
JAPANESE BON DANCE AND HAWAIT: 

MUTUAL INFLUENCES! 

Judy Van Zile 

Changes that have occurred in-bon dancing. in 
Hawaii since its introduction by Japanese immigrants 
in the early 1900s¢ are indicative of types of changes 
that ean occur as members of one Cultural Group modizty 
their traditional practices to lead new lives among 
members of other cultural groups. Examination of 
these changes reveals ways in which Hawaii's ethnic- 
ally mixed community has influenced bon dance prac- 
tices as well as how bon dancing has contributed to 
Hawaii's multi-cultural environment. 

Whide the origin of bon dancing 1S rooted in a4 
Buddhist religious observance some bon dance partici- 
pants in Hawaii have little or no understanding oF 
this source. For some, bon dancing is a pleasant 
evening social activity during the summer months. 
For others, it is only one component of a Japanese 
Buddhist observance to honor the deceased. The 
following comments are based on the most publicly 
visible element of the O-bon celebration—dancing. 
The information presented can be examined from the 
perspective of how a traditional practice not native 
to Hawaii and the cultural milieu of Hawaii's multi- 
ethnic community have interacted, and the resulting 
influences each has experienced. 

Prior to World War II three influences contributed 
to changes in the environment in which bon dancing 
occurred and 1ts significance to barticipants: (1) 
the life style and work schedule of a new geographic 
location, (2) the intervention of. tneatrical pro- 

moters, and (3) a second generation losing ties with 
its parent culture. 

O-bon observances traditionally occurred between 
the 13h and t7th days of the 7En month, vsualty ac 
cording to the solar calendar. Because plantation 
work schedules followed the Western five-day week bon 
dances began to be scheduled for weekends, rather 
than the traditionally prescribed calendar dates, so 
that workers following the local work schedule could 
participate.? This scheduling modification was an 
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accommodation to a new environment in which bon dance 

participants were a minority group who needed to 

follow the work routine of the majority. Today, bon 

dances are almost always held on Friday and Saturday 

evenings, the times usually set aside for major social 

g@etivities.— 

In addition to changes in scheduling, competitive- 

ness and commercialism began to influence bon dancing 

te the early 19206. Theatrical promoters sponsored 

competitions between local Japanese folk dance groups, 

and in 1937 cash prizes were awarded to the best 

beoupes (hurtiara 1937-2). AL Ehe Conclusion: of the 

competition the audience was invited to join the par- 

tieipants in ben dances (Onishi 1938:56). These new 
dance environments were of great concern to temple 
officials and older generation Japanese—what was once 
part of a Japanese Buddhist ritual was becoming a com- 
MeEreializeu secular aClLivity, a Changed context con= 
sidered inappropriate by many people. 

As the second generation of Japanese grew up they 
were influenced by the sometimes conflicting values 
and practices of their non-Japanese friends and those 
perpetuated by their parents. Many attended bon 
dances but had little understanding of their religious 
Bigniticarce. Tieit Motivation may have reflected a 
sense of duty to show an interest in "things Japanese" 
because Of Eheir parents, father than a conscious .in- 
volvement with a religious activity. 

Besides changes in the context in which bon 
dancing has occurred changes may also be found in the 
nature of the event itself. As Japanese immigrants 
began working in the sugarcane fields they discarded 
ENEtr EragitioOnal Kimonos ii tayor Of attire more 
practical for their work and readily available in 
local stores. Many people came to bon dances dressed 
in their work ClOLies. Temple officials did not feel 
this appropriate to the occasion and encouraged par- 
ticipants to wear traditional Japanese kimono or 
VYVuRaca (mnde 1273), 4 request that apparently did not 
appea. —O© everyone (Kurihara 1937:2). Today, there is 
varied concern over what people wear. Some temples 
inform those in attendance that they may not partici- 
paté unless appropriately attired. This means yukata 
fOr women ang yukata Or happi coat for men.: Some 
temples, however, are not concerned with what dancers 

wear—-female dancers may be seen wearing pants and 
happi coats, and dancers of either sex may be seen in 
almost any attire. For those who advocate its use the 
yukata and happi coat serve as symbols of respect. 
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