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Frank Marshall Davis in Hawai‘i:
Outsider Journalist Looking In

Kathryn Waddell Takara

rank Marshall Davis (1905-1987) was a journalist, poet, expatriate,

and resident of Hawai'i for almost forty years. As an outsider looking

in, he functioned as a significant voice in documenting the progress
of social movements in Hawai‘i from a plantation- to a tourist-based economy.
In his weekly column, “Frank-ly Speaking,” in the union newspaper the
Honolulu Record, he acted as a commentator on the impact of the union
movement on the plantation economy in the post-war Honolulu scene. As a
major national journalist and former editor of the Associated Negro Press
(ANP), Davis was able to analyze the changing configurations of ethnic
groups, class structures and strategies of control. His keen observations of the
imperialist forces and his subsequent fall in status due to his outspoken
editorials seem a paradox in what he described as a “postcard paradise.” His
was a voice that inspired and threatened. His uniqueness as a black journalist
and his middle-class status showed that Hawai‘i was indeed one of the few
places in the 1940s and 1950s where blacks held roles other than those of
agricultural or service workers in a multi-ethnic setting.

Blacks in Hawai‘i had a certain fluidity between several ethnic groups,
which afforded Davis a unique platform from which to observe and discuss the
consequences of the economy. He wrote of the parallels of laws and influ-
ences between the southern plantation system and plantations in Hawai'i, as
well as parallels between blacks and Hawaiians. His insight into colonial
techniques and strategies for dividing the minorities/oppressed groups, his
ability to see beyond the binary racism so common in the continental US, and
his documentation of discrimination and racism in Hawai'i, are a testament to
Davis’ role as a significant voice and witness in the historical process of
Hawai‘i's economic development, inter-group relationships, and changing
social consciousness.

Before and After Arrival in Hawai‘i

The obvious question is why a prominent African American writer and
intellectual would choose to go to the Territory of Hawai'‘i in 1948 and not
to Europe, Russia, or Africa, like so many of his black compatriots. Most
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