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HAWAI'I RACE REPORT

Hawai'i stands at a crossroads. A multiracial community marked by changing demographics,
a shifting economy, and heightened racial awareness, Hawai'i is beginning a painful process of
dealing with its historical racial injustices and its current racial problems. Hawai'i can travel down a
path of racial denial, or it can proceed to struggle with the realities of both racial grievance and
healing.

Amenca as a nation finds itself at a simular critical juncture. Since major regions of the
United States increasingly resemble Hawai'i demographically, the choices made by Hawai'i’s people
and government about its race relations may well illuminate important problems and possibilities for
the country’s racial future.

This summary report first describes the myth of Hawai'i as racial paradise and then explains
Hawai'1’s racial realities, both problems and promise. The report concludes by describing Hawai'i’s
relevance to the national discussion on immigration, mixed race identity, multilingualism, indigenous
peoples’ claims, impact of a service economy, multiracial coalitions, ethnic politics, local versus
outsider tensions and culturally sensitive dispute resolution.

The Myth of Hawai'i as Racial Paradise

Hawai'i is a racial paradise. That is the myth. The myth speaks of the melting pot, the ethnic
rainbow, the place where racial groups live in harmony without effort. And the myth enjoys undying
popularity with the media and commentators across the political spectrum.

One aspect of this fiction holds Hawai'i up as a model of racial harmony. As one
commentator suggested, Hawai'i is a melting pot of “beauteous combinations . . . of exotic peoples
and landscapes where George and Abe and Andy grace the currency and English is the binding
tongue.”' A model of racial tranquility, Hawai'i offers the rest of the nation lessons in tolerance and
peaceful race relations. Hawai'i has thus attained a plane of racial enlightenment to which other
communities should aspire.

The reverse side of the racial paradise myth casts Hawai'i as drastically different from the rest
of the nation -- a racial anomaly. Lou Cannon, a nationally known political reporter and biographer
of former President Reagan, wrote of Hawai'i: “While Califormia was rising up in wrath against its
multi-ethnic future by passing a demagogic anti-immigration initiative, this peaceful outpost of
democracy was reaffirming its melting-pot destiny by electing [Filipino American] Ben Cayetano as
governor.” Blessed by a nch natural and cultural environment, as well as the celebrated “aloha
spirit,” Hawai'i is an oasis amidst a wasteland of-racial discord.

The racial oasis, however, is a mirage.



Hawai'i’s Racial Realities

Hawai'i’s mythical uniqueness and enlightenment pose significant problems. The myth of
uniqueness excludes Hawai'i from any serious national dialogue on how to address racial
discrimination and violence. The myth of enlightenment masks the complexities of a society marked
by subtle racial and ethnic conflict. While Hawai'i may not suffer the constant racial turmoil of other
"locales, its many racial controversies signal critical issues in need of interrogation -- both here in
Hawai'i (in the interest of peaceful co-existence) and in the rest of the country (in the interest of
learning from a multiracial microcosm in demographic transition).

Like most of the United States, modern Hawai'i is a society that rests on a legacy of racism.
In 1848, American businessmen and missionaries orchestrated the “Mahele,” importing Western legal
concepts of private property that paved the way for dispossessing Hawaiians of their lands.? In
1893, Amencan businessmen and missionary descendants, with the support of the United States
military, forcibly overthrew the Hawaiian monarchy. These injustices, along with the systematic
repression of the indigenous language, religion, culture and agriculture from the mid-1800s through
the early 1970s, contributed to Hawaiians’ highest rate of prison incarceration and infant mortality,
poorest health, homelessness, and low overall income levels.?

Hawai'i’s present racial realities also trace their roots to the segregation of plantation-era
society. The plantation’s “divide and conquer” system maintained a rigid race-based hierarchy in
wealth, education, housing conditions, and employment opportunities, with whites at the top,
Portuguese as overseers, and Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Filipino laborers at the bottom, in
descending order.* Over the years, Hawai'i’s economy has evolved from agriculture and military
spending to service industry. Racial stratification persists in what has been described as a modem-
day plantation system centered around tourism. Those struggling at the socioeconomic bottom now
include Samoans, Hawaiians and Tongans, and Korean, Southeast Asian and Filipino immigrants.
Many of these groups perceive distinct, although often subtle, racial and ethnic discrimination in jobs,
schools and housing.

The following is a short list of recent Hawai' i race controversies that hint at the simmering
problems:

- In 1997, a public high school yearbook featured a picture of three African American students lip-
synching to a love song with a caption below proclaiming: “I like pigs feet! I like hog mollz! Where
da collard greens? Who got the chintlinz?” The following year, another public high school yearbook
published a photo of a student in what appeared to be a Ku Klux Klan robe.

- In early 1998, in a low-income public-housing neighborhood, police fatally shot a Samoan male 14
times from 10 feet away. According to some witnesses, he had held two knives, but did not threaten
anyone; according to others, he “lunged” at police. His killing sparked protests against police
brutality in Samoan and Hawaiian communities.

- The Association of Asian American Studies recently rescinded its award to local Japanese
American author Lois Ann Yamanaka for her book, “Blu’s Hanging,” in response to the Filipino
American community’s outcry that her book perpetuated damaging stereotypes of Filipino men as
“sexual predators.”






























