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THE SQCTOLOGY OF HAWAII: SOME REFLECTIONS 

Steve Fenton 

This article was originally prepared for the Keynote 

Panel of the Third Annual Meeting of the Hawaii Socio- 

logi@al Association, March 20, 1982, at the: Tlikai 

Hotel, Honolulu. Due to time limitations only a few 

strands were presented on that occasion, and we are 

pleased to publish the entire text here. 

--The Editors 

To the outsider looking in, Hawaii has often 
presented itself as an opportunity for the classic 
case-study of the ‘multi-racial society.’ There is 
nothing fundamentally wrong with this-——Hawaii does 
constitute an important case-study if one starts from 
the point of view of Comparative race relations. But 
there are a number of good reasons for re-thinking 
EhisS point of view. The first 2s that it encourages 
Ene assumption that ‘“sace* (or “ethnicity') is the 
predominant structural and cultural feature of 
Hawaiian society; to assume this is a mistake or at 
least a mistaken emphasis. Sociologists resident in 
Hawaii, especially since the mid-1960s, have turned 
their attention to ali manner of social phenomena— 
the family, education, crime, medicine in Hawaii— 
quite apart from exercising the obvious choice not to 
concentrate on Hawaii at all. Even where attention 
has been on Hawaii, ethnicity has often appeared as 
Simply One Varucable an a multi-ractorial analysis of 
the subject at hand.1! No study of the law and crime 
in Hawaii: Could omit “ethnicity as a variable; 
equally such a study would orobably not start from a 
problematic issue Originating in a theory of race re- 
lations. ft may, well be a comparative study——-let us 
Say Comparative criminology—but its roots are in the 
problematic issues of criminology, not in the problem- 
atic issues of Hawaiian society (as it is presumed 
£O.be an ethnically structured society). This *uni- 
versalizing' tendency may have been an unthinking 
decision of recent Hawaiian sociology; it may partly 
reflect the mood engendered by the University's wish 
NOt tO be, Of tO be seen as, a primarily ‘local’ in- 
SEteEution.. Tromily wien §€O hint that the Lime for a 
bit more reflection on this question may be here. 
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The reason for this is Ghat a*jude@ment of whether 
the 'universalizing,'2 but subject-area specialized, 

tendency is correct, depends in part on a judgment of 
whether ethnicity (or race) is central, peripheral or 
otherwise in Hawaiian society. Only if it is periph- 
eral—or 'just one factor among many'—is the recent 
tendency “60 "be wrewed: as partly Justified? “Lf tt "1s 
central, then this implies that a general theoretical 
understanding of Hawaiian society, and the place of 
ethnic and racially-defined groups in it, is essential 
to the understanding of any phase of Hawaiian social 
process, be at education, medicine, voting benavior or 
whatever. By analogy, to proceed otherwise would be 
like studying, “let us say, education “ih ‘South Africa 
without placing that study within a general under- 
standing -of ‘apartheid. “In the end; of -course, the 

analysis of any particular sphere of social action 
(the law, education, etc.) must be situated in some 

genéral theory of «the society “an which ft a6 found: 
The question is, what kind of general theory? and, in 
Hawaii's case, with what kind of attention to 'eth- 
nieity ©2 

A second reason for. re-thinking our position on 
race and ethnicity in Hawatli-is that, over the last 
fifty years (since the period in which sociology in 
Hawaii began in earnest—with a substantial focus on 
'race'), there have been a number of important para- 
digm shifts “in the sociological approach to race re- 
lations. “My intention in “tlis* paper “1s to sketch out 
some of those shifts and then to present some judg- 
ments about their application to Hawaiian society. 
One striking feature of the Hawaiian sociology of 
race relations is that the burden of work in the area 
has continued to be carried by the earliest practi- 
tioners (Andrew Lind, Bernhard Hormann and Clarence 

Glick), not exclusively, but to a substantial degree. 
Important shifts of emphasis can be found in thetr 
work but the divergent interests of recent Hawaiian 
sociology have meant that an ‘explicit "confrontation 
or debate about 'the right approach' to race and 
ethnicity in Hawaiian society has not been provoked. 3 

Paradigms in Race Relations Studies 

In detailing different paradigms in the sociology 
of 'race', we begin by identifying what could be called 
the pre-sociological phase of social theory. - One well- 
documented aspect of the growth of sociological theory 
has been its steady detachment from pre-sociological 


