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The collective experience of Filipinos in Hawai'i 
is a story of struggle often misunderstood. It began 
at the turn of the century when Hawai'i was on her way 
to becoming a world sugar producer but was faced with 
the dwindling supply of cheap labor. Very few Chinese 
contract workers had stayed on plantations, the Japa- 
nese were beginning to leave, and legal barriers, such 
as the Chinese Exclusion Acts and the Gentlemen's 
Agreement with Japan, prevented recruiting more of 
either group. At such a moment the very new territory 
of Hawai'i looked to another recent U.S. possession, 

the Philippines. 

The Philippine revolution against Spain was vir- 
tually won when U.S. expansionist tendencies led to 
intervention. Spanish officials, reluctant to sur- 
render to Filipino forces, capitulated instead to 
the U.S. in the Treaty of Paris, 10 December 1898. 
Seeking a labor supply free from external control, the 
Hawaiian Sugar Planters' Association (HSPA) found the 
Philippines an expedient source. Filipinos, then, were 
U.S. nationals who could move freely and their entry 
to the Islands would be scrutinized only by fellow 
Americans serving the respective territorial govern- 
ments of Hawai'i and the Philippines. Thus, in 1906, 
the importation of Filipino laborers began. 

The Host Society 

The plantations of Hawai'i, especially during their 
early history, have been likened to a political king- 
dom where the manager exercised both economic and 
political control over the laborers and their families.! 
Immigrant labor was viewed chiefly as an economic 
commodity and the planters were little concerned with 
the adjustment that each immigrant group would have to 
make in the process of being uprooted from their cul- 
ture and adjusting to living with other ethnic groups. 
In fact, it was the planters' belief that the best way 
to control their workers was in a community of segre- 
gated ethnic camps, so that the physical distances 
between them would prevent a united opposition of labor 
to managment in a strike for higher wages or improved 
living conditions. 
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This was the environment that confronted the first 
wave of Filipino immigrants when they arrived in 
Hawai'i. During its early history the plantation in- 
dustry was a rigid socio-economic system that was 
characterized by class as well as racial: stratifica- 
tion, with a small elite of haole planters and 
businessmen at the top who controlled the industry on 
which so many of the social institutions of Hawai'i 
were built, and it was supported at the bottom by the 
thousands of immigrant laborers whose toil produced 
the wealth of Hawai'i. 

The Early Filipinos 

Between 1906 and 1946 (when the Philippines achieved 
independence) the HSPA recruited 126,000 Filipinos to 
work in the plantations. The recruitment was primarily 
among the physically strong and less educated members 
of the working class. Planter experience with workers 
of other ethnic groups had shaped a recruitment policy 
which placed a premium on the less literate whose 
potential to conform seemed greater. To ensure that 
only hard-working men were admitted, the HSPA insti- 
tuted a "rough hand" inspection and selected only young 
able-bodied men with thick, calloused hands. The 
1916 Report of the U.S. Department of Labor Statistics 
confirmed the prevailing conception among plantation 
managers that the Filipino laborers had only economic 
value and that they were viewed primarily as instru- 
ments of production. 2 

At first, Filipino laborers were brought to Hawai'i 
with no provisions for their return to their homeland. 
But in 1915, due to increasing protest, the HSPA 
worked out a system of individual contract under which 
the terms of employment were specifically provided. 
The contract provided each recruit with free passage 
to Hawai'i, housing and other perquisites, and free 
return passage upon completion of at least three years 
of good work. Almost all intended going back at the 
end Of their contract... In 41976, the transportation 
payment for coming to Hawai'i was discontinued. Ap- 
parently the HSPA believed that the tales of the good 
life in Hawai'i were sufficient inducement to pro- 
spective laborers. 

As the last of the ethnic groups to be recruited 
for plantation labor, Filipinos continued over the 
longest period to be assigned to the most difficult 
and least desirable tasks—planting, weeding, culti- 
Valing, cutting, hauling,, loading,.and fluming,..and 
at corresponding low pay. Whereas members of other 
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