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Like all pioneer regions in which the family has not become 
firmly rooted throughout the population, Hawaii faces an acute 
problem of family desertion. As in the areas of older, more stable 
settlement, desertion in Hawaii is doubtless a normal pattern— 
“the poor man’s divorce”—the easy way out of a distasteful 

marriage relationship. But desertion has unquestionably been 
accentuated in the Islands: by factors which are peculiar to the 
local situation. Social workers and students of the local social 
scene are agreed as to the gravity of the problem; but evidently 
up to the present they have been too deeply engrossed in the 
task of dealing with the social consequences of desertion to de- 
vote much time to either measuring its extent’ or seeking its spe- 
cial causes. 

The following statement, based upon personal observations, 

interviews with social workers, and an analysis of the records of 
social agencies, is intended to focus attention upon some of the 
special factors which contribute to desertion in Hawaii. It is 
hoped that others with more extensive experience in the field 
may subsequently amplify the account. The special significance 
of the following contributing factors in Hawaii’s problem of 
family desertion will be emphasized in this article: 1. the native 
“Hawaiian pattern of culture and the nature of relations between 
the yearly white visitors to the islands and native women; 2. the 
peculiar cultural traditions within various ot the immigrant 
groups; 3. the interracial situation; and 4. the abnormal! sex 
ratios ot large groups ot the Island population. it is not assumed 
that any one oi these factors alone or all ot them together are 

responsible tor any specific case of desertion. stather these tac- 
tors loom large in the tota! picture of desertion in Hawaii. 

While the early Hawaiians did not merit the accusations of 

immorality frequently directed against them by early white visit- 
ors, it is true that their conception of family responsibility was 
different from that of the invading whites. Obligation was pri- 
marily to the larger kinship group (ohua), thus tending to make 
less important ties within the immediate natural family unit. 
The term haalele, which seems to encompass both abandonment 

and mutually agreed upon separation, was a term of accepted us- 

age. Among the natives of an earlier period it was the custom for 

husbands and wives to separate freely and without formality when 

they were dissatisfied. Most accounts seem to indicate a consi- 

derable degree of freedem in the relationship of men and women 

as well as the absence of strict obligations toward the family. 

Handy, an authority on Hawaiian culture and society, comments 

on the freedom of sex and marriage relationship: 

1 No comprehensive statistics could be secured as to the extent of the 

problem in the community. 
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. but this is not to say that promiscuity prevailed. Mating in general 

was distinctly an individual affair determined fundamentally by and 

dependent upon personal affection. In both pre-marital and post-marital 

relationship between men and women the chief rule was that of fluidity 

. constancy was a matter of affection or dependence, not of rule or 

Kapu.2 

The consequences of desertion and separation in the early 
Hawaiian system were seldom drastic or disrupting to either the 
individual or the community. Remarriage was expected and al- 
most inevitable. Under the prevailing family system, where the 
natural family seldom existed as a unit, but rather as part of the 
larger household of kinsfolk, children probably suffered little dis- 

organization as the result of the separation of their parents. They 
might continue to live without change in the same household un- 
der the control and authority of the functional head. The hanai 
or adoption system which was universally practiced also served 
to minimize obligations toward the children as they were readily 
adopted by foster parents. 

There is good reason to expect such conceptions to survive 
despite a century or more of competition with other standards 
of family relations. Reports of social agencies note the absence 
of divorced men or women among their older Hawaiian clients, 

but indicated that desertions and separations more than com- 
pensate. 

Dr. Romanzo Adams points out that Hawaiian separations 
were further accentuated as a result of the general social disor- 
ganization that followed the coming of the foreigners. Although 
a number of the foreign or haole residents in Hawaii prior to 
1850 entered into permanent and responsible marriage bonds with 
native women, still it can be surmised from early records and ac- 
counts that countless other foreign men, including traders and 
sailors, formed casual unions with Hawaiian women which pre- 
sisted only as long as the foreigners remained in Hawaii.. This 
transient pattern of family life, including the careless desertion 
of the native wives and children, has apparently been extended 
by the frontier nature and high mobility of the male population 
throughout the subsequent history of Hawaii. 

The coming to Hawaii since 1850 of a steady stream of peo- 
ples from many parts of the wor!d, with varied and conflicting 
moral standards, and their mingling here under strange and un- 
familiar economic and social conditions has resulted naturally in 
considerable personal and social disorganization, of which deser- 
tion is merely one expression. It can be seen as arising from two 
aspects of the racial situation, namely: interracial contacts and 
interracial marriage; and certain traditions and conditions with- 
in the racial groups themselves. The operation of these factors 
is suggested in the following table: 

2 4H. S. Handy, Cultural Revolution In Hawaii, p. 8. 
38 See Romanzo Adams, Interracial Marriage In Hawaii, 1937. 
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