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 The  Los Angelesation of Hawai`i 
 

 Lois-Ann Yamanaka’s work  is rejected for a prize because her “pidgin”-rich,  working-
class fiction is judged by a local committee to be racist.   Frank De Lima, the comedian most 
popular with local audiences (but  often unintelligible to tourists),  won’t go near some of the jokes 
he used to tell.  Governor Ben Cayetano and  state legislator Senator Mary Thronos apologize for 
remarks which even a decade ago would not have been thought of as ethnic slurs.  It looks like we 
are finally getting with it here in Hawai`i.   Perhaps. But perhaps not. Perhaps this new-found 
sensitivity is but the most obvious symptom of  something with deeper roots and far more 
significant consequences. It includes, to single out only a few of the worst cases, hostage taking 
and violence on Sand Island, an encounter with tragic consequences between a young male and a 
police officer on an H-1 overpass, and a shooting on the H-2 near Waipio—all involving ethnic 
confrontation. Call this the Los Angelesation of Hawai`i . And there are other potential 
consequences: Tourism falls apart, leaving a vacuum that nobody knows how to fill, soulless 
Democrats get replaced by the mean-spirited politics of California’s Governor Wilson, “locals” 
join Hawaiians in becoming oppressed caste minorities in Hawai`i. The argument is simply put: 
The “maturing” of our political economy has undermined just what made it special: the 
development of a local culture , a Hawaiianized version of multiculturalism in a place of 
magnificent natural beauty.     
  
 On the US mainland, “race” is conceptualized in terms of  “white” and “black.” This is not 
the case in Hawai`i,  where if there is a  primary conceptualization, it is between “haole” (white) 
and “local.” What follows examines this, hopefully in a fresh way. I begin by rejecting the usual 
approach, an attempt at a genealogical or political test of who is local. This is the route of most 
writers, including most recently, those who articulate a “post-colonial” or “identity politics,” so-
called. If I am correct, they fail to diagnose correctly the problem. They discern, rightly, that there 
are serious issues at state and they worry that the categories are changing and fuzzy. But they are 
nervous over any sort of bifurcation and especially one which seems “exclusionary.”  They want 
badly to preserve both the “differences” between groups and, in the “liberal” version to insist that 
we must treat persons only as “individuals.” Alternatively, while “neo-colonists” interpreters 
affirm that "locals" share “a common culture,” they also assert that “locals” have "a common 
history of oppression and exploitation by a white planter and merchant oligarchy." “Locals” do 
“share a common culture,” but this hardly entails “having a common history of oppression by a 
white planter merchant oligarchy.”  Collapsed in this way, "local" is  genealogical, essentialist 
and ahistorical. Collapsed in this way, it becomes logically impossible for anyone not "sharing 
this common historical experience” to be local.  On this view, it would logically impossible for 
recent immigrants to any nation to assimilate!   
 
 But, of course,  “local,” like “American” or “Dutch” can refer to either an identifiable 
culture or to those who embody it.  We can, accordingly, begin with the idea that “local” is a 
cultural  (ethnic) category  and ask questions about its reproduction/transformation including, both 
an account of the pertinent mechanisms and about who is reproducing it (or not). Unfortunately, 
political  economy  approaches have tended to marginalize culture, a consequence of  accepting a 
mistaken dichotomy between structure and culture.  Instead,  since  no political economy is culture-
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less or culture-neutral and all are constituted in terms of historical available materials which are 
concretely various, I look at the development of local culture, showing how, given the historically 
available materials,  it emerged,  and how, by looking at changes in the political economy, it has 
developed.1 After explaining how we got to where we are, I  argue that this very special local 
culture is increasingly being marginalized and in specific ways.2 This is not merely an expression 
of nostalgia on my part, for as I suggest,  it could have disastrous consequences for locals.  
 
 This is not say, at once, that Hawai`i ever was "an ethnic rainbow," still less a 
multicultural "harmony." Yet one utterly misses something by denying (as does Okamura) that there 
is (or was) "points of commonality," or to admit that there is, and then to trivialize this by saying 
that "the practice of particular customs and habits... modes of entertainment...and shared folklore" 
are "with the exception of social interactions, ...trivial and can hardly serve as the collective basis 
for a shared culture that is supposed to underlie social relations in Hawai`i" (1994: 246). Unless 
one thinks that social interactions entirely lack a material basis, one would have thought that they 
define culture.  
 
 While I concur very much with the idea that different groups here in Hawai`i: Hawaiians, 
haoles, Japanese, Filipinos, etc. have very different histories of power, opportunity and outcome, 
this is no way inconsistent with there being a distinct--and valuable--local culture. Indeed, since 
ideas always have ideological force, much of this local culture has served ideological purposes, 
obscuring these differences and benefiting those with power. I return to this. 
 
Genesis of  Local Culture  
 The broad outlines of the genesis of  local culture are clear enough, even if this is too often 
the pertinent details of this history are not well understood. Briefly, Hawai`i was a pre-modern 
Polynesian society, became a plantation political economy with colonial American haole 
dominating a workforce largely of Asians from China,  Japan and the Philippines. The material 
relations of everyday life forced the transacting parties to absorb, unevenly in proportion and in 
time, elements of the practices of each. This is best exemplified in the shifting “pidgin.” 
Unfortunately, there is important confusion on this, confusion which has, I think, re-enforced  
confusion regarding the genesis of local culture. Most critically, on the standard view,  Hawaiian 
played a relatively minor role in the development of  “pidgin.” Thus, Takaki (following John 
Reinecke) argues that  “plantation managers recognized the need to teach immigrant laborers a 
functional spoken English” which early on “became  `the language of command’ on the 
plantations.” Accordingly, “worker’s were able to respond in a pidgin that incorporated peculiarly 
Japanese, Portuguese, Chinese or other elements in their speech” (1983: 118). Sarah Julianne 
Roberts (following lines set out by Derek Bickerton) has recently and persuasively argued that this 
picture must be abandoned. 3 Briefly put, haoles learned Hawaiian and pidginization of Hawaiian 
began.  While Hawaiian remained the official language until the overthrow,  a pidgin based on the 
Hawaiian language was the dominant tongue on the plantation until late in the nineteenth century. 
With the arrival of large numbers of Asians, plantation pidgin was thrown into confusion.  With the 
Overthrow in 1893,  Hawaiian was suppressed and the vernacular pidgin became Hawaiian 
Creole English (HCE), a  mix of Hawaiian, English, Chinese, and other tongues. HCE and English 
became the dominant languages. What was true of  language was also true of culture.4 And, of 
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course, given that Standard English was always available to Hawai`i’s elite (including bilingual 
Hawaiians),  cultural differences  could also carry strong class meaning.  Put succinctly, “pidgin,” 
a multi-cultural tongue which developed from a pidginized Hawaiian,  stands to local culture as 
standard English stands to white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant (WASP) culture. 
 
 Perhaps in the late 1930s the identity "local" found a use. It was profoundly stimulated by 
5the huge numbers of military who came to Hawai`i in the 1940s. The plantation experience, 
especially in the 20th century, had redefined ethnic relations among non-haoles and  between 
haoles and non-haoles, laying the basis for a local/non-local bifurcation. During this period, 
haoles permanently residing in Hawai`i were mostly kama'aina, either successfully "assimilated" 
or ghettoized, and hence largely invisible (Horman, 1982). The phrase, “local haole” was not a 
contradiction. Newcomers to the Islands  inevitably encountered the unique culture which is called 
"local." As Yamamoto says, “until the mid-1960s the term local was not used as anything more 
than a label for distinguishing island people from mainlanders” (1979: 139). 
 
 There was then a period, perhaps from the late 50s to the 80s, when, stimulated by rapid 
tourist development and the large military presence during the Vietnam era, "local" could be 
defined the way that Yamamoto defined it: "the appreciation by people who belong to Hawai`i of 
the `goodness' of the land, people, and cultures of Hawai`i" (1979:142). This attitude also became 
a feature of the local culture, contributing perhaps to the idea that local was primarily a political 
concept. The category, "people who belong to Hawai'i," was vague and, accordingly, inclusive. 
Evidently, it included Hawaiians and other “locals.” Yamamoto’s essay was written prior to the 
emergence of so-called “identity politics.” Even more critical, it was written in the early stages of 
the Hawaiian  “renaissance” and was framed in terms familiar to Democratic party reformers, 
terms which omitted any special acknowledgment of Hawaiians.  This is absolutely critical as 
regards the politics of  “local.” Yamamoto noted that however they were defined, "locals" were 
committed "to retain or regain control of Hawaii and its future." While this is a politically potent 
conception of  who is local, it failed to find a political form. I return to this.  
   
The Specialness 
 Risking the obvious (but too often ignored), one must begin with the Hawaiians. It is 
sometimes held that the culture of the Hawaiians was substantially destroyed. Hawaiians lost their 
land and thus their traditional mode of life; Christianity replaced their religion, the Kahiko 
disappeared and was replaced by hapa-haole hula; and for almost all, the language was lost. 
Indeed, with intermarriage, a consequence of the devastating de-population and subsequent 
immigration, even the category "Hawaiian" became contested.  Indeed, this view of history goes 
some way to explain the relative absence of  special acknowledgment of Hawaiians in the post-
WW II framing of  “local” politics. 
 
 But  to hold that these facts are necessarily evidence for the destruction of the culture one 
must assume both that cultures are frozen and that they exist as isolated blocks. One can then 
dismiss the fact that Hawaiian culture persistently was being reproduced—not only in the rural 
margins, but in the mainstream, for example, in Churches, music, and celebrations. A nostalgic 
view of “culture” is too often assumed also by those who think of the Hawaiian renaissance as 
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some sort of fraud--or on the opposite side, by those Hawaiians who demean more lately evolved 
social practices and art forms as "impure" or bastardized. Of course, after contact, the culture of 
the Hawaiians--a culture that even prior to contact was not frozen, underwent massive changes. 
But short of some essentialist definition of a culture, e.g., its language or religion, it will be quite 
impossible to say whether or when changes have constituted a change of "substance." This is not to 
say that cultures do not get destroyed and remain only as historical artifacts, in our books and 
museums. This is surely not true of  the culture of the Hawaiians,  even if  present-day Hawai`i is 
not the Hawai`i of the last Monarch, Queen Lili`uokalani (deposed in the Overthrow of 1893), still 
less that of Kamehameha I. Christianity and capitalism seriously changed the Hawaiian culture, but 
it did not destroy it. Indeed,  until the overthrow, official business was carried on in Hawaiian, 
and most haoles were bilingual. Of course, it would also be a huge error to say that the dominant 
culture is still Hawaiian, if by that one means that everyone who came to Hawai`i was 
"assimilated" as an "Hawaiian." Still, I surely do want to affirm that this place is inconceivable 
without Hawaiians and their practices, past and present. My earlier reference to the origins and 
basis of “pidgin,” suggests strongly that standard treatments have minimized this, assuming that 
e.g., because Hawaiians were not in significant numbers on plantations, the “pidgin” was not a 
“pidgin Hawaiian.” But  the “aloha spirit" extends deeply and includes a range of local beliefs and 
practices (especially strong among Hawaiians) in nurturing and sharing, in educational practices 
and attitudes, in beliefs which constitute practices regarding the aina (land) and ohana (family),  
in being open to others, one could go on. 6 Former Governor John Waihe`e is right: “What glues it 
all together is the native Hawaiian culture" (Okamura, 1994: 246). It is regrettable,  of course, that 
Waihe’e was not himself sufficiently clear or committed to what this implied. 
 
 Between  1778 and WWII, some 400,000 folks immigrated to Hawai`i, mostly from Asia 
and mostly to work on the plantations. This is familiar enough. So too is the fact that until very 
recently, this American state was the only one in which haoles were a minority. This is the second 
fundamental feature of its uniqueness. 
 
Assimilation  
 This is an American state and its citizens are "Americans." In Hawai`i, there was a process 
of "assimilation."7 But to what?  Did the aliens (or most of them, at least) become "Hawaiian." 
Hardly. Did they, including the Hawaiians, become "American"?  
 
 There are, of course, some very high level abstractions which might be used to identify  
typical Americans, e.g., their often nearly obsessive individualism and aggressiveness, their 
commitment to vague notions of  “freedom” and “democracy," their disregard of class, and their 
belief (common, of course, to some other societies) that they are members of a very special and 
superior society—“the land of opportunity.” Because they dominated the political economy and the 
state from the days of the Founding, the paradigmatic American is the middle-class, White, Anglo-
Saxon Protestant (WASP), the model for all hyphenated Americans (Italian-Americans, Greek-
Americans, etc.). Euro-Americans have "assimilated" --making “whiteness” an unspoken 
background feature of the culture--even if Americans in (say) New England exemplify their 
Americanism in different ways than do Americans in (say) the deep South or California.8 
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 As regards the sense of "members of the dominant society," Hawai`i is, again, special. We 
can say that the members of the dominant society constitute the ethnicity which defines what others 
are to assimilate to. But while haoles dominated the political economy of Hawai`i, they could not, 
despite their strenuous efforts, especially after the overthrow, define what others were to 
assimilate to. This was due, in part, to demographic facts: there were too few haoles. But is also 
reflected the fact that Hawai`i was colonized. As a result,  regardless of the aims of the colonizers, 
its culture would be transformed in unexpected ways.   
 
 Because the practices and beliefs of immigrants always have consequences on the host 
culture, reshaping it in this way or that, the effect of haole and Asian immigrant cultures on the 
indigenous Hawaiian culture was the multicultural construction which we call "local."  The second 
and later generations of these immigrants assimilated to “local.” “Locals” are a very special sort 
of American. Locals who go the mainland know this, of course. So too do haoles and others who 
have recently come to Hawai`i..  
 
 Of the Asian immigrant populations, the largest group of these, and the only one which 
resisted assimilation were the Japanese.9 In 1943, Japanese constituted some 34% of the 
population. The bombing of Pearl Harbor surely forced them to choose. But the forced choice was 
between Japan and the Hawai`i version of being an American. It was not the choice (forced on 
mainland American Japanese) between Japan and  the dominant WASP version of  America. When 
the 100th battalion, the local Japanese unit which became the most decorated unit in US military 
history,  got to the mainland, they were quite amazed by what they saw and experienced, but they 
also could see clearly that  they were unlike both "the Americans" and the "assimilated" Kotonks 
(mainland born Japanese.)  At Shelby, Mississippi in 1943, one soldier complained: 
 
 I didn't know what racial prejudice was until I hit the South. There was the `white' toilet 

and the `black' toilet. I'm brown. Where do I go? (Matsuda, 1992: 66) 
 
Fred Ida noted: 
 
 Hawaii boys were more informal, while Mainland Japanese were more competitive.... 
 The kotonk style was altogether difference from ours. The Hawaiian style was share 

 and  share alike, while the kotonks were more for themselves (Matsuda: 69).  
 
 During the fight over Japanese language schools in the 1920s, Fred Makino, editor of the 
Hawai`i Hochi, had insisted that the Japanese needed to "assimilate" with American society "only 
on the structural level." I interpret this to mean that they should try to remain Japanese, yet exploit 
all of the rights of Americans. But, of course, they did not remain "Japanese": They became "local 
Japanese." 
  
 Indeed, it is one of the special virtues of the ethnic category, “local”  that it allows for a 
plurality of subcultures.  The earlier generation of  assimilated Asians could affirm their “roots” in 
Japan or the Philippines and still affirm they were, together with the other local subcultures,  a 
special kind of American.  So, too, could Hawaiians. Thus, locals, including Hawaiians, often 
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spoke “pidgin” as their first language, sometimes had Japanese or  Korean as their second (and 
rarely Hawaiian) and often had a faltering grasp of  standard English even as they achieved, after 
World War II, positions of power.  
 
 As Ikeda and Beechert have argued, the mainland unions who came in the 1930s, the CIO 
and the ILWU, overcame the ethnic divisiveness which had burdened the union movement  in 
Hawai`i.  Achieving a “class consciousness,” immigrant plantation workers  were pulled together 
in opposition to  haole Republican domination.  After WWII, exploiting their rights as Americans,  
"Japanese locals" (I deliberately invert the usual expression, "local Japanese" so as to emphasize 
that "local" is prior) along with a disproportionate numbers of  local Chinese became a political 
force in Hawai`i. After seeing that there interests could be combined with the interests of  old 
oligarchy, they embarked on developing Hawai`i. 10    
 
 When Hawai'i enthusiastically became the 50th state, was rapidly developed into a tourist 
economy and then thoroughly integrated into the world economy, it quickly came to look  like many 
modern places: Malls replaced downtown (Fort Street disappeared), MacDonalds displaced the 
KC Drive-in, the H1 (and then the H2) bifurcated streets and neighborhoods, urban sprawl made 
Kam Highway look like Century Boulevard, the beat-up cars in Ka`a`awa went with Windward 
upscaling, and of course, the skyline rapidly approached the skylines of New York and Hong 
Kong.  
 
 This period was the heyday of the politics of locals. These local elites could and did 
exploit their opportunities—in good ethnic-American fashion. Those who got a piece of the action, 
took their piece of the pie, leaving behind, in good American fashion, those who could not “make 
it.” A former State Senator put the point neatly:  

 
I didn’t think that I was doing anything unethical. Most of us had come through the war and 
the Depression and we didn’t have anything. I thought getting ahead was what you were 
supposed to do in America.11 

 
Surely, he was right in this.  To their credit, Japanese locals took advantage of the opportunities 
then available, opportunities not available to all groups then in Hawai`i,12 nor opportunities 
presently available to anybody! Indeed, if explosive development was the critical condition for 
their success, we are, today, paying dearly for choices made then.  Tourism may well have been 
inevitable.  But two choices made then were not inevitable:  the reformers abandoned the idea that 
the wildly distorted control of land had to be corrected, a choice which is at the bottom of 
Hawai`i’s current economic woes, and they failed to notice that Hawaiians (along with Filipinos 
who were far fewer in numbers), were left out. Thus, in a recent interview, Tom Gill, a leader of 
the new Democratic party in Hawai`i could discuss “30 years of Hawaiian government without 
mentioning a single Native Hawaiian name or concern.” 
 
 Most elite Hawaiians had been tied to the Republican oligarchy.  As Stauffer (1994) 
writes: “by the 1920s and 30s, Hawaiians had gained a position of political power, office and 
influence never before--nor since--held by a native people in the United States.”  After the 



 

 
 
 7 

Democratic takeover, since the new regime had to work with the old landed oligarchy, elite 
Hawaiians could maintain their status--and its benefits. But the majority of Hawaiians were the big 
losers in the post-World War II transformation. This required no conspiracy. At this time, 
Hawaiians were conceived by the ruling elites as part of the more inclusive  “local” community 
and put into the fuzzy background. Their political self-consciousness had not yet emerged.  
 
 The maturing of the Hawaiian economy also brought dramatic demographic changes. 
 
Demographic Changes 
 In 1970, 59% of Hawai`i's resident were born here, 29% were born on the US mainland 
and 12% were foreign-born (Hawai`i Date Book. Table 3.1). Those born here reached a peak of 
62% in 1977 (for reasons not clear to me) and then fell in 1980 to 58%  By 1990, the number had 
fallen to 56%,  while the number who were born on the US mainland increased from 23% to 26% 
and the number who were foreign born increased from 14% to 18% (Table 1.33).  
 
 Moreover, since 1970, these shifts represent a large immigration from the US mainland 
along with significant outmigration of locals to the mainland. In 1970, of 228,913 haole residents, 
178,531 had been born on the mainland. Of these, 125,732 had been in Hawai`i less than five 
years. They tended to be both young and well-educated and critically, some 65.5% of these would 
be considered "high status" workers (Whittaker, 1985). Meanwhile, some 179,735 of those who 
were born in Hawai`i were, in 1970, living on the mainland.  
 
 In 1977, 24% of the population had lived in Hawai`i less than 5 years and 37% had lived 
here less than 10 years (Table 14). By 1990,  remarkably, 21% of those residing in Hawai`i lived 
outside of the Hawaiian Islands in 1985 (State Department of Health, Table 12). By 1990, 36% of 
all haoles in Hawai`i (total: 369,616) did not live in Hawai`i in 1985. Critically by comparison, 
only 3.5% of the Japanese did not live in Hawai`i in 1985 (Barringer,  1994).   
 
 More recent in- and out-migration to Hawai`i follows these same patterns: Between 1992 
and 1996, annual immigration averaged some 27,000 souls of whom some 23,000 (excluding 
military and dependents) were mainland haoles. The median age was 29.8. In 1994, 7,680 of these 
were identified as either management or professional (Tables 1.46).  
 
 Recent non-American immigration is overwhelmingly Filipino and from poorer parts of the 
 Philippines. Between 1966 and 1975, non-American immigration averaged 6106 annually, of 
which 3312 were Filipino; between 1991 and 1995, the annual average was 7887 of which 4326 
were Filipino. Each of the other major groups, Chinese/Taiwanese, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese 
and Latin American  represented perhaps 1/10 of the Filipino immigration. Annual Korean 
immigration, e.g., was 408 (Table 1.47).  As regards out-migration, in 1990,  323,156 of those 
who were born in Hawai`i were living on the US mainland. Remarkably, perhaps 106,827 of these 
were Hawaiian! These are stunning facts. 
 
 Both in-migration and out-migration patterns are very easy to explain. With the “maturing” 
of Hawai`i`s political economy, the cost of living has soared and real wages have fallen 
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precipitously (Stauffer, 1984/5). For example, rentals are perhaps twice the US median and 
Hawai`i has the worst overcrowding of any state in the US, a rate of 15.9% as against the national 
average of 4.9% (Gibbs, 1977), BAs and law degrees do not guarantee decent paying jobs.  We 
just do not know how many recent graduates of the University of Hawai`i. e.g., have found work on 
the US mainland.  Recent immigrants from the Philippines, Vietnam, and Latin America come for 
the same reasons that Southern Europeans immigrated to mainland America: the hope for a better 
life. A minority, from Taiwan, Hong Kong and Korea come as middle-class entrepreneurs. During 
the 80s and 90s many haoles came both for construction and to fill middle-management positions in 
the growing tourist economy. Some,  according to a forthcoming Maui study by Peter and Patricia 
Adler, came as “career dropouts”: They traded life-style benefits for low stress positions in 
tourism. 
 
 There are a number of consequences. For the first time, haoles comprised the largest 
plurality in Hawai`i. By 1990 (using the State Health Survey classification), they represented 
24.1% of the total with mixed non-Hawaiian at 20.6%, Japanese at 20.4%, mixed, part Hawaiians 
at 18.8% and Filipinos at 11.3%. Moreover, these malihini haoles fill critical cultural roles: 
media and mass communications, higher education,  art, music, and key posts in advertising, 
marketing and public relations.13   
 
 Accordingly, with over one fifth of the current population as recent immigrants, it is not 
implausible to say that this place is increasingly being defined by “malihini haole residents!      
 
 Perhaps, contrary to this assertion, these malihini are assimilating to local culture? In the 
standard case, of course, not only do immigrants assimilate, but, as noted,  they also affect the 
culture into which they have immigrated. But in the standard case, there is not only a coincidence 
between the dominant majority and their culture (WASP America for most of its history), but the 
dominant culture is not itself a relatively recent multiculturalism. That is, in the standard case, 
there are both official mechanisms and imperatives for immigrants to assimilate and it is by and 
large clear what they must assimilate to.  
 
 This is just not the case here. Consider this second aspect first.  While the genesis of local 
culture plainly antedates the relatively recent idea of a "local" as a means of self-identity, there 
was little in the material culture to represent this and no "official" mechanisms for reproducing it. 
One thinks of “pidgin” and food.  The case of  “pidgin,” is particularly illuminating. It is not part 
of any curriculum and is discouraged at all levels of instruction and there are no longer pidgin 
speakers who command mass media attention. A pidgin literature is only now appearing, but even 
here, there is no accepted written version of the language.14  Accordingly, not only are dialects of 
pidgin proliferating, but as perhaps part of this, among young people, pidgin itself is disappearing, 
replaced, ironically enough, by bad English. This is ironical since, contrary to widespread belief,  
HCE is not “bad English,” but is,  instead, a perfectly valid language which, as the linguistic 
expression of Hawaii’s local culture,  carries with it, a host of the distinctive features of local 
culture, e.g., “talk story.”  
 
 Nor are there imperatives for haoles to assimilate. Unfortunately, in any class society, there 
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are benefits and liabilities bequeathed on people just because of their race and ethnicity; those 
who suffer the liabilities are acutely aware of this. These liabilities are both structural and 
interactional: the quality of a neighborhood and its schools, the assumption made known that the 
person is not expected to be "smart" or ambitious, the contempt communicated to a pidgin speaker 
by a person who thinks that he does not have an accent. Whether or not acknowledged, benefits 
derive in Hawai`i from being haole. This is, of course, both deeply rooted in Hawai`i's past and is 
today reinforced by the (waning?) hegemonic power of the US.  
 
 Moreover, white Americans are ideological unprepared to assimilate. They believe that 
they have no race and because they are assimilated Americans, their European ancestry, where it 
functions at all, is purely symbolic. Whittaker recognized this in her 1986 study. Of the mainland 
haole, she concludes: "The Caucasians seem to be saying through their objections that they dislike 
having ethnicity become their most identifying feature.... For the first time in their lives many of 
them face their own ethnicity. Previously it had been irrelevant. Now, however, ethnic recognition 
determines interaction' (Whittaker, 1986: 153).  
 
 Viewed from the side of locals, for historically apt reasons, mainland haoles (unlike other 
non-white immigrants) are easy scapegoats who contribute substantially to their situation as 
scapegoats because they do not understand a ethnically pluralist society in which they are the 
minority! The mainland haole wants to be thought of as "an individual." Moreover, in a stunning 
lack of understanding, they compare themselves to African-Americans. Of course, as mainland 
haoles, they may well experience discrimination for the first time here in Hawai`i; but even if they 
do, they fail utterly to see that unlike African-Americans, they are, as whites, privileged persons 
who gain enormous benefits at the expense of non-whites. The mainland haole attitude, often 
characteristic of the better educated, high-status, and best-intended of individuals, would go some 
way to explain the distress felt by mainland haoles to be called a haole, to be upset by what they 
take to be the extraordinary ease of local people to identify a person as, for example, "the Filipino 
who sits in the front of the room and who dates the Japanese," to be annoyed at having a local 
person served before them in a store, to be genuinely frightened by verbal hostility expressed by 
locals at a beachpark, to be outraged at tuition waivers being granted to Hawaiians "just because 
they are Hawaiian." All of this, of course, inhibits any real effort to accommodate oneself or 
family to the local culture. If anything, having identified locals as racists, legitimated in terms of 
liberal ideology, self-righteous “race-neutral” indignation is reinforced.  
 
 What then of the recent Asian and Latin American immigrants? Will they assimilate and if 
so, to what?15 This will be more complicated. Like haoles, there is little imperative to assimilate 
to local culture.  That is, excepting those who try to maintain their heritage, the aspirations of 
immigrant families will be that their children be "American." Haole dominated neighborhoods and 
schools, and especially the private schools, will be preferred. For the relatively few who have the 
luxury of choice,  pidgin will be rejected. This may also reinforce tendencies to maintain imported 
cultural identities among recent immigrating Asians. 16 Those who have resources and can acquire 
requisite skills will likely depart for the mainland where at least the cost of living is manageable. 
Of course, even for the economically better off, this aspiration will face obstacles. Euro-
Americans were able to be assimilated to WASP America because for them "racialism" was 
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overcome. Irish, Sicilians and Jews came to be seen as "white."  This was possible, of course, 
exactly because some 14% of the American population  is Afro-American, a caste minority in 
America (Ogbu, 1978).  Afro-Americans are surely Americans, but as long as racism exists, they 
are not assimilated.17  Given  increasing haolefication,  the only real opportunity for assimilation 
for the new Asian immigrants in Hawai`i who lack significant resources will be to assimilate to a 
local culture which is increasingly being transformed to something much like the ghetto cultures  of 
the US mainland.  
 
 The case of the Filipinos in Hawai`i is of special concern. As noted, they represent the 
largest foreign immigration since 1965. In 1990, on the census count, Filipinos numbered between 
11 and 15% of the population, depending on how one counts. 44% of these 168,232 were born 
abroad and most are low status workers. They seem to face a kind of double-bind. Attesting the 
importance of the category "local," Okamura notes that beginning in the 1970s, Hawai`i- born 
Filipinos asserted "the local component of their ethnic identity. Filipino immigrants were 
perceived by their local-born counterparts as reinforcing derogatory stereotypes" (1994: 256).  
Japanese locals have done the same vis a vis  “Japanese” Japanese. 
 
 For reasons already noted, it will not be easy for Filipinos to assimilate as Americans --
even if there is an imperative to do so. On the other hand, as a large group they may perceive their 
situation as comparable to the situation of the Japanese before WW II and try to pursue a similar 
strategy here. But the opportunity structure for "assimilation" is now very different. On the one 
hand, the political economy is at a standstill, and, as I have argued,  the culture is increasingly 
being haolefied.  It is surely true that increasing numbers of Filipino second and third generation 
are seeking advanced education, and it seems reasonable that some of these at least will find 
opportunities in Hawai`i while others leave for the mainland. But what of those who are unable to 
get decent jobs, who live in poorer neighborhoods where their children learn pidgin or worse, bad 
English, and who attend substandard schools? They will find it extremely difficult to break a circle 
of poverty. 
 
 Indeed, this possibility exists more generally for “locals.”  That is,  as local culture 
becomes marginalized, locals will increasingly represent a marginalized social group.  Hawai`i   
was radically transformed after World War II  and “locals” were key participants. Japanese and 
Chinese local elite took over the Democratic party and the key unions. They then behaved like 
Americans: Having a piece of the action, they took their piece of the pie.  Although it is not self-
evident that they could have done otherwise, it can hardly be denied that this local elite sold out 
the local mass. The trumping of class over ethnicity repeated itself in 1978 with the failure of 
"palaka power." Democratic Party responses in 1978 to the structural imperatives of global 
capitalism paralleled their responses in 1954.   
 
 But today’s political economy is not the political economy of 1954, nor as I have been 
arguing in this essay, is the ethnic situation anything like what it was then. As Hawai`i becomes 
more and more a version of  haole America, locals and other non-white immigrants will 
disproportionally suffer increased inequality and decreased economic opportunity. The public 
schools have profound difficulties, exacerbated by the high percentage of students in Hawai`i’s 



 

 
 

private schools. Indeed, we were told that the short-fall in the current budget will require even 
larger classes for elementary students, less attention to pre-school programs, and increased costs 
for parents—precisely the worst things that one could do.  The Governor would like to abandon 
the University of Hawai`i.  There is no hope that tourism can save us nor that the balloon of 
speculative investment of the 1980s will repeat itself. Racial tensions are accelerating.  On the 
mainland, while there is a significant African American middle class, African Americans remain a 
caste minority. A Hawai`i version of this is not impossible. 
 
 But the real wild card in this account is the Hawaiians. Despite the presence of  prominent 
Hawaiians in key institutions, Hawaiians have become a caste minority in their own land. While 
there is blame enough to go around, one has to assign considerable responsibility to the Bishop 
Estate and the Office of Hawaiian Affairs (OHA) for their failures, only lately visible to all. 18 
There is, undoubtedly, an ethnic consciousness among Hawaiians very unlike the pre-Hokule`a, 
pre-Kaho'olawe, consciousness. It is only in the past decade that the Health Survey has bifurcated 
its "mixed" category into "part-Hawaiian" and "non-part-Hawaiian." Sovereignty remains an 
unfinished business.  While these attitudes stand as obstacles to haolefication, they have also 
surely contributed to the fragmentation of identity "local." We now have, it seems, a deeply 
problematic trilogy: Hawaiian, Haole, Local. Depending then on how this is worked out, Hawai`i 
might well reconstitute its specialness. 
   
 Much will depend, I believe, on how efforts of Hawaiians to reclaim this place are posed 
by Hawaiians and responded by both haoles and locals, whether or not winning a measure of 
sovereignty will allow for a richer inclusiveness or an impoverished one. 
 
Peter T. Manicas                            Hawai`i Sociological Association,  Honolulu,  February 14, 
1998 
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