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ETHNICITY AND THE DISPOSITION OF ARRESTS
FOR VIOLENT CRIME IN HONOLULU*

Gene Kassebaum

Ethnic Pluralism and Justice

The State of Hawaii is, in the public view, synon-
ymous with ethnic and racial pluralism. Its achieve-
ments are well-known and well-advertised: the
preservation of the cultural integrity of heterogen-
eous ethnic and national communities, a consistently
high rate of ethnic intermarriage, the achievement of
social accommodation, some assimilation and even rel-
ative tranquility (at least by the race relations
standards of southeast Asia or mainland USA). Less
well known are the ethnic exploitation, suspicion and
conflict which preceded the post-World War II period,
and the interstitial tensions and frictions that
grind beneath the surface in Hawaii today. It is
thus natural to inquire into the correlates of
ubiquitous ethnic identity in Hawaii, and to raise
questions of equity and discrimination in the admin-
istration of public services.l

Among these services is one which should embody
the ideal of even-handedness: criminal justice. Here
we pose a question many have seen as fundamental to
the administration of justice in a democratic society:
can members of economically disadvantaged groups
receive fair treatment from agencies of the State
when their conduct is suspect and held accountable
to the criminal law and the penal code through arrest
and prosecution? Is it possible to have equity of
treatment in a stratified and diversified community?

Institutional racism denotes a process which re-
sults in significant differences in the amount or
quality of public services to persons as a result of
ethnic (or gender) characteristics. Institutional
racism does not either assume or deny intention to
discriminate on the part of a decision maker in the
system. The interest is in the results or conse-
quences of a given arrangement. The term institu-
tional racism represents a shift of policy and
research interest away from sole preoccupation with
questions of individual attitudes and interpersonal
relations or actions and toward questions of whether







