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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF LOCAL, 

Eric Yamamoto* 

This essay is from Chapter 7 of Eric Yamamoto's senior 
project, a 148-page senior thesis entitled "From 
"Japanee' to Local: Community Change and the Re- 
definition of Sansei Identity in Hawaii," which 
Shared the first Hormann Prize Award in Sociology in 
1975. The major data source of the study was a series 
of interviews with "18 to 24 year-old Sansei of Oahu 
of middle-class backgrounds," and Mr. Yamamoto notes 
in his introduction: "Indications are that most of 
Hawaii's Sansei can be classified as a Part Of this 
group I am delineating. I am such a Sansei. Under- 
Standing the Sansei of Hawaii is one way of helping 
me understand myself in the context of my peers and 
the interplay of existing and developing social, 
cultural, and economic forces in Hawaii. Also, the 
middle-class Sansei provides a significant group for 
study because they are right in the middle of 'The 
Problem' in the changing Hawaiian society. They are 
neither Hawaiians nor Haoles. They are neither recent 
migrants nor descendants of prehistory inhabitants 
of Hawaii. They are neither upper-class nor lower- 
class. The Sansei provide a group through which most 
of the important questions about Hawaiian society can 
be raised. What is Hawaii's present situation and 
what are its future prospects?" 

The Editors 

Local-Historteal and Contemporary Perspectives 

The emergence and passing of several terms 
identifying a composite person of Hawaii, unique to 
Hawaii, suggests the existence of an evolving island 
identity. The term "Kanaka" became popular before 
the Second World War. It connoted island males who 
led stereotyped Hawaiian life styles (fun loving, 
unconcerned, lazy). "Kamaaina" was a term used to 
describe people of Hawaii with their roots in Hawaii. 
James Michener, in his book Hawati, imagined a 
"Golden Man" of Hawaii arising from the melting and 
fusing of races. 

*Special acknowledgment to Dr. Wayne Wooden, who provided 
intellectual stimulation and invaluable counsel as ny CUeor ; 
adviser, and research associate. 
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Sociologist Andrew Lind (1974) surmised that the 

term "local" first emerged in Hawaii during the 

Massie trial of 1931, distinguishing the alleged 

island-bred local rapists and what they represented, 

from the mainland-bred military plaintiffs. The 

term came into prominence during World War II, 

differentiating Hawaii's fighting men from their 

mainland counterparts. It seems that until the 

mid-1960s the term local was not used as anything 
more than a label for distinguishing island people 

from mainlanders. 

Interviews with social scientists and second 
generation Japanese-Americans and a survey of social 
science literature references to local indicate that 
only beginning in the mid-1960s did the’term local 
take on a new cogent meaning. Since 1965 there have 
been an increasing number of references in Hawaii's 
social science literature to local in terms of cul- 
ture and identification. The more substantive of 
these references approach local from one of three 
general perspectives: (1) as a polycultural cul- 
ture, (2) as a value-orientation, and (3) as a form 

of culture creation. 

Each of these approaches embodies one dimension 
of Localism. Collectively they provide valuable 
background to a beginning understanding of a 
developing phenomenon in Hawaii. 

As a Potyeuttural Culture 

The ‘approach to local as a polycultural culture 
embodies the conception of local (and local culture) 
as the product of a blending of different cultures 
in Hawaii. Dennis Ogawa (1973:155) maintains that 
all of Hawaii's ethnic groups exist in the milieu 

of such a local culture. 

When one speaks about the Japanese, Chinese, Hawaiians, 

or Filipinos in Hawaii, one is not talking about sepa- 
rate ethnic units whose communities do not have inter- 

actions with each other. Rather one must speak of a 

shared island heritage of cultural background and life 

style. 

Bernhard Hormann's (1965:11) concept of "Pidgin 
Culture". (a Joecal, provincial, or°regional culture) 
is similar. He maintains that a "Pidgin Culture" 
grows out of a common dialect, Pidgin English, used 
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