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tis a perplexing question: Given that Hawai‘i is a majority ethnic minority 
state where being “of color” has been a constant for over two centuries, 

interethnic relationships are far from oddities, and multiethnicity is 

normalized, how can it be that Hawai‘i is also a space of hostility towards 

African Americans and, more specifically, individuals racialized as “Black”? The 

limits of paradise are tested through the lens of multiculturalism in Hawai‘i 
as African Americans negotiate their exclusion from constructions of “local” 

identity and struggle to make sense of a space that highly values multiethnicity 
as the sum of one’s identity, yet significantly devalues African descendent 
identities in that equation. This essay attempts to detangle this seeming 
discontinuity in paradise through an examination of the persistent evidence of 
anti-Black racism and problematic representations of African Americans, and 
the complexities, contradictions and presumptions in contemporary renderings 
of the Hawai‘i “local” identity. 

Hawai'i in the twenty-first century is the representative culmination of 
a long history of global flows of people amidst the exploitations of land and 
labor, negotiations of conquest and capitalism, the vicissitudes of maritime 

economies, racialized social and political hierarchies, problematic renderings 
of “civilization” and variant articulations of policy and polity.’ Individuals of 
African descent—along with myriad other ethnicities dating back centuries 
and through more recent migrations—are represented in this rich cultural story 
of the making of Hawai‘i. The lesser known early presence and contributions 
of members of the African diaspora to the story of Hawai‘i have been recently 
documented after decades of neglect in academic texts, popular publications, 
and film,” telling the stories of Anthony Allen? opening the first resort-like 
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compound in Waikiki in the early nineteenth century, Betsy Stockton* 
arriving with the missionaries in 1820, African whalers from Cabo Verde in 

the nineteenth century” and, inter alia, Alice Ball developing a treatment for 

Hansen’s Disease in the early twentieth century® Also, particularly important 
for our consideration here is that small groups of African Americans were 

recruited and arrived in the Hawaiian Islands to work on sugar plantations in 

the early 1900s. Though an initial plan envisioned recruiting 30,000 African 

American laborers and their families, recruitment and Black presence remained 

low as White planters expressed concern that a United States-style “negro 
problem” would prevail and, due to poor wages, isolation, and racism, many 

of the Black laborers chose not to remain in the Islands.’ 

It is indeed ironic that aspects of African American exclusion on the 
islands stem from a limited presence in the plantation history of Hawai‘i—a 
crucial component of the early formation of “local” identity—whereas the 
African American experience in the continental United States is inextricably 
linked to a plantation history (e.g., the social, cultural and economic contexts 

of slavery and all that facilitated the institution). Ultimately, the historical 
examples of Black presence in Hawai'i from the nineteenth century onward 
invalidate assumptions that African Americans are not part of the story of 
Hawai‘i, yet the assumptions continue to be implicated in the exclusionary 
dimensions of “local” identity. 

Local Identity Delineated: 
Lines Drawn in the Context of Black Inclusion 

The construct of “local”® identity in Hawai‘i undoubtedly involves 
a negotiation of cultural and social identities and the implicit questions of 
belonging that define the “local” In as much as one cannot consider local 
identity in Hawai‘i without reference to the in-migration of plantation 
laborers—primarily from Asia but also from Europe, the Caribbean and 
the United States —the question of inclusion cannot be addressed without 
considering the cost of inclusion to Native Hawaiians, as well as the necessity 
of inclusion for the laborers arriving to work the plantations. The impact of the 
in-migration of new populations in the nineteenth to early twentieth century 
on the indigenous Hawaiian population is concisely considered by Glen 
Grant and Dennis M. Ogawa in their examination of Hawai‘i’s multicultural 
experience, “Living Proof: Is Hawai‘i the Answer?”: 

Recruited from China, Japan, Okinawa, Korea, Puerto Rico, the Philippines, 
Portugal, Russia, the South Pacific, and even from among African American 


