'CULTURAL FACTORS OF DESERTION IN HAWAII
CAROLINE LEE

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 lslands 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. Tt 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

"Hawailan 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 of the immigrant
groups; 3. the interracial situation; and 4. the abnormal sex
ratios of large groups ot the Island population. it is not assumed
that any one ot these factors alone or all of them together are
responsible for any specific case of desertion. nather tnese fac-
tors loom large in the total 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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