Survival Space

What pulls a person
to a family
to a group?
What does one seek
in a place?
If there is no family
no group
of one’s own
How does one satisfy
the taste?
Mechanical to seek
Inevitable to greet
Those others from
Another tribe and place.
Survival is the aim
Communication tames
And trust, not fear
Fills the space.

— KATHRYN WADDELL TAKARA
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Changing Constructions of Color

o recover nineteenth-century Black history in Hawai'‘i is like trying

to solve an answerless riddle, or like going on a treasure hunt at night

without a flashlight and unaware that the treasure has already been
spirited away. In the early 1800s, well before the development of the planta-
tion economy and the subsequent importation of significant numbers of Asian
contract laborers, foreign Blacks (haole ‘ele‘ele) represented nearly 25 percent of
the admittedly miniscule numbers of foreign settlers, yet the history of Blacks
in the early years of post-contact Hawai'i differs significantly both from the
recorded immigration experiences of other subsequent ethnic groups, such as
plantation workers from Asia, and from parallel Black history on the conti-
nental United States. There are relatively few written accounts of experiences
of Black people in nineteenth-century Hawai‘i, yet those accounts—and the
fact that there are so few accounts—reveal and document an unexplored
dimension of race, immigration, and class history.

The presence of Blacks in nineteenth-century Hawai‘i and their absence
in most written histories of Hawai‘ileads one to interrogate the changing mean-
ing both of racial designations and of the deteriorating race relations between
Blacks and thelocal residents during the accelerating White settlement process
of domination and forced assimilation. Before the explorers, missionaries,
merchants, and sugar planters reached the shores of the Hawaiian Islands, the
color of a person’s skin seemed to be irrelevant. Unlike some of other nations
and other times, Hawaiians seemed to disregard Blackness as an indicator of
status and intelligence. History suggests that the #/o/a of the Hawaiians, that
spirit of sharing represented by the sacred breath, meant that all people were
generally respected. Social distinctions were not based on skin color, but on







