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ovely Hula Hands":
Corporate Tourism
and the Prostitution
of Hawaiian Culture

I am certain that most, if not all,
Americans have heard of Hawai’i and have wished, at some time in
their lives, to visit my Native land. But I doub# that the history of how
Hawai’i came to be territorially incorporated, and economically, polit-
ically, and culturally subordinated to the United States is known to
most Americans. Nor is it common knowledge that Hawaiians have
been struggling for over twenty years to achieve a land base and some
form of political sovereignty on the same level as American Indians.
Finally, I would imagine that most Americans could not place Hawai'i
or any other Pacific island on a map of the Pacific. But despite all this
appalling ignorance, five million Americans will vacation in my home-
land this year and the next, and so on, into the foreseeable capitalist
future. Such are the intended privileges of the so-called American stan-
dard of living: ignorance of and yet power over one’s relations to
Native peoples. Thanks to postwar American imperialism, the ideolo-
gy that the United States has no overseas colonies and is, in fact, the
champion of self-determination the world over holds no greater sway
than in the United States itself. To most Americans, then, Hawai‘i is
theirs: to use, to take, and, above all, to fantasize about long after the
experience.

Just five hours away by plane from California, Hawai‘i is a thou-
sand light years away in fantasy. Mostly a state of mind, Hawai'i is the
image of escape from the rawness and violence of daily American life.
Hawai'i—the word, the vision, the sound in the mind—is the fragrance
and feel of soft kindness. Above all, Hawai‘i is “she,” the Western
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image of the Native “female” in her magical allure. And if luck pre-
vails, some of “her” will rub off on you, the visitor.

This fictional Hawai‘i comes out of the depths of Western sexu-
al sickness that demands a dark, sin-free Native for instant gratification
between imperialist wars. The attraction of Hawai‘i is stimulated by
slick Hollywood movies, saccharine Andy Williams music, and the
constant psychological deprivations of maniacal American life.
Tourists flock to my Native land for escape, but they are escaping into
a state of mind while participating in the destruction of a host people
in a Native place.

To Hawaiians, daily life is neither soft nor kind. In fact, the polit-
ical, economic, and cultural reality for most Hawaiians is hard, ugly,
and cruel.

In Hawai‘i, the destruction of our land and the prostitution of
our culture is planned and executed by multinational corporations
(both foreign-based and Hawai‘i-based), by huge landowners (such as
the missionary-descended Castle & Cook of Dole Pineapple fame), and
by collaborationist state and county governments. The ideological
gloss that claims tourism to be our economic savior and the “natural”
result of Hawaiian culture is manufactured by ad agencies (such as the
state-supported Hawai‘i Visitors Bureau) and tour companies (many of
which are owned by the airlines) and spewed out to the public through
complicitous cultural engines such as film, television and radio, and
the daily newspaper. As for the local labor unions, both rank and file
and management clamor for more tourists, while the construction
industry lobbies incessantly for larger resorts.

The major public educational institution, the University of
Hawai‘i, funnels millions of taxpayer dollars into a School of Travel
Industry Management and a business school replete with a Real Estate
Center and a Chair of Free Enterprise (renamed the Walker Chair to
hide the crude reality of capitalism). As the propaganda arm of the
tourist industry in Hawai‘i, both schools churn out studies that purport
to show why Hawai‘i needs more golf courses, hotels, and tourist
infrastructure and how Hawaiian culture is “naturally” one of giving
and entertaining.

Of course, state-encouraged commodification and prostitution
of Native cultures through tourism is not unique to Hawai'i. It is suf-
fered by peoples in places as disparate as Goa, Australia, Tahiti, and
the southwestern United States. Indeed, the problem is so common-
place that international organizations—for example, the Ecumenical
Coalition on Third World Tourism out of Bangkok, the Center for
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Responsible Tourism in California, and the Third World European
Network—have banded together to help give voice to Native peoples
in daily resistance against corporate tourism. My focus on Hawai‘i,
although specific to my own culture, would likely transfer well when
applied to most Native peoples.!

Despite our similarities with other major tourist destinations, the

statistical picture of the effects of corporate tourism in Hawai‘i is
shocking:

Fact: Nearly forty years ago, at statehood, Hawai'i residents out-
numbered tourists by more than 2 to 1. Today, tourists outnum-

ber residents by 6 to 1; they outnumber Native Hawaiians by 30
to1.2

Fact: According to independent economists and criminologists,
“tourism has been the single most powerful factor in QO‘ahu’s
crime rate,” including crimes against people and property.>

Fact: Independent demographers have been pointing out for
years that “tourism is the major source of population growth in
Hawai‘i” and that “rapid growth of the tourist industry ensures
the trend toward a rapidly expanded population that receives
lower per capita income.”*

Fact: The Bank of Hawai'i has reported that the average real
incomes of Hawai'‘i residents grew only one percent during the
period from the early seventies through the early eighties, when
tourism was booming. The same held true throughout the
nineties. The census bureau reports that personal income growth
in Hawai‘i during the same time was the lowest by far of any of
the fifty American states.®

Fact: Groundwater supplies on O‘ahu will be insufficient to meet
the needs of residents and tourists by the year 2000.6

Fact: According to The Honolulu Advertiser, “Japanese investors
have spent more than $7.1 billion on their acquisitions” since
1986 in Hawai‘i. This kind of volume translates into huge alien-
ations of land and properties. For example, nearly 2,000 acres of
land on the Big Island of Hawai‘i was purchased for $18.5 mil-
lion and over 7,000 acres on Moloka‘i went for $33 million. In
1989, over $1 billion was spent by the Japanese on land alone.”
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Fact: More plants and animals from our Hawaiian Islands are
now extinct or on the endangered species list than in the rest of
the United States.®

Fact: More than 29,000 families are on the Hawaiian trust lands
list, waiting for housing, pastoral, or agricultural lots.?

Fact: The median cost of a home on the most populated island of
O’ahu is around $350,000.10

Fact: Hawai‘i has by far the worst ratio of average family income
to average housing costs in the country. This explains why fam-
ilies spend nearly 52 percent of their gross income for housing
costs. 11

Fact: Nearly one-fifth of Hawai‘i’s resident population is classi-
fied as near-homeless, that is, those for whom any mishap results
in immediate on-the-street homelessness.!?

These kinds of statistics render a very bleak picture, not at all
what the posters and jingoistic tourist promoters would have you
believe about Hawai'i.

My use of the word tourism in the Hawai'i context refers to a
mass-based, corporately controlled industry that is both vertically and
horizontally integrated such that one multinational corporation owns
an airline and the tour buses that transport tourists to the corporation-
owned hotel where they eat in a corporation-owned restaurant, play
golf, and “experience” Hawai‘i on corporation-owned recreation areas
and eventually consider buying a second home built on corporation
land. Profits, in this case, are mostly repatriated back to the home coun-
try. In Hawai‘i, these “home” countries are Japan, Taiwan, Hong Kong,
Canada, Australia, and the United States. In this sense, Hawai'i is very
much like a Third World colony where the local elite—the Democratic
Party in our state—collaborate in the rape of Native land and people.!®

The mass nature of this kind of tourism results in megaresort
complexes on thousands of acres with demands for water and services
that far surpass the needs of Hawai‘i residents. These complexes may
boast several hotels, golf courses, restaurants, and other “necessaries”
to complete the total tourist experience. Infrastructure is usually built
by the developer in exchange for county approval of more hotel units.
In Hawai’i, counties bid against each other to attract larger and larger
complexes. “Rich” counties, then, are those with more resorts, since
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they will pay more of the tax base of the county. The richest of these is
the City and County of Honolulu, which encompasses the entire island
of O‘ahu. This island is the site of four major tourist destinations, a
major international airport, and 80 percent of the resident population
of Hawai‘i. The military also controls nearly 30 percent of the island,
with bases and airports of their own. As you might imagine, the densi-
ty of certain parts of Honolulu (e.g., Waikiki) is among the highest in
the world. At the present annual visitor count, more than five million
tourists pour through O‘ahu, an island of only 607 square miles.

With this as a background on tourism, I want to move now into
the area of cultural prostitution. Prostitution in this context refers to the
entire institution that defines a woman (and by extension the female) as
an object of degraded and victimized sexual value for use and
exchange through the medium of money. The prostitute is a woman
who sells her sexual capacities and is seen, thereby, to possess and
reproduce them at will, that is, by her very “nature.” The prostitute
and the institution that creates and maintains her are, of course, of
patriarchal origin. The pimp is the conduit of exchange, managing the
commodity that is the prostitute while acting as the guard at the entry
and exit gates, making sure the prostitute behaves as a prostitute by
fulfilling her sexual-economic functions. The victims participate in
their victimization with enormous ranges of feeling, from resistance to
complicity, but the force and continuity of the institution are shaped by
men.

There is much more to prostitution than my sketch reveals but
this must suffice, for I am interested in using the largest sense of this
term as a metaphor in understanding what has happened to Hawaiian
culture. My purpose is not to exact detail or fashion a model but to con-
vey the utter degradation of our culture and our people under corpo-
rate tourism by employing prostitution as an analytic category.

Finally, I have chosen four areas of Hawaiian culture to examine:
our homeland, our one hanau that is Hawai‘i, our lands and fisheries,
the outlying seas and the heavens; our language and dance; our famil-
ial relationships; and our women.

The mo’olelo, or history of Hawaiians, is to be found in our
genealogies. From our great cosmogonic genealogy, the kumulipo,
derives the Hawaiian identity. The “essential lesson” of this genealogy
is “the interrelatedness of the Hawaiian world, and the inseparability
of its constituents parts.” Thus, “the genealogy of the land, the gods,
chiefs, and people intertwine one with the other, and with all aspects
of the universe.”14
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In the mo'olelo of Papa and Wakea, “earth mother” and “sky
father,” our islands were born: Hawai’i, Maui, O‘ahu, Kaua‘i, and
Ni‘ihau. From their human offspring came the taro plant and from the
taro came the Hawaiian people. The lessons of our genealogy are that
human beings have a familial relationship to land and to the taro, our
elder siblings or kua‘ana.

In Hawai‘i, as in all of Polynesia, younger siblings must serve
and honor elder siblings who, in turn, must feed and care for their
younger siblings. Therefore, Hawaiians must cultivate and husband
the land that will feed and provide for the Hawaiian people. This rela-
tionship of people to land is called malama ‘aina or aloha ‘dina, “care and
love of the land.”

When people and land work together harmoniously, the balance
that results is called pono. In Hawaiian society, the ali'i, or “chiefs,”
were required to maintain order, an abundance of food, and good gov-
ernment. The makaginana or “common people,” worked the land and
fed the chiefs; the ali'i organized production and appeased the gods.

Today, malama ‘aina is called stewardship by some, although that
word does not convey spiritual and genealogical connections.
Nevertheless, to love and make the land flourish is a Hawaiian value.
‘Aina, one of the words for “land,” means “that which feeds.”
Kama'‘aina, a term for native-born people, means “child of the land.”
Thus is the Hawaiian relationship to land both familial and reciprocal.

Hawaiian deities also spring from the land: Pele is our volcano,
Kane and Lono our fertile valleys and plains, Kanaloa our ocean and
all that lives within it, and so on with the numerous gods of Hawai'i.
Our whole universe, physical and metaphysical, is divine.

Within this world, the older people, or kiipuna, are to cherish
those who are younger, the mo‘opuna. Unstinting generosity is a prized
value. Social connections between our people are through aloha, simply
translated as “love” but carrying with it a profoundly Hawaiian sense
that is, again, familial and genealogical. Hawaiians feel aloha for
Hawai‘i from whence they come and for their Hawaiian kin upon
whom they depend. It is nearly impossible to feel or practice aloha for
something that is not familial. This is why we extend familial relations
to those few non-Natives whom we feel understand and can recipro-
cate our aloha. But aloha is freely given and freely returned; it is not and
cannot be demanded or commanded. Above all, aloha is a cultural feel-
ing and practice that works among the people and between the people
and their land.

The significance and meaning of aloha underscores the centrality
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of the Hawaiian language or ‘olelo, to the culture. ‘Olelo means both
“language” and “tongue”; mo’olelo, or “history,” is that which comes
from the tongue, that is, “a story.” Haole, or white people, say that we
have oral history, but what we have are stories, such as our creation
story, passed on through the generations. This sense of history is dif-
ferent from the haole sense of history. To Hawaiians in traditional soci-
ety, language had tremendous power, thus the phrase, i ka ‘dlelo ke ola;
i ka ‘vlelo ka make—"in language is lise, in language is death.”

After nearly two thousand years of speaking Hawaiian, our peo-
ple suffered the near extinction of our language through its banning by
the American-imposed government in 1900, the year Hawai’i became a
territory of the United States. All schools, government operations and
official transactions were thereafter conducted in English, despite the
fact that most people, including non-Natives, still spoke Hawaiian at
the turn of the century.

Since 1970, ‘vlelo Hawai'i, or the Hawaiian language, has under-
gone a tremendous revival, including the rise of language immersion
schools. The state of Hawai‘i now has two official languages, Hawaiian
and English, and the call for Hawaiian language speakers and teachers
is increasing every day.!”

Along with the flowering of Hawaiian language has come a
flowering of Hawaiian dance, especially in its ancient form, called hula
kahiko. Dance academies, known as halau, have proliferated throughout
Hawai’i, as have kumu hula, or dance masters, and formal competitions
where all-night presentations continue for three or four days to throngs
of appreciative listeners. Indeed, among Pacific Islanders, Hawaiian
dance is considered one of the finest Polynesian art forms today.

Of course, the cultural revitalization that Hawaiians are now
experiencing and transmitting to their children is as much a repudiation
of colonization by so-called Western civilization in its American form
as it is a reclamation of our own past and our own ways of life. This is
why cultural revitalization is often resisted and disparaged by anthro-
pologists and others: they see very clearly that its political effect is
decolonization of the mind. Thus our rejection of the nuclear family as
the basic unit of society and of individualism as the best form of human
expression infuriates social workers, the churches, the legal system,
and educators to this day. Hawaiians continue to have allegedly “ille-
gitimate” children, to hanai, or “adopt,” both children and adults out-
side of sanctioned Western legal concepts, to hold and use land and

water in a collective form rather than a private property form, and to
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proscribe the notion and the value that one person should strive to sur-
pass and therefore outshine all others.

All these Hawaiian values can be grouped under the idea of
‘ohana, loosely translated as “family,” but more accurately imagined as
a group of both closely and distantly related people who share nearly
everything, from land and food to children and status. Sharing is cen-
tral to this value, since it prevents individual decline. Of course, pover-
ty is not thereby avoided; it is only shared with everyone in the unit.
The ‘ohana works effectively when the kua‘ana relationship (elder sib-
ling/younger sibling reciprocity) is practiced.

Finally, within the ‘ohana, our women are considered the life-
givers of the nation and are accorded the respect and honor this status
conveys. Our young women, like our young people in general, are the
pua, or “flower” of our lahui, or our “nation.” The renowned beauty of
our women, especially their sexual beauty, is not considered a com-
modity to be hoarded by fathers and brothers but an attribute of our
people. Culturally, Hawaiians are very open and free about sexual
relationships, although Christianity and organized religion have done
much to damage these traditional sexual values.

With this understanding of what it means to be Hawaiian, I want
to move now to the prostitution of our culture by tourism.

Hawai'i itself is the female object of degraded and victimized
sexual value. Our ina, or lands, are not any longer the source of food
and shelter, but the source of money. Land is now called “real estate,”
rather than “our mother,” Papa. The American relationship of people
to land is that of exploiter to exploited. Beautiful areas, once sacred to
my people, are now expensive resorts; shorelines where net fishing,
seaweed gathering, and crabbing occurred are more and more the
exclusive domain of recreational activities such as sunbathing, wind-
surfing, and jet skiing. Now, even access to beaches near hotels is strict-
ly regulated or denied to the local public altogether.

The phrase, malama ‘aina—"to care for the land”—is used by
government officials to sell new projects and to convince the locals that
hotels can be built with a concern for “ecology.” Hotel historians, like
hotel doctors, are stationed in-house to soothe the visitors’ stay with
the pablum of invented myths and tales of the “primitive.”

High schools and hotels adopt each other and funnel teenagers
through major resorts for guided tours from kitchens to gardens to
honeymoon suites in preparation for post-secondary school jobs in the
lowest paid industry in the state. In the meantime, tourist appreciation
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kits and movies are distributed through the state Department of
Education to all elementary schools. One film, unashamedly titled
What's in It for Me?, was devised to convince locals that tourism is, as
the newspapers never tire of saying, “the only game in town.”

Of course, all this hype is necessary to hide the truth about
tourism, the awful exploitative truth that the industry is the major
cause of environmental degradation, low wages, land dispossession,
and the highest cost of living in the United States.

While this propaganda is churned out to local residents, the
commercialization of Hawaiian culture proceeds with calls for more
sensitive marketing of our Native values and practices. After all, a
prostitute is only as good as her income-producing talents. These tal-
ents, in Hawaiian terms, are the hula; the generosity, or aloha, of our
people; the 11, or youthful beauty of our women and men; and the con-
tinuing allure of our lands and waters, that is, of our place, Hawai'i.

The selling of these talents must produce income. And the func-
tion of tourism and the State of Hawai'i is to convert these attributes
into profit.

The first requirement is the transformation of the product, or the
cultural attribute, much as a woman must be transformed to look like
a prostitute—that is, someone who is complicitous in her own com-
modification. Thus hula dancers wear clownlike makeup, don cos-
tumes from a mix of Polynesian cultures, and behave in a manner that
is smutty and salacious rather than powerfully erotic. The distance
between the smutty and the erotic is precisely the distance between
Western culture and Hawaiian culture. In the hotel version of the hula,
the sacredness of the dance has completely evaporated, while the ath-
leticism and sexual expression have been packaged like ornaments.
The purpose is entertainment for profit rather than a joyful and truly
Hawaiian celebration of human and divine nature.

The point, of course, is that everything in Hawai‘i can be yours,
that is, you the tourists’, the non-Natives’, the visitors’. The place, the
people, the culture, even our identity as a “Native” people is for sale.
Thus the word “Aloha” is employed as an aid in the constant hawking
of things Hawaiian. In truth, this use of aloha is so far removed from
any Hawaiian cultural context that it is, literally, meaningless.

Thus, Hawai‘i, like a lovely woman, is there for the taking. Those
with only a little money get a brief encounter, those with a lot of
money, like the Japanese, get more. The state and counties will give tax
breaks, build infrastructure, and have the governor personally wel-
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come tourists to ensure that they keep coming. Just as the pimp regu-
lates prices and guards the commodity of the prostitute, so the state
bargains with developers for access to Hawaiian land and culture.
Who builds the biggest resorts to attract the most affluent tourists gets

© the best deal: more hotel rooms, golf courses, and restaurants

approved. Permits are fast-tracked, height and density limits are sus-
pended, new groundwater sources are miraculously found.

Hawaiians, meanwhile, have little choice in all this. We can fill
up the unemployment lines, enter the military, work in the tourist
industry, or leave Hawai'i. Increasingly, Hawaiians are leaving, not by
choice but out of economic necessity.

Our people who work in the industry—dancers, waiters, singers,
valets, gardeners, housekeepers, bartenders, and even a few man-
agers—make between $10,000 and $25,000 a year, an impossible salary
for a family in Hawai‘i. Psychologically, our young people have begun
to think of tourism as the only employment opportunity, trapped as
they are by the lack of alternatives. For our young women, modeling is

- a “cleaner” job when compared to waiting on tables or dancing in a

weekly revue, but modeling feeds on tourism and the commodification
of Hawaiian women. In the end the entire employment scene is
shaped by tourism.

Despite their exploitation, Hawaiians’ participation in tourism
raises the problem of complicity. Because wages are so low and
advancement so rare, whatever complicity exists is secondary to the
economic hopelessness that drives Hawaiians into the industry.
Refusing to contribute to the commercialization of one’s culture
becomes a peripheral concern when unemployment looms.

Of course, many Hawaiians do not see tourism as part of their
colonization. Thus, tourism is viewed as providing jobs, not as a form
of cultural prostitution. Even those who have some glimmer of critical
consciousness do not generally agree that the tourist industry prosti-
tutes Hawaiian culture. This is a measure of the depth of our mental
oppression: we cannot understand our own cultural degradation
because we are living it. As colonized people, we are colonized to the
extent that we are unaware of our oppression. When awareness begins,
then so, too, does decolonization. Judging by the growing resistance to
new hotels, to geothermal energy and manganese nodule mining,
which would supplement the tourist industry, and to increases in the
sheer number of tourists, I would say that decolonization has begun,
but we have many more stages to negotiate on our path to sovereignty.
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My brief excursion into the prostitution of Hawaiian culture has
done no more than give an overview. Now that you have read a Native

view, let me just leave this thought with you. If you are thinking of vis-

iting my homeland, please do not. We do not want or need any more .
tourists, and we certainly do not like them. If you want to help our -

cause, pass this message on to your friends.
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