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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 Hawaii’s post-1959
development. By defining Hawaiian development as “colonial” rather







