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ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi

• Austronesian > Malayo-Polynesian > Oceanic >
 Polynesian > Central-Eastern Polynesian

Walworth (2014)

• 7 consonant phonemes
• 5 short mono, 5 long mono, 

25 diphthongs (prob. not 
phonemic)
• (C)V(V) syllable structure



Orthography 
• Developed by missionaries in 1820s
• Modern version from mid-20th c. 

includes ʻokina (glottal stop) and 
kahakō (macron)
• Very regular phoneme-letter 

correspondence, except…

Parker Jones (2018)



Kinney (1956): Exceptions! 

• Observation of ai > ei in 
some words
• Tape recordings on Hawaiʻi 

Island in 1955, 14 
monolingual (!!) speakers, 
aged late 50s to early 90s
• “natural, colloquial, 

unconditioned responses” = 
interview speech



Ka Leo Hawaiʻi: Present source of data

• Archives of radio show preserve voices of elderly native speakers 
born at turn of 19th/20th century
• What does /ai~ei/ variation look like in these speakers?

5

Name Gender ʻĀina hānau Episode Recording date
Rachel Mahuiki female Wainiha, Kauaʻi KLH #014 Nov. 9, 1972
Alfred Apaka Sr. male Hanalei, Kauaʻi KLH #057 March 3, 1974
Ida Kapuʻihilani Feary-Milton Nāone female Moanalua, Oʻahu KLH #013 Nov. 1, 1972
Henry Hanalē Machado male Kapālama, Oʻahu KLH #021 Feb. 6, 1973
Lilian Victor female Lahaina, Maui KLH #032 April 24, 1973
David Kaʻalakea male Kīpahulu, Maui KLH #063 April 21, 1974
Sadie Kaluhiʻōpiopio Beebe female Kahaluʻu, Hawaiʻi KLH #033 May 1, 1973
Joseph Makaʻai male Kaʻūpūlehu, Hawaiʻi KLH #016 Nov. 21, 1972



Results of auditory impressionistic analysis

kai- laila maikaʻi
ai ei ai i ei ai ? ei

RM – Kauaʻi F 1 2
AA – Kauaʻi M 6 15 13 1
IN – Oʻahu F 7 1
HM – Oʻahu M 4 9 4
LV – Maui F 2 1 7 5 2 2
DK – Maui M 8 11 10 6 8
SB – Hawaiʻi F 1 5 2 3 9 3
JM – Hawaiʻi M 6 17 10 1 1



kai- laila maikaʻi
ai ei ai i ei ai ? ei

RM – Kauaʻi F 1 2
AA – Kauaʻi M 6 15 13 1
IN – Oʻahu F 7 1
HM – Oʻahu M 4 9 4
LV – Maui F 2 1 7 5 2 2
DK – Maui M 8 11 10 6 8
SB – Hawaiʻi F 1 5 2 3 9 3
JM – Hawaiʻi M 6 17 10 1 1

Results: maikaʻi

Kinney (1956)

• Most speakers use /ai/
• Several intermediate (maybe 

[ei]?) pronunciations
• Low number of fully [ei]-like 

tokens



kai- laila maikaʻi
ai ei ai i ei ai ? ei

RM – Kauaʻi F 1 2
AA – Kauaʻi M 6 15 13 1
IN – Oʻahu F 7 1
HM – Oʻahu M 4 9 4
LV – Maui F 2 1 7 5 2 2
DK – Maui M 8 11 10 6 8
SB – Hawaiʻi F 1 5 2 3 9 3
JM – Hawaiʻi M 6 17 10 1 1

Results: maikaʻi

a maitaʻi ta ʻai



Maikaʻi Andrews (1865) Pukui & Elbert (1986)

• No references to 
alternate 
pronunciations in 
dictionaries



Maikaʻi
Pollex

• Derives from loss of /ʔ/ 
in /maʔitaki/
• Mangareva, 

Marquesan, Rapa, 
Rarotongan, Tuamotu 
also exhibit /ei/
• <ai> spelling is thus 

conservative, but [ei] 
innovation shared 
among several sister 
languages



Maikaʻi

• High-frequency word
• /ai/ shows frequency 

effects – shorter 
trajectories, shorter 
durations
• /ai/ > [ei] could be 

phonetic reduction, 
or could have started 
that way and now be 
perceived as /ei/

/ai/ 
significant 
(p=.03)

/ai/ 
significant 
(p<.001),
/ou/ 
significant 
(p=.004)

Kettig (2023)



kai- laila maikaʻi
ai ei ai i ei ai ? ei

RM – Kauaʻi F 1 2
AA – Kauaʻi M 6 15 13 1
IN – Oʻahu F 7 1
HM – Oʻahu M 4 9 4
LV – Maui F 2 1 7 5 2 2
DK – Maui M 8 11 10 6 8
SB – Hawaiʻi F 1 5 2 3 9 3
JM – Hawaiʻi M 6 17 10 1 1

Results: laila

Kinney (1956)

• Maui and Hawaiʻi lead in lila 
production
• A few /ai/ but mostly /ei/ or /i/



kai- laila maikaʻi
ai ei ai i ei ai ? ei

RM – Kauaʻi F 1 2
AA – Kauaʻi M 6 15 13 1
IN – Oʻahu F 7 1
HM – Oʻahu M 4 9 4
LV – Maui F 2 1 7 5 2 2
DK – Maui M 8 11 10 6 8
SB – Hawaiʻi F 1 5 2 3 9 3
JM – Hawaiʻi M 6 17 10 1 1

Results: laila



kai- laila maikaʻi
ai ei ai i ei ai ? ei

RM – Kauaʻi F 1 2
AA – Kauaʻi M 6 15 13 1
IN – Oʻahu F 7 1
HM – Oʻahu M 4 9 4
LV – Maui F 2 1 7 5 2 2
DK – Maui M 8 11 10 6 8
SB – Hawaiʻi F 1 5 2 3 9 3
JM – Hawaiʻi M 6 17 10 1 1

Results: laila

hele au i te kula, ma laila [i] male au i ka 
wahine, ma laila [ei] o Kīpahulu

noho ʻana ma laila [i]



Laila

• Could this be 
reduction of a 
function word?

Kettig (2023)



Laila

Andrews (1865)

Pukui & Elbert (1986)

• no alternate pronunciations 
noted

• /ei/ or /i/ noted as variants
• PEP option of /ai/ or /ei/ 

suggested



Laila

• Actually, probably *reira in 
PCE!
• Widespread /ei/ in sister 

languages 

• /ai/ appears to be Hawaiian 
innovation from /ei/, not an 
underlying historical /ai/ 
reducing to [ei]
• Spelling therefore based on 

innovative/hypercorrective 
form?

Pollex



Results: kai-

Kinney (1956)

• All seem to agree on /ei/ for 
kinship terms, just one 
instance of /ai/
• So why is it spelled <ai>? 

kai- laila maikaʻi
ai ei ai i ei ai ? ei

RM – Kauaʻi F 1 2
AA – Kauaʻi M 6 15 13 1
IN – Oʻahu F 7 1
HM – Oʻahu M 4 9 4
LV – Maui F 2 1 7 5 2 2
DK – Maui M 8 11 10 6 8
SB – Hawaiʻi F 1 5 2 3 9 3
JM – Hawaiʻi M 6 17 10 1 1



Kai-

• Pollex suggests PCE *tai-
• No /ei/ presented in other CE 

Polynesian languages

• Points to independent 
innovation in Hawaiian, after 
spelling standardized?



Kai-
Andrews (1865)

Pukui & Elbert (1986)

• No mention of 
pronunciation 
variants
• Intriguing 

leads: analogy 
with keiki or      
-keina?



Analogy with keiki (child)?

• Interestingly, keiki itself seems 
to have had /ai/ originally! 
• Pollex suggests PCE *taiti with 

ai>ei in Hawaiian and 
Mangarevan



Analogy with -k[ei]na?

• P&E suggest PPN *t(e,a)hina for 
kaikaina
• Pollex suggests PPN *tahina



Analogy with -k[ei]na?

• P&E suggest PPN *t(e,a)hina for 
kaikaina
• Pollex suggests PPN *tahina
• Pollex suggests PCE *teina

• Possibility of kai- > kei- by analogy 
in this form?



In sum:

• Maikaʻi (good)
• Orthography = conservative
• /ai/ > [ei] could be high-frequency reduction reanalyzed or perceived as /ei/
• /ai/ > [ei] in this word may have occurred in other Polynesian languages

• Laila (there)
• Orthography = innovative, limited to Hawaiian (?) 
• /ei/ > /ai/ is possibly hypercorrective from PPN *reira

• Kai- (relationship words)
• Orthography = conservative
• /ai/ > [ei] possibly by analogy with semantically close keiki or -keina



Mahalo i ko ʻoukou hoʻolohe ʻana mai!

Thank you for listening!


