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()%" a potluck-style lunch at the headquarters of Honolulu Facility Man- 
agement, a third-generation Japanese woman named Irene gave me the 

insider scoop on the office where I would be interning for the next three 
months. “Being Local is really important here,” she explained, using chop- 
sticks to place a piece of teriyaki chicken on her plate. “In fact, you kind of 
need to be Local to be accepted here.” Irene glanced my way, then back down. 
I continued to listen. 

“Sometimes, here in the office, you just need to have a party where people 
can laugh and talk story [chat casually]. Not like on the mainland, where 
they do things the haole [white] way; where it is just, work work work—then 
go home.” Irene and I took our seats at the last empty table in the crowded 
lunchroom. All around us, my new coworkers, the majority of whom were 
Hawai i-born Japanese and Chinese men and women, were dressed uniformly 
in “Aloha attire.” 

Irene’s assertion that the administrative office of Honolulu Facility Man- 
agement was a “Local workplace” should have put me, someone of mixed-race 
background and born and raised in Honolulu, immediately at ease by signal- 
ing that I would fit right in. Instead, Irene’s comment heightened my self- 
consciousness about how I was different from my lunchroom colleagues: My 
fair skin stood out, as did my “mainland” style of dress that I had chosen to 
convey professionalism on my first day—a long-sleeve, button-up shirt, slacks, 
and a tie. I dreaded that once my new coworkers found out where I went to 
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high school—an elite private school in a wealthy area of Honolulu—this, too, 
would taint their perception of me before I had even spoken a word. Was I the 
right kind of Local to fit into this office workplace, and by whose standard? 
Perhaps more important, what were the implications of being seen as Local 
or non-Local in this setting? 

In Hawai‘i, the term Local is more than a place-based attribute corre- 

sponding to one’s residential zip code. Local is a racialized and pan-ethnic 
group identity traditionally associated with working-class, nonwhite resi- 
dents of Hawai‘i (Adler and Adler 2004; Rohrer 2008; Rosa 2000; Okamura 

1980). While there remains considerable variation in how Local is defined (see 

C. Leong 1997), popular media depictions of Local frequently essentialize it as 
a cultural assemblage of speech inflections (“pidgin” English [Hawai‘i Creole 
English]), lifestyle mentalities (being relaxed and easygoing; not taking things 
too seriously), and place-based experiences (attending the Hawai'i primary 
school system). Through these stylized depictions, Local is seen as a distinct 
island ethnic identity apart from both indigenous Native Hawaiian culture 
and haole culture, and mostly derived from the working-class immigrant expe- 
riences of the Japanese, Chinese, Portuguese, and Filipino settler groups who 

toiled on Hawai‘i’s plantations at the turn of the twentieth century (Okamura 
1992; Trask 1993; Yamamoto 1979). In Hawai‘i, people of Portuguese descent 
are generally not considered haole—despite their European heritage—because 
of this group’s historical association with island-based plantation labor (Ge- 
schwender, Carroll-Seguin, and Brill 1988). 

Another way to conceive of Local identity in Hawai'i is by observing how 

Local residents express and characterize what—and who—is considered non- 

Local. From this perspective, to evoke Local as a distinct identity is to engage 
in group boundary making (Barth 1969). Boundary making describes the 

collective process of drawing lines of inclusion and exclusion around people, 

practices, and values (Barth 1969; Lamont and Molnar 2002; Wimmer 2008). 

At the group level, boundary making clarifies how one social group frames dis- 

tinctions from, and often moral superiority with, outsider groups: how “we” are 

different from “them” (Lamont 1992). By differentiating Local from non-Local 

through ongoing and collective acts, those who lay claim to the former reify 

the “groupness” of this pan-ethnic identity in Hawai'i (see Brubaker 2004). 

As with other social identities, being seen as an in-group member with a 

particular group can be highly consequential for individuals. Those who make 

successful claims of membership enjoy access to tangible and intangible re- 

sources dominated by that group. Once accepted as an in-group member, one 


