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Ancient Hula and the Authority of Ruling Chiefs:
The Function of Hula in the Ancient Hawaii

Shihomi MEGURO

Abstract

Hula, a traditional dance of Hawaii had been closely associated with social, religious, political
conditions in the ancient Hawaii. However, the study of hula has paid a slight attention to the political
function of it. Actually, hula had a special meaning for the ruling chiefs in Hawaii, because Hawaiian kings
regarded hula as a means to demonstrate their authorities. Especially, king Kalakaua revitalized ancient
hula to show his royal prerogative on the eve of the annexation to the United States.

From these historical facts, this paper aims to clarify the political function of hula for the ruling class.
For this purpose, this paper considered the characteristics of the ancient Hawaiian society, then examined
the function of the ancient hula through the records of the contemporaries such as European explorers
and Hawaiian historians.

The ancient Hawaiian society was characterized by the class system, based on the indigenous religion.
In this society, ruling chiefs were genealogically lines of the indigenous gods. This meant that the closer a
chief's line was to the gods, the higher the status of the chief was. However, they had little means to
demonstrate the .orthodoxy of their authority because ancient Hawaiians had no written words. So they
had to depend on the function of hula as a means to show their sacredness and orthodoxy.

Therefore, this paper concluded that ancient hula was not a mere symbol of ethnic identity, but the

“political culture” which combined closely with the authority of ruling chiefs.

Key Words: politics of dance, ancient hula, Hawaii, ruling chiefs, authority
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