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Summaries

My Piko (umbilical) Name that Connects Me
with My Ancestors and Descendants: A Reflexive
Project of the Self by a Modern Hawaiian Poet

Hatsumi Takemura

This article focuses on a contemporary poem, in which a Hawaiian word piko
appears. It was published in 1991 under the title of “Choosing My Name.” The
author, Puanani Burgess, was born with multiple ethnic backgrounds, but came to
identify herself as an indigenous Hawaiian at some time in her life. The subject of
this poem is her realization of being Hawaiian.

The linchpin of the whole poem is a Hawaiian word, piko. This ancient
word has a wide variety of meanings, including the umbilical cord, the navel, the
fontanels, and the genital organs, but at the root it means a part that connects two
objects. In the classical Hawaiian culture, the notion of piko was closely related with
the idea of genealogy. In this contemporary poem, this “traditional” notion serves
as a reminder of the forgotten past of the imagined Hawaiian nation. This article
discusses how the poet tried to re-imagine her Hawaiianness by reactivating the
notion of piko.

This approach results in several conclusions. First, the poet appropriated the
traditional notion of piko to cope with the real-life situation she had been facing.
Born with multiple ethnic backgrounds, her identity tended to diffuse, but her
piko name served as the symbolical bonds to connect her to the Hawaiian nation.
Secondly, the poet played a passive role, as well as an active one, in the process of
reconstructing her identity. She understood the symbolical bonds as something she
had been given, not as she had chosen herself. Thirdly, this poem exemplifies the

general desire to be “connected back” to a Gemeinschaft. She made the use of the
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image of pzko, or an umbilical cord that connects a fetus to the womb, to express
her emotional connection with the ethnic past. On the whole, the poem speaks of
her struggle to reconstruct her identity through activating the traditional idea of

piko. Her attempt can be understood as what Anthony Giddens calls “the reflexive

project of the self”.
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