White-Collar Local

Examining Group Boundary Making
and Social Hierarchies in a
Honolulu Government Workplace
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Over 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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