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Ethnic Identity, identity Politics 
and the Trouble One Will Have 
in Constituting an Identity 

Li'ana M. Petranek 

Society, community and family are precisely those species forms in 

which the actual person brings her actual content to existence, objecti- 

fies herself, and leaves behind the abstraction of person quand meme. 

Karl Marx (with a gender substitution) 

Historische Kritische Gesamtausgabe 

Rrrinng. 

“Hello.” 

“Who is this?” 

“Well, | don’t know. Well, | mean I’m not really sure.” 

“YOU MEAN YOU DON’T KNOW WHO YOU ARE!!!? 

WELL GET LOST!!!" 

Slammm! 

That is where | am... lost, still lost. 

thought | was Hawaiian. Everyone thinks I’m Hawaiian. But I’m really not 

sure of what Hawaiian is. Who am l, really? Am | supposed to have an 

ethnic or a national identity? If | have to go to war, | should know whose 

side I’m supposed to be on, right? 

My mother was haole. |, however, certainly don’t look haole. No way. I’m 

told | look Hawaiian. But I’m not. My father was pure Hawaiian, but he was my 

stepfather. My “real” father, whom | never met, was pure Filipino. My oldest 

sister is half Czechoslovakian. Should | rail against the Soviet Union, now 

Russian Republic, for its sins of the past? My younger sister is half Hawaiian, 

perhaps | should shout, “DOWN WITH US IMPERIALISM AND ITS COLONIAL 

DESIGNS IN THE PACIFIC!” But some say I’m not Hawaiian. So should | be 
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fighting that war? | have pure Filipino brothers and sisters here in Hawai'i and 

in the Philippines. Should | be a soldier in the New People’s Army or an activist 

in the United Filipino Council of Hawai'i? 

Someone said to me (a nationalist, | think), “You're Filipino. You should go 

back to where you came from.” That’s absurd. | never went to the Philippines 

until | was twenty-three years old. Actually, | can even say I’m indigenous 

Hawaiian since | was born and raised in Hawai'i. That is the popular under- 

standing of “indigenous”: “produced, growing, living or occurring naturally in 

a particular region or environment” (Merriam-Webster 1996:592). Then there 

is the other half of me which is German, Austrian, Hungarian, and Italian. And 

some people say |’m not “indigenous” and certainly not “Hawaiian.” 

So what am I? 

4 guess you could say I’m confused because I’m still trying to figure out the 

above as an “unreason of ideological misrecognition” (Bhabha 1990:304). 

And of course, | don’t recognize very much in this “narrative ambivalence of 

disjunctive times and meanings” (ibid.). But my problems have only just 

begun. If | want to designate “a people as one” and locate myself in this cultural 

identity, | will most likely be “poised on the brink” of “profound cultural 

undecidablity” (Fanon 1969, in Bhabha 1990:304) with a loss of identity — 

necessarily so, since there is a symbolic process which must be redefined 

through which an imaginary culture, community, or nation will become ‘a 

subject of discourse” and “an object of psychic identification” (Kristeva 1986, 

in Bhabha 1990:304). Some people call this malaise “splitting subjects” with 

“fading signifiers.” If this is true, | could be completely “zoned” out since 

whatever identity | choose or am designated with will create these “totalizing 

boundaries’ that | might have to see some sort of physician to have removed. 

What, pray tell, do the “tribe of interpreters” with their “traveling theory” 

have in store for me (Bhabha 1990:293)? Will it be a “contingency” with the 

“instability of an order raised to the status of essence” (Lefort 1986 in Bhabha 

1990:298)? Will | still have a moment of “becoming designated” (Poulantzas 

1980 in Bhabha 1990:299) by myself? Do | have to go through those “three 

moments” that Hegel (1967:22-24) talks about before this presentation or 

“representation” of myself is “naturalized” through the “negativity” of the 


