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CULTURAL ASPECTS OF CASE WORK IN HAWAII* 

EILEEN BLACKEY 

As I try to clarify my thoughts in regard to this subject of 
culture in case work, I am reminded of a nationally known social 
worker who had been invited to talk at a conference of social 
work in a state that was struggling at first-hand with many of the 
problems on which they were seeking her help. She scrapped the 
“neat phrases” she had formulated as she saw in this frontier of 
social work, problems so rooted in the experiences of its people 
that infinitely more growth could come from within than could 
be introduced from without. In her own words she “had come 
to this meeting to talk; perhaps, she feared, to pontificate a little, 
but she stayed to listen and to learn.” . 

After three years of close association with social work in 
Hawaii, there is still so much to listen to and to learn that I am 
afraid I shall be guilty of many “neat phrases” without the accom- 
panying good sense to scrap them. If this discussion provokes 
further analysis of the premises and problems presented, even 
though the findings be in disagreement with what is propounded 
here, perhaps this paper will have served its purpose. 
In many ways Hawaii’s experiences parallel those of the 

country as a whole; in other respects they do not. The entire his- 
tory of the United States reveals a panoramic procession of peo- 
ples bringing with them their ways of doing, thinking, and feel- 
ing, some of which have survived the transplanting while others 
have been merged or submerged in the process. In this panora- 
ma Hawaii has played a vivid role. As individuals or as groups 
we seem to attach distinction to the claim that the problems of 
one’s own community are “different,” usually with too little in- 
sight into the rationalization such a claim provides for our lassi- 
tude in working with these differences. At the risk of being thought 
a protagonist of such a belief, I am going to present as the pre- 
mise of this article the statement that the problems confronting 
Hawaii are “different”—in degree and extent, though perhaps not 
in nature, from those ordinarily presented in the practice of social 
case work on the Mainland. 

Hawaii’s own volcanic origin suggests an analogy in attempt- 
ing a description of her social and economic growth. The Haw- 
aiian culture, like the heart of its volcanoes, lived and struggled 
within itself for centuries until the fascinating red glow of its 
eruption became visible and attracted peoples from other shores. Each new culture group came in large numbers and covered the islands like the lava flows of old Mauna Kea or Mauna Loa, After 
each such immigration, there was a process of “settling and cool- ing” during which the new cultural strata tried to adjust itself to 
what had gone before it, only to find that before long another cul- tural flow was encompassing it. Today, Hawaii’s cultures like her volcanoes have ceased their frequent eruptions. The integrating process has set in. It is this integrating process which presents to 
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social case work a challenging but baffling intensification of the 
human problems confronting social workers everywhere. In a 
class in social case work where one meets students from eight 
major cultural groups, Hawaiian) Chinese, Japanese, Korean,\Cau- 
\castan, Portuguese, Puerto Rican, and (Filipino, together with 
those who present many combinations within these groups, one 
finds a miniature laboratory for a reflection and study of case work 
problems. 

Rather than approach this discussion through an analysis of 
the various cultures in relation to particular case work problems, 
I have chosen to select the more important areas in which social 
case workers experience difficulty and discuss them in the light 
of the cultures involved. It must be kept in mind, too, that all of 

the questions raised here will need to be weighed and interpreted 
in the light of the varying degrees of cultural liberation. 

The fabric of the family, whether that family be Oriental, 
Hawaiian, or Caucasian, is of primary concern to the case worker 
in her approach to the problems which the individuals of that 
family may bring to the agency. In Hawaii the patterns of this 
fabric may stand out so prominently in outline or be so intricately 
interwoven that the worker must know her cultures as well as her 
case work techniques. One question which will be raised again 
and again in this discussion, but will not be answered, involves 
not only the role of culture in case work but the part case work 
plays in the approach to culture. There are those who feel that 
as we become skillful in the use of our case work tools, we should 
be able to discern, understand, and treat the factors in a culture 
which are contributing in any way to the situation presented, 
whether we are members of that particular culture or of any 
other. There are those, too, who feel that for the present at least 
there are many situations here in which appreciation of another’s 
culture and possession of case work skills may not be enough to 
open the door all the way. Where we are confronted with the 
problem of the first generation, particularly, language itself often 
prescribes the need of a worker from the same cultural group. But 
aside from the language difficulty, one finds in the older genera- 
tion an observance of customs and etiquette which provide a 
smoother entree for the worker who is “to that manner born.” 
Assuming the right kind of personal qualities in the worker, the 
first generation Japanese family will respond more to him if he is 
Japanese and if he proves himself a member of his culture by such 
evidences as bowing respectfully and frequently, removing his 
shoes before entering the house, and patiently submitting to the 
preliminaries of serving tea or the discussion of commonplace mat- 
ters before the real reason for the worker’s visit is broached. To 
the young Oriental worker who rejects his culture because of the 
unhappy conflict it presents to him, however, such formalities 
may be distasteful and he may be even more unacceptable to the 
older person than someone from an entirely different culture. 

Respect for the wisdom of one’s elders is a pattern of the 
Oriental cultures which makes it difficult for the young Oriental 
worker to secure personal or family history in his early contacts 
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