Hawaiians, native 
Hawaiian practitioners, and others who value the Hawaiian culture.”3
 This essay uses these historically separated shark encounters as book-
ends. We ask what elements of colonial and neocolonial governance once 
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mandated the vicious slaughter of sharks by government officials and pri-
vate citizens, making them official targets for vengeance and justice. We also 
speculate on the ways that the contemporary dynamics of a growing tourist 
trade, an ideology of individual responsibility, and a scientific commitment 
to “our ocean environment” have coalesced with an official (mis)appropria-
tion of Hawaiian understandings of the relationship between humans and 
nonhuman others to lessen spectacular violence against sharks and other 
animals. In what ways, we ask, has this created space for native Hawaiian 
aspirations for autonomy and self- determination?
 In addressing these questions, we take several perspectives that we see 
to be integral to assertions of indigenous political control in Hawaiʻi. One 
is the privileging of indigenous ideas of human boundaries. Within native 
Hawaiian (and perhaps other indigenous) theories, animals play a more sig-
nificant cosmological and political role, even though animals, as a linguis-
tic and cultural category, are often conspicuously absent.4 In precolonial 
Hawaiian, for example, there was no word for the category “animal.” The 
human/animal distinction so prominent in Western self- understanding 
was displaced by other ideas defining natural and cultural ontologies. We 
focus here on the significant Hawaiian cultural distinction between beings 
that have kino lau (which we translate as having many bodies—human and 
nonhuman) and beings that remain within a given body. Many Hawai-
ian families recognize ʻaumākua, or deified ancestors, which include ani-
mals such as sharks and owls. Landforms themselves may be understood 
as ancestral, as are important food plants such as kalo (taro). After death, 
people can be transformed into ʻaumākua such as sharks, and such “ani-
mals” thus became ancestors to the descendants of that family.
 We consult Hawaiian stories and cosmologies not in an effort to 
authenticate or bind indigenous thought to its precontact forms but rather 
to acknowledge the growing cultural literacy among Hawaiians that allows 
for new contact with this indigenous knowledge, something we see evident 
both in contemporary scholarship as well as in cultural practice and politi-
cal life today. Rather than celebrating the convergence of scientific method 
and cultural preservation that preoccupies contemporary state authorities 
who contemplate what to do with sharks and other animals, our essay seeks 
to use these Hawaiian stories as a basis on which to critique these human-
istic frames for governance.
 We approach this critique from its Western perspective as well, in an 
effort to comprehend the political spaces created for indigenous political 
autonomy by posthumanist perspectives that decenter the mutable yet per-
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sistent Western distinction between the human and the animal, weakening 
the Western conceptual edifice of colonial control from within. We argue 
that there is a powerful yet still unappreciated meaning associated with the 
human/animal distinction in settler colonies such as Hawaiʻi that can help 
us think creatively about decolonization.

Posthumanism and the Neocolonial

Silence and discontinuity constitute the phenomenon of the law. To enter into 
relations with the law which says “you must” and “you must not” is to act as 
if it had no history or at any rate as if it no longer depended on its historical 
presentation.
—Jacques Derrida, “Before the Law”

The neocolonial is haunted by its impossible silences. The establishment of 
national sovereignty that was endangered in the early nineteenth century 
by French, British, and U.S. warships hungry to swallow Hawaiian territory 
depended on the importation and adoption of Western law and Christianity 
by the Hawaiian aliʻi. Subordination to Christianity and the law played up 
to the Enlightenment promise of absorbing and diverting savage impulses 
with the aim of “rendering savage contents of blood and soil, violence and 
nobility as universal and exemplary.”5 In nineteenth- century Hawaiʻi, this 
meant using law to enforce Euro- American norms for sexuality, leisure, 
and dress.6 The repression of passion and sexuality imagined as “savage” 
and animal has nonetheless returned in the projections of Polynesian 
sexual openness, so valuable in making Hawaiʻi a tourist destination. Simi-
larly, the Hawaiian kingdom that was overthrown in the nineteenth cen-
tury continues to anchor the state’s ambiguous relationship to the (actually 
never) “ceded” lands, 1.8 million acres comprising the most valuable land 
on earth, now held in legally uncertain trust by the state government.
 The unsuccessful efforts to erase this painful history in order to 
legitimate U.S. sovereignty poses a problem for neocolonial statecraft, one 
that may prime the state for spectacular displays of sovereign state power. 
Although this has been rarely explored before, we think it likely that one 
site where this spectacle may take place is at the boundary between human 
and animal, which is essential to sovereign ideas of civilization and its 
opposition to the animalistic “savage,” the ideal of restrained citizenship 
that triumphs over passion, and the tension between reason and chaos: all 
cultural dynamics in play in the Western appropriation of Hawaiʻi.
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 Michel Foucault’s famous account and analysis of the spectacular tor-
ture and execution of Robert- François Damiens, the regicide in the opening 
pages of Discipline and Punish, may be an appropriate reference.7 The hor-
ror alleviated by spectacular shark killing is akin to the restoration of sover-
eignty after the attack on the body of the king, an attack on the law itself. In 
the case of sharks, we suggest, the horror to be alleviated is the suspension 
of law through its revealed impotence to stop the killing of citizens. The 
celebration of the massive shark hunt at the time of Hawaiʻi’s emergence as 
a state signals sovereign anxieties. The visceral fear of being dismembered 
by a shark is as much a human terror as it is the horrifying anathema of the 
sovereign state.8 Sharks, given such attributes as power, danger, craftiness, 
persistence, sensitivity, unpredictability, and maneuverability, are capable 
of eliciting ambivalent and contradictory feelings; hatred, fear, curiosity, 
awe, envy, and admiration are all ascribed to these fish within Western tra-
ditions.9 And yet, from the perspective of many Kānaka Hawaiʻi, sharks are 
also ancestors, protectors, transitional body forms.10 In the same way that 
sharks may represent a Western fear of women’s illimitable sexuality—a 
theme only mildly camouflaged in the cultural phenomenon of the 1975 
shark- hunt movie Jaws11—so the shark hunt in Hawaiʻi also expresses a 
wish to conceal the threat posed by indigenous peoples, their persistent 
reminders of a once- unbridled sexual “savagery” uncertainly tamed by law 
and religion (yet constantly invoked and promoted in the tourist economy), 
and their alternative histories of sovereign authority forever obstructing 
the imperative of political consolidation. Massive mobilization and violence 
against sharks overwhelmed any emergent alternatives that might have 
given Kānaka Hawai‘i a distinctive voice at the time of statehood, a voice 
required by the United Nations but never permitted. At the same time, 
these warlike techniques constructed the state as pastoral, responsible for 
the social and biological orders that had to be defended. The spectacle of 
the shark hunt was also likely performed for other sovereigns: a continu-
ing sign of Hawaiʻi’s institutional capability and fitness to assume its posi-
tion as the fiftieth state, one able to conquer its own demons (animal and 
“savage”).
 The rise of the scientific state and the increasing recognition of 
indigenous values do not avoid the return of the repressed, but they do sig-
nal another form of power. Like foundational efforts to dissolve distinctive 
native histories within webs of legal and religious relations, the ecological 
state attempts to bury responsibility for the settler state’s own destruction 
of land and animal habitat in scientific management, ostensibly provid-
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ing a neutral, disinterested maintenance of natural life forces. Like the 
law whose origins are obscured and rendered insignificant as a premise of 
sovereign security, ecological management understands the natural envi-
ronment as self- regulating in a manner that effaces human history—the 
history of imperial destruction of former uses of the land, the coevolu-
tion of humans and other species, and the persistent indigenous voices 
asserting, sometimes on the basis of customary rights, their entitlement 
to manage natural resources. Nonetheless, the belief—however romantic 
and projected this may be—that the ecological state is the indigenous ideal 
and symbolizes a human overcoming in its rejection of violence against 
native peoples, animals, and the environment cannot obscure this indige-
nous reminder.
 Why do both sovereign and juridical attempts to assert state power 
over the lives of wild animals and the scientific attempts to regulate the 
environment through the husbanding of “natural” processes partly exclude 
or deny and partly glorify the indigenous subject and indigenous values? 
Can attempts to rethink the boundary between human and nonhuman 
others allow indigenous theory to assert itself as an alternative form of 
governance?

Agamben’s Anthropological Machine

Giorgio Agamben’s recent work opens up some of this terrain by help-
ing us think about the unacknowledged need for indigenous others within 
neocolonial governance. He has called the “anthropological machine” that 
manner of distinguishing animal from human, which has played a key part 
in modern, Western sovereignty as well as in humanism.12 The modern 
machine excludes that which is animal from the human to invent man but 
always leaves behind dangerous remnants such as the Nazi projection of 
the Jew—“the non- man produced within the man.”13 Other scholars have 
seen those analogously placed beyond the law in neocolonial genocide, the 
subordinated status of women, and factory farming of animals, with simi-
lar consequences. We suggest that the ways in which sovereign power sus-
pends legal authority both by massively killing sharks and by yielding to 
scientific management of bodies distributed within ecological frameworks 
in some neocolonial environments (such as Hawaiʻi) are parallel effects of 
the anthropological machine. In short, states do things with animals.
 One of the most significant productions is what Agamben calls a 
“zone of indifference,” an empty conceptual space containing neither ani-
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mal life nor human life but “only a life that is separated and excluded from 
itself—only a bare life.”14 While empty conceptually and beyond political 
and legal relations, the zone of indifference is paradoxically essential to 
modern politics: when man suspends his animality, the task of politics 
reduces to biopolitics. The anthropological machine, then, is given a pivotal 
task: to think out the space of natural life beyond the political and juridical 
that will then allow the triangulation of the proper aims, means, and objects 
of government. Agamben, seeing no hope for a nonviolent resolution in 
this triangle, instead advocates an end to the anthropological machine: a 
messianic intervention that will force the elimination of the animality that 
is “the mysterious beating heart concealed and revealed at the center of 
humanity with its world formation.”15
 What does the anthropological machine mean for those beings who 
find themselves placed on the uncertain ground of the zone of indiffer-
ence, whose only (non)place inhabits this “central emptiness”?16 What of 
native peoples whose Western romantic connections to nature, or whose 
repression due to their “animalistic” sexuality, or their histories forever 
linked beyond and before the Western law and the messianic religious call 
of redemption—sometimes as human/animal signs of the zone of indiffer-
ence—within the liminal spaces of the anthropological machine?17
 Hawaiian culture has always possessed a ready response to Agam-
ben’s posthumanist concerns and to the violent dynamics of contemporary 
state sovereignty in which native land and culture dissolve in zones of indif-
ference: a literature of body forms that moves stealthily and metamorphi-
cally within the Western preoccupation with human and animal (and plant 
as well as land, sea, and sky forms). The shape- shifting that enlivens these 
stories has always filled the voids and indistinctions that Agamben sees 
between animal and human with what might be experienced as an “onto-
logical jazz,”18 a vibrant, intentional creation that can challenge some tem-
poral and legal dynamics of indigenous repression and erasure. We argue 
in the following section that Hawaiian understandings of kino lau facilitate 
this subversion, challenging some aspects of neocolonial sovereignty.

Kanaka Cosmology

In Kanaka Hawaiʻi cosmology (much of which is in practice today), Kanaka 
Maoli (real people, human beings) share family relationships with the entire 
universe. This is best understood first through the Kumulipo, which is a 
cosmogonic prayer as well as the genealogy of Kalākaua and Liliʻuokalani, 
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the last two Hawaiian monarchs. In this Kumulipo, the world begins in Pō, 
a word that can be interpreted as night or darkness but also as a realm that 
continues to exist, from which we come and to which we return at death. Pō 
gives birth and/or is born in the first wā (era or age). No humans yet exist. 
In this first wā, coral and shellfish appear, followed, in succeeding wā, by 
plants on land and in sea, birds and insects, fish, dogs, pigs, and so forth. 
Akua (deities) and humans are born in the eighth wā. The first is Laʻilaʻi, a 
woman, followed by Kiʻi, a man, and Kāne, the deity whose name means 
male or man, and Kanaloa, deity of the ocean. This begins the genealogy 
of human beings and deities together; the following wā are lists of names 
in the genealogy and related stories. The Kumulipo ends with the name of 
Kalākaua’s and Liliʻuokalani’s direct ancestor, Lonoikamakahiki.
 In this cosmology, humans are part of a vast family that includes 
celestial bodies, plants, animals, landforms, and deities. Sentient beings 
that interact with humans include pigs, sharks, stones, and forests. Other 
stories and practices elaborate on these relationships. The most commonly 
invoked today to illustrate the concept of the Kanaka Hawaiʻi familial 
relationship to the ʻāina (our home lands) is that of Hāloa, the kalo. The 
kalo, representing the ʻāina, is conceived of as the older sibling of Kanaka 
Hawaiʻi; as an older sibling, it cares for Kanaka by providing nourishment 
and is cared for in return.19
 The distinction between animal and human is clearly drawn nowhere 
in this cosmology. Humans descend from landforms, kalo, animals, and 
humans. These stories reveal alternative insights into the relationship of 
nonhuman life (what Agamben might dismissively call “bare life”) to quali-
fied political and legal life, to the physical survival of life challenged by 
colonial violence, and to alternative sexualities not oriented toward repro-
duction or religious sentiment. What possibilities do these different rela-
tionships offer when, for example, the state demands that Kanaka seek-
ing recognition or benefits show lineal descent to someone living on the 
islands at the time of Captain James Cook? What if the answer to that is, 
yes, one is related to the mountain? To a shark hundreds of years old?

Manō

Many older and contemporary stories are about manō (sharks) as relations. 
Most if not all of these are ʻaumākua, ancestral deities, of various types. 
Samuel Kamakau, a noted scholar writing in 1870, explains the first type: 
“The ʻaumakua, ancestral deities of the family, were the ancient source 
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gods ‘from time immemorial’. . . . If a god had mated among them and a 
human had come forth, this god was an ʻaumakua of theirs and a kumupaʻa, 
a ‘fixed origin.’”20 In 1958, anthropologist E. S. Craighill Handy and preemi-
nent Hawaiian scholar Mary Kawena Pukui write: “[There are] legendary 
beings from whom certain families of Kaʻu [Kaʻū, island of Hawaiʻi] trace 
their lineage and who continue to act as ʻaumākua or guardians to their 
descendants.”21 In Kaʻū are many manō who are ʻaumākua, including the 
prominent one named Kua: “Kua was and is a guardian and an omen of 
good. . . . there are many stories of specific warnings and rescues attributed 
to this great red shark.”22 Handy and Pukui tell us one of many contem-
porary stories of people rescued by their ʻaumakua shark: a man’s fishing 
canoe was broken in a storm; as he tried to swim home, he became nearly 
exhausted “when a body rose beneath him and carried him to shore. It was 
the shark Pakaiea. The grateful man rewarded him with banana and ʻawa 
[kavakava] and the two became lifelong friends.”23
 Other than these ancestors regarded as deities, it was (is?) possible 
to transform a recently deceased relative into a shark or other ʻaumakua 
form. Kamakau describes the process in which the caretaker of a shark 
deity would assist the family to transform all or part of the deceased’s body 
into a shark. When the rituals were complete, the caretaker would take the 
family to the sea to see the shark and verify by markings on its body that it 
was indeed their family member: “The relatives came [and] they would see 
with their own eyes that it had really become a shark, with all the signs by 
which they could not fail to recognize their loved one in the deep ocean. If 
the relatives should go bathing or fishing in the sea, it would come around 
and they would all recognize the markings of their own shark. It became 
their defender . . . in the sea.”24
 These manō thus become part of the family, which now includes 
both humans and nonhumans. Deliberate killing of a shark was therefore 
a potentially hostile act against other people, one that could not produce 
the political gains expected from such events as the mass killing following 
Billy Weaver’s demise.
 Other moʻolelo and folk tales tell of manō (and other animals) born 
of human women or able to change at will from manō to human. One 
example is the well- known story of Kaʻahupāhau of Puʻuloa, now called 
Pearl Harbor. Pukui was told, “Her brother and she were born, not sharks, 
but human beings. One day a great shark god saw them and converted them 
into sharks like himself.”25 Kaʻahupāhau is fondly remembered even today 
as a protector of people from human- eating sharks. The commemoration 
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of this kino lau is a reminder that protection from the threat of sharks takes 
place not through efforts to force compliance from animals but through 
moral engagement. This has consequences, of course, for misplaced gov-
ernmental authority. Historian Jonathan Osorio recounts the story of the 
U.S. Navy’s encounter with Kaʻahupāhau when it tried to build over her 
home in 1909:

Work stopped after 3 months as things kept going wrong. Cement would not 
pour and the contractor could not pump water out of the dry dock. Febru-
ary 17, 1913, 2 years behind schedule, opening ceremonies were held. Then it 
exploded. One man was killed, $4,000,000 lost and 4 years of work demol-
ished. Another contract was issued in November, 1914. . . . Mrs. Puahi, a 
kahuna, was called, and instructed the foreman, David Richards, in the nec-
essary rituals to appease Kaʻahupāhau and safeguard the project. . . . When 
the bottom was pumped out, the skeleton of a 14- foot shark was discovered.26

For Osorio, this incident is emblematic of the oppression the U.S. mili-
tary occupation continues to cause in Hawaiʻi—a legal suspension of the 
right to access wahi pana (storied places) and engagement with the world 
of kūpuna, including their relationships to these ʻaumākua. Kaʻahupāhau is 
still important to the community. Students at Campbell High School (near 
Puʻuloa) chose to portray the story of her birth for their project with Artist 
in the Schools sculptor Kazu Fukuda, in 2002 (see figure 1). The sculpture, 
depicting premissionary dress, also revealed a continuing clash between 
Kanaka Hawaiʻi stories and values and the American ideas and values that 
have become hegemonic in Hawaiʻi.
 Many Kanaka Maoli continue to believe in their family ʻaumākua, 
despite more than a century of imposed Eng lish language and relentless 
attempts at forced assimilation. By the late twentieth century, the majority 
of Kanaka Hawaiʻi could not speak the language of their ancestors, and 
much understanding of Hawaiian culture seemed to be lost. Hawaiian lan-
guage studies are now resurgent, and many everyday practices have been 
reinvigorated, including surfing, hula, and the feeding of sharks. In a new 
memoir, Sally- Jo Keala- o- Ānuenue Bowman writes of swimming in Kailua, 
where ashes of family members have been scattered: “I swim quietly with 
my family, and with the ʻaumākua and Kanaloa, the god of the sea.”27
 Swimming peacefully with sharks not far from where Billy Weaver 
was killed, Bowman reminds us of the mutual support between animal 
and human that can be gained through the cultivation of Hawaiian cul-
tural resources. This support doesn’t depend on a benign view of sharks or 
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their scientifically understood place within the ecological equilibrium. Nor 
is it amenable to the concern for difference named in legislative preambles 
regarding the respect for “native Hawaiian practitioners,” a difference that 
always recalls a hybridized animal- human. Rather, swimming with sharks 
as ʻaumākua and as deities helps to territorialize the waters beyond the 
powers of the state. Rather than the dangerous encircling aquatic zone that 
Weaver’s demise signaled and that the state politicized with its subsequent 
violence, or abandoning sharks to the ecologically mediated areas declared 
off- limits to humans, swimming with sharks is an act of sovereign under-
standing, drawing on indigenous knowledge, translated through the water 
in calm, swimming strokes.

Puaʻa

This somewhat fragmented survival of thought, belief, and practice is seen 
in beliefs and practices concerning pigs, as well. In precolonial culture, the 

Figure 1. Kazu Fukuda, Mālama Iā Kaʻahupāhau, 2002. The school originally planned to 
hide the sculpture near the trash collection area, not because the image of Kaʻahupāhau  
was giving birth to another species but because her breasts were bare.
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male pig deity, Kamapuaʻa (Pig Child), was the inspiration for many stories. 
Like Kaʻahupāhau, the shark, Kamapuaʻa was born of human parents. He 
steals chickens, punishes and kills aliʻi, eats like a glutton, womanizes, 
battles with and ravishes Pele (the volcano deity), and can be distracted by 
both the detachable flying genitals of the female Kapo and bananas carried 
by Pele’s brothers, a rather obvious homosexual allusion.28 Kamapuaʻa 
assists in growing crops and thus is part of the economic well- being of the 
farmer (as pigs are today for hunters) and has long been revered as akua as 
well as a humorous legend.
 Kamapuaʻa has many kino lau, and he is able to change at will. After 
stealing chickens throughout the night, he appears to his pursuers as a 
small, sick pig incapable of traveling and killing chickens. While battling 
Pele, he changes into a fish:

Pele saw her opponent run into the distant forest, so she sent her fire on 
before her with great force. It chased after this little pig until he was very 
close to the water’s edge. There was no hope for his life.
 This one leaped into the sea, changing his body into the humuhumuāpuaʻa 
fish. . . . Pele’s people had indeed been thwarted.29

Kamapuaʻa’s narrow escapes, aided by his ability to assume different 
(including human) body forms, illustrate his contempt of the law. In the 
first part of the epic, Kamapuaʻa makes a sport of raiding his neighbors’ 
chicken coops and killing and eating the chickens. He comes closer and 
closer to the island ruler’s own chickens. He moves up to slaughtering the 
ruler’s men who try to capture and kill him and then to the ruler himself: 
“There were no survivors in this eating by the pig [Kamapuaʻa], including 
King ̒ Olopana and his commoners.”30 Although ̒ Olopana is not depicted as 
an oppressive ruler, this event is a happy one for Kamapuaʻa’s family since 
ʻOlopana can no longer chase them.31 We also interpret this as a vital func-
tion of Kamapuaʻa: to overturn the usual order, a divine comedy.
 Kamapuaʻa’s exploits are lessons about the possible evasions of law 
and its ethical reimposition. By changing body forms, the pig god is able to 
outwit authorities in pursuit of his own appetites for chicken and for sex, 
appetites that he also wakens in others. Kamapuaʻa routinely violates terri-
torial authority, with impunity, traveling by ocean as a fish and on land as 
pig and human. This spatial compass produces new forms of law—a sover-
eignty in which control over culture and desire competes with, or is a sub-
stitute for, the authority of official rulers. Kamapuaʻa’s exploits make up 
a tale of indigenous sovereignty, of the substance that lies beneath social 
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hierarchy and proper rule and that may exist and persist within spaces of 
the Western sovereign exception. This architecture of sovereignty is played 
out in contemporary struggles over pigs in Hawaiʻi, tracing the invasions 
of pigs as renewals of boundaries in which self- production of community 
can be imagined.
 Hunting pigs provides one cultural practice in which control of space, 
desire, and food are integrated. Many pig hunters are Native Hawaiians, 
including some whose subsistence depends to some extent on this wild 
game—particularly now that commercial overfishing has reduced ocean 
catches. Pig hunting keeps Kanaka Hawaiʻi connected to the ʻāina and 
offers a noncapitalist path to subsistence.
 Pigs and pig hunting are frequently targets of government regulation. 
From the perspective of “ecological balance,” pigs are seen as destructive 
of habitat that Hawaiʻi’s endemic birds and plants require for their tenuous 
survival. From the perspective of recreational use of the land, pig hunting 
is seen as dangerously intrusive and a threat to hikers. These demands—for 
protection of the land for valued animals, for recreation for locals and tour-
ists, and for subsistence on the land—play off each other in ways that recall 
Kamapuaʻa’s metamorphoses. Pig hunting is, now and then, allied with the 
call for environmentalism. Some pig hunters claim to provide a vital ser-
vice to the state by eradicating feral pigs. Well- meaning citizens can hire 
pig hunters approved by the state to kill these potentially dangerous beings 
where house boundaries meet the forest.
 Environmentalists—some of whom are Kanaka Hawaiʻi—opposed to 
feral pigs have used the animals, among many other environmental haz-
ards, as an opportunity to assert greater cultural control over military lands. 
Many bases and training areas in Hawaiʻi have only tentative legal statuses, 
including some (perhaps all) of the 22 percent of the island of Oʻahu now 
controlled by the armed services. During the build- up to World War II, 
extensive lands in Mākua and Waimānalo on Oʻahu were taken from Native 
Hawaiian farmers for training purposes and have been retained ever since 
on exceptional claims of national security. The military has a long history 
of opposition to environmental laws that limit their use of these lands. Only 
after a coalition of activist groups sued the U.S. Army, demanding compli-
ance with the National Environmental Policy Act at Mākua, did the army 
agree to protect endangered plants and allow regular access to cultural sites. 
Hawaiian environmentalists were hired (via a contract with the Research 
Corporation of the University of Hawaiʻi) to protect the endangered species 
by controlling the feral pigs, among other actions. Their status as a dan-
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ger to the environment surprisingly acts as one factor that enables Kanaka 
Hawaiʻi to fulfill their desire to mālama (take care of ) the land.
 In the case of hunting and environmentalism, pigs are wanted. For 
hunters, they ensure access to food and to land bounded by the territori-
ally indifferent pig whose wanderings are resonant of Kamapuaʻa’s exploits. 
For environmentalists, pigs provide opportunities to protect these places 
from exploding shells as well as from pig wallows. In these ways, the wan-
dering of pigs generates small sovereign tactics when pursued by Kānaka 
Hawaiʻi, including accessing land for sustenance. Pigs, and those who hunt 
and exclude them, help to challenge the shapes and meaning of property 
boundaries: a metaphorical kino lau.

Conclusion

In 2008, an abandoned monk seal pup was captured by scientists from the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration in Kauaʻi and resettled, 
once it was deemed capable of living on its own, on the predominantly 
Hawaiian island of Molokaʻi. Monk seals are extremely rare, and their small 
population is possibly declining, making them the most endangered sea 
mammal in the world; it was this fact that prompted this extraordinary sci-
entific intervention. For eighteen months, the young seal, antiseptically 
called KP2 by the scientists but named Hōʻailona (a sign) by residents of 
Molokaʻi, stayed at the wharf at Kaunakakai. In late 2009, NOAA again took 
the seal (this time under its Hawaiian name) and flew it to California for 
surgical repair of its eyes but also because the seal was becoming habitu-
ated to humans and was no longer “wild.”
 The controversy over the kidnapping was fierce. Molokaʻi activist Wal-
ter Ritte says: “They could have worked with this community instead of 
coming here and telling us what’s best for us and best for the seal. . . . This 
seal has taken this island by storm. This is a very special seal and we need 
the seal. We need to . . . get Hawaiians to see this seal as looking at them-
selves. You know, Hawaiians are becoming an endangered species.”32 This 
mirror of endangered seal and endangered Hawaiian community reflects 
the richness of interspecies relations for thinking about indigenous pres-
ence in zones of indifference beyond the law, and what counts as the 
human. While the law forbids all but scientifically mediated interaction 
between sea mammal and biped, actual, meaningful contact within this 
zone reinforces a sense of social endangerment, of pride, and of purpose. 
Without a recognized legal claim to territory, inhabitable and sovereign 



Goldberg- Hiller and Silva  •  Sharks and Pigs 443

space is nonetheless constructed around animals and their place among a 
people. Against the mandate to protect endangered species through scien-
tific intervention, Ritte, through a Kanaka Hawaiʻi lens, constructs a new 
idea of protection that welds together the fate of community and animal.
 This is an indigenous mirror unlike that which has always haunted 
the colonial and neocolonial state. The first haunting was the expected 
purchase of civilization and, thus, national security and sovereignty by 
nineteenth- century Kanaka Hawaiʻi through a legal commitment to wring 
the sexual, playful, and cultural “animal” from the native being. It had its 
second act in the excessive violence of the Billy Weaver shark hunt. The 
domestic and international audiences sought by the slaughter of sharks 
repressed Hawaiian resistance and suppressed international questions 
regarding legitimacy that would disrupt ceremonial transition to respect-
able statehood and sovereignty.
 The contemporary efforts by legislatures to express sensitivity to 
Hawaiian ways of understanding animals such as sharks feign that no 
choice need be made between Hawaiians and the natural environment, as 
revealed by the contemplated ban on shark feeding (that could incidentally 
prevent feeding of ʻaumākua and possibly even ceremonies transforming 
people into shark ʻaumākua), the naming and kidnapping of the monk seal, 
and the struggles over the place of feral pigs. These are examples of the sub-
traction of law that leaves behind bare life, only to be picked up again by the 
state constructing its legitimacy.
 But Hawaiian practices involving animals constitute more than indif-
ference, indistinction, and bare life. The ways that sharks and pigs (and 
monk seals) reterritorialize Hawaiʻi across contested legal boundaries and 
thus expand the places where cultural resources are preserved and the ways 
in which family and community can come to see themselves preserved in 
ʻaumākua and friendship with a monk seal reveal the power of interactions 
between humans and nonhuman others. Where the state suggests in the 
aftermath of shark attacks today that the responsible individual be smart 
and wary, growing indigenous alternatives suggest that interconnection 
with animals, including sharks, offers a different and more collective path-
way to security.
 Colonial violence has attempted to ensure that few Hawaiians can 
access their language, the written accounts of these stories of kino lau, and 
the opportunities to imagine sovereign alternatives that they generate. 
Nonetheless, shape- shifting has always been a fact of neocolonial gover-
nance in the hope of suppressing what cannot be held back: the theft and 
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violent destruction of indigenous worlds. Fifty years ago when statehood 
was imposed on Hawaiʻi by elites, it was illegal to use the Hawaiian lan-
guage in the classroom, and the state was unconcerned with (and perhaps 
unaware of ) the cultural consequences of its violence against sharks for 
Kanaka Hawaiʻi.33 Today, Hawaiian values are extolled when compatible 
with ecological policies, a shift in the shapes of governance that still falls far 
short of recognizing indigenous sovereignty and allowing Hawaiian mean-
ings to infuse the Hawaiian values that the state interprets and then claims 
to uphold.
 The shifting shapes among living beings and landforms found in 
Hawaiian lore and imagination are both inspiration and analogy to the 
kinds of learning and play that offer theoretical escape from neocolonial 
legality. Precontact ways of organizing access to land and sea once pro-
moted a local political economy; one form, ahupuaʻa—a term that tellingly 
includes the word for pig—marked territories on each island in which all 
inhabitants therein had rights to gather from the ocean reefs to the upland 
forests, zones that can still be imagined today overlaying the spaces of the 
modern neocolony. The study of kino lau within abandoned zones of indif-
ference might prove an indispensable way for Hawaiians to own and recon-
struct these and yet to be imagined worlds again.
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