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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF HAWATI 
AND WORKING CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS 

Edward D. Beechert i | 

In recent years there has been increasing interest in analyzing the de- 
velopment of Hawaiian society and its political economy. Differing 
from the traditional political elite-player type of historical analysis, 
some have tried to apply a Marxist scheme of analysis to the direction 
and character of Hawaiian historical development. Clearly, the anecdo- 
tal elite history leaves much to be desired. One knows a great deal 
about a handful of individuals, and very little about the mass of people 
who have made up Hawaiian society and who have been the chief 
producers of the modern economy. ! 

Two recent interpretations deserve special examination. Noel 
Kent’s, Hawaii: Islands Under the Influence (1983), and Robert H. 
Stauffer’s The Tragic Maturing of Hawaii's Economy (1984). Each of 
these finds the development of modern Hawaii’s political economy to 
be retrograde and one which has exploited and, to varying degrees, 
degraded the condition of Hawaii’s working class. Such developments 
as the transition from an industrial type plantation agriculture to a 
service-type economy, featuring a low wage tourist industry at one pole 
and government employment at the other, are vividly described in the 
two works. 

Several important problems are raised by these conclusions about 
Hawaii. Although Kent correctly describes and rejects Kuykendal’s 
documentary approach to the political history of Hawaii, the majority of 
his analysis follows in that same tradition. The “movers and shakers” 
make decisions and the faceless masses follow along. Only in his con- 
clusion does Kent come to the question of the level of the conscious- 
ness of the working class. Left unexamined are the many examples of 
working class behavior which suggest the dialectical nature of Hawaiian 
development. As is frequently the case in the use of the dependency 
model of analysis, there is an unstated, but ever present, assumption 
about a “different” historical experience which would have been 
available, absent the described “influences.” Favorable or unfavorable 
judgements about investment patterns are made according to these 
“influences”. Something or someone would cause decisions to be 
made which would have resulted in a more benign situation. Put anoth- 
er way, dependency theory tends to decry the present as a distortion of 
a past which would have been more benign, absent the “outside” 
influences. 

Stauffer’s work explicitly uses this model in applying a version of 
Latin American dependency theory to MHawaii’s post-1959 
development. By defining Hawaiian development as “colonial” rather 
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than “true, local development” he finds the modern Hawaiian econo- 
my to be “tragic.” The model is similar to the one used by Kent, and is 
based upon the ideas of Andre Gunder Frank (1967, 1969) and the 
“dependency” thesis of international capitalism. To a lesser extent, 
Paul Baran’s (1957) thesis of “underdevelopment” is a model.2 

In these studies the flow of capital from the metropolitan center to 
exploit the labor and resources of the dependent area determines the 
nature of economic development. Typically this is shown to be a type of 
development which promotes further dependency and poverty among 
the people of the dependent country and removes decision making to 
the metropolitan center. 

Both of these studies are curiously static in positing an unchanging, 
dependent relationship and seem to rule out any possibility of change 
short of a revolutionary situation. The current crisis of world capitalism 
would seem to suggest that while strategies may be proposed and given 
striking titles (e.g. Pacific Rim Strategy), many factors can and do inter- 
vene to change those strategies or plans. Interestingly, the most pro- 
gressive forces for change in the un- or under-developed world are 
found squarely rooted in local history and traditions — not in ideologi- 
cal abstractions. Witness the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, the FMLN in El 
Salvador, and the struggles in the Philippines, to name only a few. 
While these movements against capitalist exploitation are led by 
“intellectuals” of varying persuasions, their wide-spread support is 
drawn largely from peasant populations who have for several centuries 
struggled against both local and foreign oppressors. 

To reduce local history to a matter of the locus of capital is to fall into 
a fatalistic economism. It also involves casting the local.“bourgeoisie” 
into the role of benevolent capitalist, at best, or that of subservient 
“lumpen-bourgeoisie” at worst (Frank, 1972). The evidence would 
Suggest that they are very likely neither. Holders of wealth usually 
make an effort to multiply that wealth and may send their capital in vari- 
ous directions. The scanty evidence available for Hawaii suggests that 
the local bourgeoisie did invest heavily in the local sugar industry after 
1875. They also invested heavily in “foreign” economic opportunities, 
including the Philippine sugar industry, oil, manufacturing interests, 
railroads, and other opportunities on the mainland. From an early point 
(1859), the “missionary” families, Castle and Cooke, had New York 
financial advisors to assist in the placement of their surplus capital. 
Walkers’ Manual of Far Western Corporations and Securities 
(1911-1960) is filled with the names of Hawaiian investors in non- 
Hawaiian activities, as well as non-Hawaiian investors in Hawaiian 
Sugar companies. Five of the large Hawaiian plantations were organized 
as California corporations between 1882 and 1899, including Hawaiian 
Commercial and Sugar. 

Several important problems of definition and methodology need to 
be examined. The method of historical materialism would seem to sug- 
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