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Permission to Know
by julie chung ’20

Last summer,  during my third 
week of senior-thesis fieldwork 
in Honolulu, I visited a kalo (taro) 
patch, Ka Papa Lo‘i O Ka-newai, 

at the Hawai‘inuia-kea School of Hawaiian 
Knowledge. Our group had spent only a few 
minutes shuffling single-file along the nar-
row mountain trail before our guide stopped 
us. As we settled into a silence, the rest of 
the scenery came alive. I could hear the 
freshwater stream tumbling downhill be-
side me, and I watched hundreds of frantic 
ants, emboldened by my stillness, scramble 
over my exposed feet and legs. Until that 
point, my eyes and senses had been fixated 
on the rocky path, which had tested the lim-
its of my foam flip-flops. 

After our guide had arranged us in a 
large circle, she asked, “I would never go 
into your house without knocking, right?” 
I shook my head, unsure why we were dis-
cussing this. “No, that’s trespassing,” she 
reminded us.

She continued, “We are in the 
same situation here. Just because 
there aren’t any doors or walls, 
doesn’t mean that anybody can 
come and enter this mountain. We 
need to introduce ourselves to the 
‘a-ina (land).”

We would normally introduce 
ourselves with an oli, or chant, but 
given we did not have enough time to 
learn one, our tour group each shared 
our first and last names, our geneal-
ogy, our family’s place of origin, and 
our educational pursuits. I welcomed 
the change of pace from the standard 
“Harvard introduction” of name, 
year, House, and concentration.

Even after a greeting as simple as 
an “Aloha, my name is…,” our guide 
told us, “The land will tell you if you 
have permission. You might hear the 
sounds of a songbird or maybe you 
just get a bad feeling inside telling 
you not to go farther.” She pointed to 

her na‘au (gut), which is the center of thought, 
intellect, and instinct for Hawaiians.

When i arrived  in Honolulu on May 31, I 
had a bad feeling in my gut. I was conduct-
ing my 10 weeks of fieldwork at the Uni-
versity of Hawai‘i at Ma-noa Department of 
Native Hawaiian Health (DNHH), the only 
medical-school department devoted to re-
searching indigenous health disparities in 
the United States. The department hosts 
an interdisciplinary team of psychologists, 
public-health researchers, physicians, and 
bench scientists from both Native Hawai-
ian and non-native backgrounds with the 
common purpose of addressing the strik-
ing burden of disease in Native Hawaiian 
communities that stems from generations of 
historical and cultural trauma. Intrigued by 
the DNHH’s emphasis on cultural revital-
ization and community engagement, I ini-
tially planned to interview Native Hawaiian 

community members about their experi-
ences participating in health research, and 
their opinions of the integration of West-
ern biomedical and Native Hawaiian heal-
ing traditions.

On my second day at DNHH, I sat on the 
third floor of the medical school overlooking 
skyscrapers and the gorgeous blue skies of 
Honolulu and reflected on my relationship to 
the place. All 10 undergraduate interns had 
gathered for two introductions: of ourselves 
and of the land. After giving a brief history 
of the colonization of Hawai‘i and the mis-
sion of the school of medicine, our DNHH 
presenter pulled up a slide on the projec-
tor screen. ‘O Wai Au? Who am I? The slide 
had images of various natural landscapes in 
Hawai‘i. Our presenter asked us to introduce 
ourselves “the Native Hawaiian way”: “My 
name is… My mountain is… My river/ocean 
is… My rain is… My wind is… I am from….”

 As my turn approached, I was nervous. The 
six interns before me had all given the Hawai-
ian names of places around them, while two of 
them had spoken their entire introductions in 
Hawaiian. I was the only student who did not 
grow up in Hawai‘i. My mountain, my river, 
my ocean, my valley, and my wind were all 
scattered across California and New England. 
What was my place in Hawai‘i?

My unease about my initial plans had 
actually begun six months before, when 
I sat with other juniors in the anthropol-
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teenth-century account of indigenous Aus-
tralians as uncivilized because they lacked 
a land-tenure system later became the le-
gal basis for seizing their land—a decision 
overturned in the Australian High Court 
only in 1992. During my time in Hawai‘i, 
I learned how academics in the mid 1900s 
“proved” the theories of early European ex-
plorers, who believed humans first reached 
the Pacific islands by passively drifting on 
currents. These theories fed into prevailing 
stereotypes about the inferiority of Native 
Hawaiians—until the revival, starting in the 
1970s, of knowledge about ancestral Polyne-
sian navigational techniques—wayfinding—
as used on traditional double-hulled canoes.

After talking to several people at DNHH, 
I rethought my initial research plans. My 
internship adviser had told me, “In Native 
Hawaiian culture, there is a sense that this 
knowledge is knowledge that is not for ev-
eryone. You are chosen to be given knowl-
edge, rather than simply seeking it.” In other 
words, I had to question whether I was even 
allowed to know what I was seeking. I decid-
ed to exclude all Native Hawaiian lay people 
from my study, and to focus instead on how 
health professionals at DNHH have reshaped 
their scientific practices as a result of navigat-
ing their roles as scientists and individuals ac-
countable to Native Hawaiian communities. 

As I conducted my fieldwork, I learned the 
importance of transparency and long-term 
engagement with consent. Permission relied 
on a robust self-introduction to the people I 
worked with, especially given the political 
stakes of my academic work. As the Amer-
ican Anthropological Association states, 
the consent process is “necessarily dynam-
ic, continuous and reflexive.” Several times, 
my oral-history participants forthrightly 
asked, “I want to know who you are. Why 
are you doing this project?” In anthropol-
ogy, we often discuss how we cannot enter 
our fieldsites or write our pieces as “objec-
tive” researchers. Our identity markers, our 
gender, race, and political views, all influ-
ence the ways in which we interact with our 
interlocutors and collaborators. When we 
sit down to write, these same identities, life 
experiences, and educational backgrounds 
all shape how we perceive and therefore rep-
resent the communities, cultures, and his-
tories we are studying—just as occurred in 
Australia, where colonial academics failed to 
recognize how their culturally inscribed as-
sumptions about property warped the way 
they understood indigenous land relations. 

J o h n  h a r v a r d ' s  J o u r n a l

ogy department’s weekly ethnographic-
methods tutorial. That concentration re-
quirement, besides teaching us the nuts 
and bolts of ethnographic research, aims 
to “[engage] students in the intellectual 
and ethical questions at stake in designing 
a research project.” The first day of class, we 
discussed Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s classic 
text on the “savage slot,” a critique of an-
thropology’s role in placing certain peoples 
and cultures in imperial categories of non-
Westerness, otherness, and the “primitive.” 
In our weekly sessions, we reckoned with 
anthropology’s collusion with nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century colonialism, a time 
when many anthropologists served as cul-
tural informants to colonial officials. An-
thropology isn’t the only discipline rooted 
in colonialism, but given its particularly no-
torious history, we devoted much more time 
than many other concentrations to grap-
pling with the power dynamics and ethics 
of our research. After dismantling many of 
the original premises of our discipline that 
semester, some students questioned, in our 
last meeting, whether they should write se-
nior theses at all.

Ethical qualms also emerged from our dis-
comfort with the particular power and validi-
ty often granted to Harvard-approved knowl-
edge, which at times has legitimized and 
reinforced harmful ideas, including eugenics 
(see “Harvard’s Eugenics Era,” March-April 
2016, page 48). Early in the past century, Har-
vard administrators and alumni were at the 

forefront of that movement, writing academic 
and popular eugenics articles and lobbying 
government to enact eugenics laws. Promi-
nent faculty members in fields ranging from 
economics and genetics to psychology all 
“proved” a racial hierarchy in their research.

Given these power dynamics, a major 
ethical debate for undergraduate anthro-
pology concentrators focuses on questions 
of permission and consent, especially when 
working with marginalized communities, 
where anthropologists historically have 
gained unbounded access to traditions, 
practices, secrets, knowledge, and world-
views. But like many indigenous peoples, 
Native Hawaiians have become aware of 
their fraught history and present relation-
ship with the often excessive, extractive in-
vestigations of Western academics. Always 
positioned as the study subjects, never the 
researchers, many indigenous peoples have 
complained about being “researched to 
death.” DNHH faculty and staff members 
frequently talked about the harm done by 
“helicopter research,” in which academics 
literally or figuratively fly into such commu-
nities, conduct their study, and disappear. 
During the summer, a resident of a Hawai-
ian homestead talked to the interns about 
her experiences as a “guinea pig,” includ-
ing the innumerable times her family had 
provided blood samples, survey responses, 
and hours of interviews to researchers—and 
never learned anything about the benefits or 
results of those studies.

When I relayed my plans to interview Na-
tive Hawaiians to my internship adviser, she 
warned me that representations of Native 
Hawaiians by Westerners have often result-
ed in harmful consequences for the group. 
That reminded me of a tutorial reading de-
scribing how Captain James Cook’s eigh-

Explore More 
The renewed Lowell House—the largest 
project to date in the serial renovation  
of undergraduate residences—reopened 
in time for fall semester. Familiar spaces 
and amenities (the library and dining hall, 
for instance) were meticulously refur-
bished, while the complex was made 
accessible and augmented with  
new facilities like a tiered screening  
room and dance studio. Take a guided 
tour, with illustrations, at 
harvardmag.com/lowell-renewed-19.
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Rejecting any thin veil of objectivity, I 
therefore introduced myself as Julie Sun young 
Chung, a Korean American from Los Ange-
les who supports current Native Hawaiian 
political movements, the niece and grand-
daughter of Korean traditional medicinal-
ists, and an undergraduate at Harvard. One 
of my first interviewees, a Native Hawaiian 
researcher and activist, generously offered to 
provide feedback on my work and reached 
out to her own contacts to encourage them 
to work with me as well. Although I do not 
yet fully trust myself, I’m reassured that such 
advisers will guide me in the right direction.

This year, I also plan to share copies of all 
my thesis drafts with my oral-history partici-
pants. They will have full liberty to redact 
parts of it and give me feedback. I was partly 
inspired to do this by stories told by my eth-
nographic-methods instructor, postdoctoral 
fellow Kaya Williams. In her own process of 
sharing dissertation drafts with her interlocu-
tors, she sometimes had to remove quotes and 
anecdotes that might have been the strongest 
pieces of evidence for her argument. If con-
sent is more than a bureaucratic checkmark, 
it demands long-term commitment. 

This summer,  I also joined hundreds of Na-
tive Hawaiian activists to protest the con-
struction of the Thirty-Meter Telescope 
(TMT) on the sacred Maunakea Summit 
on Hawai‘i Island. Adding TMT to the ex-
isting telescope array there poses potential-
ly damaging environmental consequences 
and would further deny Native Hawaiians 
access to areas used for cultural and spiri-
tual practices on the mountain. Meanwhile, 

some University of Hawai‘i administrators 
and government officials argued that the 
telescope would advance science and there-
fore benefit all the people of Hawai‘i and the 
world. In their view, permission to use the 
sacred summit for TMT stemmed from the 

intrinsic and universal benefits of scientific 
knowledge. Scientific progress seemed to be 
taking precedence over all other concerns. 
News accounts depicted the controversy 
as “science versus religion,” casting Native 
Hawaiians aside as backward and supersti-
tious. Rather than automatically agreeing, 
“The more knowledge, the better,” I lis-
tened to people questioning: Whom will 
this knowledge actually benefit? Upon what 

kinds of values should that knowledge be 
built? Who decides what kinds of knowl-
edge to seek, and will that involve the in-
digenous people of this land?

At Harvard, it can sometimes seem that I 
have unbounded permission to seek out all 

Whom will this knowledge actually benefit? 
Upon what kinds of  values should that knowl-
edge be built? Who decides what kinds of  
knowledge to seek, and will that involve the 
indigenous people of  this land?
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J o h n  h a r v a r d ' s  J o u r n a l

S P O R T S

Reload and Fire
In the early season, an infusion of new talent and a  

hot quarterback buoyed the Crimson football team.

In tim murphy’s    25 years as Harvard’s 
football coach, every four-year play-
er has won or shared at least one Ivy 
League title. So far, this year’s seniors, 

the class of 2020, have been championship-
less. The early part of the 2019 season—
which featured a 31-23 loss to the University 
of San Diego and a 42-7 blowout win over 
Ivy rival Brown—showed that it would be a 
challenge to extend the streak, but perhaps 
not impossible.

During the first half of this decade, Har-
vard was the bullyboy of Ivy football, win-
ning or sharing four titles in five years. But in 
the past three seasons the Crimson slipped 
back into the pack, going 7-3 in 2016, 5-5 
in ’17, and 6-4 in ’18. A major cause: parity 
has engulfed the Ivies. Every game is a dog-
fight. The results in the 
conference’s preseason 
media poll had the 
Crimson fourth, prob-
ably justifiably, behind 
Yale, Dartmouth, and 
last season’s undefeated 
champion, Princeton.

As he approached his 
twenty-sixth season 
on the Crimson side-
line, Murphy needed 

to restock his roster. He had lost 30 seniors 
from his ’18 team, including howitzer-armed 
quarterback Tom Stewart and many stal-
warts from the powerhouse offensive and 
defensive lines. To compound Murphy’s 
task, two star offensive players—running 
back Aaron Shampklin, the Ivy League’s 
rushing leader in 2018, and speedy wide-
out Tyler Adams, who scored a sensational 
long touchdown on an end-around against 
Yale—did not enroll in school for the fall 
semester.

Harvard was not without weapons. Se-
nior defensive back and captain Wesley 
Ogsbury was one of the league’s top ball-
hawks, with six interceptions in 2018. Ju-
nior Jordan Hill was one of the Ivies’ best 
linebackers. On offense, with Shampklin 

absent, his backfield mate, junior Devin 
Darrington, was capable of running over 
or jetting past defenders. Even without Ad-
ams, the receiving corps was deep, featur-
ing senior speedsters Jack Cook and Cody 
Chrest. Senior Jake McIntyre was a trusted 
placekicker from 40 yards and in. Back for 
another stint at quarterback was junior Jake 
Smith, who had many good moments as a 
freshman and sophomore before ceding the 
starting job to Stewart early last year. How 
much Smith had matured would be crucial 
to the Crimson’s progress.

In an intriguing twist, Murphy decided to 
begin the season by inserting into the defen-
sive-line rotation a quartet of promising but 
inexperienced sophomores: Truman Jones, 
Anthony Nelson Jr., Jacob Sykes, and Chris 
Smith. The coach knew it was a gamble, at 
least as far as the 2019 season was concerned. 

In the opener  against San Diego, which 
was playing its third game of 2019, the Crim-
son showed its flaws—and its rust. Twice 
previously a Harvard football team had trav-
eled to southern California, which has be-
come fertile recruiting territory (see Tid-
bits). In 2013, the Crimson had thrashed the 
Toreros 42-0 (and also beat them again in 

Cambridge, in 2014 and 
’18). But the more mem-
orable appearance came 
100 years ago, on January 
1, 1920, when Harvard, the 
1919 national champion, 
played in its only bowl 
game, defeating Oregon 
7-6.

This time, in sunny 
70-degree conditions, the 
Toreros didn’t even give 
the Crimson defenders 
time to apply their sun-
screen. Harvard was play-
ing the first half without 
Ogsbury, who was serving 
out a suspension as a result 
of being called for a target-

the knowledge in the world. As I step through 
their endless bookshelves, the stacks of Wid-
ener Library illuminate, quietly inviting me 
to explore. No research question seems too 
far-fetched or impractical, given Harvard’s 
wealth and resources. My  curiosity is com-
pounded by academia’s constant demand to 
publish: a criterion of individual and institu-

tional success. Even in the College’s mission 
to “educate the citizens and citizen-leaders 
for our society,” the power to influence our 
world too often seems to lie only in our effort 
to build up vast reservoirs of knowledge and 
establish our expertise.

In my summer thesis research in Hawai‘i, 
however, I found a bit more of my role in 

changing this world—not in the knowledge 
that I uncovered, but in the knowledge that 
I chose not to seek. 

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
Julie Chung ’20 is a social anthropology concentra-
tor living in Adams House. She is currently venturing 
into the world of fiction writing.

Tag team: Harvard 
senior captain and 
defensive back Wes 
Ogsbury Jr. (1) and 
senior linebacker Joey 
Goodman (59) doubled 
up on Brown end Dan 
Gemmell.
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