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Borinki Identity in Hawaì i: Present and Future
Iris López and David Forbes

Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i, or Borinkis, as they like to call themselves, comprise a small
ethnic group situated within a unique multiethnic society that is marked by a distinc-
tive local history and culture. This “local culture” in turn lies within a world of global-
izing forces driven by transnational corporations that impact the nature of everyday
life. This configuration of forces raises at least three related questions about the mean-
ing and future of Puerto Rican identity in Hawai‘i: 1) Are Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i dis-
appearing, as some argue (Carr 1987), given that so few of the residents of the state self-
identify as Puerto Rican and they have such a high rate of intermarriage, or are they
thriving? 2) Is Puerto Rican identity in Hawai‘i still “Puerto Rican” or is it becoming
more “local”?1 And, 3) Are local Puerto Ricans able to maintain their local identity or
is their identity becoming more influenced by the forces of globalization? 

In contemporary Hawai‘i, we can identify three levels of culture that co-exist and
overlap: North American (global), local (inter-group), and ethnic (intra-group).
Mainstream North American culture is marked by globalized, commodified relations
defined through shopping malls and the mass media. The consumption of commodities
is promoted through advertising and the venues of corporate culture, such as The Gap,
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Banana Republic, Nike, and McDonalds. Globalization in Hawai‘i favors profitable
industries such as tourism over the needs of local people.2 “Local culture,” that which
makes Hawai‘i a unique multicultural society, is an amalgamation of the cultural traits of
the different groups who have learned to work and live with each other, and who have
even evolved their own “local life style” and way of speaking (Pidgin English) (Beechert
1998; Haas 1998). Finally, “ethnic culture,” whose various groups comprise “local cul-
ture,” emphasizes the cultural practices of everyday life for each ethnic group such as
preparing and eating food, listening to music, and observing special holidays and cus-
toms. The realm of ethnic culture is of particular importance because it is one of the
areas where Puerto Rican culture has had a visible impact on local culture. Puerto
Ricans in Hawai‘i participate simultaneously in global, local, and ethnic cultures.

The nature of Puerto Rican ethnic identity in Hawai‘i has been shaped by Puerto
Ricans’ own initiative, determination, and personal and cultural values as evidenced in
the history of their arrival in Hawai‘i (see Introduction). It has also been inextricably
linked with three ongoing processes: the forces of globalization, most notably manifest
by Hawai‘i’s long term dependent relationship with the United States government and
American corporations; the development of Hawai‘i’s own complex, multiethnic, local
culture; and the interrelationship between the two. 

First, it is important to consider the extent to which globalization has impacted on
inter-ethnic relations and how it has affected Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i. Globalization
exacerbates the inter-ethnic competition and tension that was set in motion by the
plantation system in the early part of the twentieth century as a strategy to control
workers (Silva and Camacho Souza1982: 85). One of the negative consequences of glob-
alization is a stratified society in which Puerto Ricans have been forced to compete
with other groups for scarce resources.3 According to Haas, Puerto Ricans, along with
Samoans, Hawaiians, Guamanians, and Vietnamese, constitute a disadvantaged “eth-
nic minority” because of social inequity in Hawai‘i (1992: 29).4

Second, “local culture” is an influential, countervailing force in its own right. The
ethos of “aloha” is a key building block of local culture, as practiced by local Puerto
Ricans and others. It values sharing, tolerance, and compassion over aspects of global-
ization such as individualism and competitiveness. Although the aloha of local culture
arose from the traditional culture of Hawaiian people, it also evolved from the intense
history of labor struggle engaged in by the various ethnic groups against the sugar plan-
tation owners during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Aloha is not
merely an ethos but is de facto grounded in the reality of a high rate of intermarriage
in Hawai‘i that results in more ethnic tolerance and a commitment to the maintenance
of local culture. In this sense it is different from mainstream American culture. It bears
noting that aloha shares many similarities with the hospitality system of Puerto Ricans
in Puerto Rico5 and its practice has encouraged Puerto Ricans and other local groups to
work and live together and to intermarry. 

Third, these global and local forces both overlap and conflict with each other, which
in turn impacts on the identity of locals. For example, although the true ethos of aloha
threatens the values of globalization, corporations try to co-opt aloha by diluting and
commodifying it as part of packaging Hawai‘i to tourists. In terms of identity devel-
opment, locals, including Puerto Ricans, can feel pulled between cooperative and indi-
vidualistic forces.

Social change provokes new forms of cultural configurations and identities where
cultural traditions are reproduced even as they are re-invented. With respect to
Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i there is evidence of at least two forms of cultural exchange:
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“cultural syncretism” and “cultural synthesis” (Ortiz 1997). “Cultural syncretism” is a
form of bricolage where the original characteristics are not lost in the process of tran-
sculturation. “Cultural synthesis,” on the other hand, is a blend of many cultural ele-
ments that creates something new (Ortiz 1997). In this paper, we will argue that both
cultural syncretism and cultural synthesis are occurring in terms of the ethnic, local,
and commodified (global) cultural processes mentioned above and that these con-
tribute to a fluid, complex, and dynamic identity for local Puerto Ricans that is still in
formation.

Are Puerto Ricans disappearing…

According to Norma Carr, a distinguished Puerto Rican historian in Hawai‘i, Puerto
Ricans are disappearing in Hawai‘i because of their high rate of inter-marriage and
small population size (Carr 1987; 1989), a trend that is of great concern to the first and
second generation ethnically-conscious local Puerto Ricans whom we interviewed
(López 2001). In 1990 Puerto Ricans constituted only 2.3% of the population (Bureau
of the Census 1993). Among the Puerto Rican families with whom we worked inter-
marriage with other ethnic groups had taken place by the end of the second genera-
tion. Carr notes that by 1950 “40% and perhaps more of Hawai‘i’s Puerto Ricans were
products of mixed marriages” (Carr 1989: 306); in 1985, Puerto Ricans had the highest
rate of intermarriage of all ethnic groups in Hawai‘i (Nordyke 1989: 222; Silva and
Camacho Souza 1982: 88), a pattern that continues to this day.

Given the high rate of intermarriage among local Puerto Ricans, how do local
Puerto Ricans define who is Puerto Rican? The extent to which Puerto Ricans in
Hawai‘i identify as Puerto Rican varies between generations as well as within them and
depends in part on the ethnic background of their parents and how much intermar-
riage has taken place within their families. One of the community leaders we inter-
viewed, Raymond Pagan, a retired police commissioner and UPRAH choir director,
defined a local Puerto Rican as “anyone who was born in Hawai‘i and had Puerto Rican
heritage.” Most local Puerto Ricans whom we interviewed shared his view, and many
added that to be Puerto Rican also means that the individual is familiar with and some-
times eats Puerto Rican food, celebrates Puerto Rican holidays, and enjoys Puerto Rican
music. In the ethnically mixed families with whom we worked it appeared that Puerto
Rican culture predominated when the non-Puerto Rican wife became an “honorary
Puerto Rican” by learning to cook Puerto Rican food and celebrate Puerto Rican holidays.

In addition to intermarriage, a number of factors make it difficult to identify who is
a local Puerto Rican in contemporary Hawai‘i. Although surnames would seem to be a
logical marker of Puerto Rican identity, when Puerto Ricans immigrated to Hawai‘i,
Portuguese registrars changed their surnames to reflect Portuguese spelling. “Gómez”
became “Gomes,” “Rodríguez” became “Rodrigues,” “Díaz” became “Dias,”
“Caraballo” became “Caravalho,” “Vargas” became “Balga,” “Robles” became “Robley,”
and so on. At times Puerto Ricans themselves have also changed their surnames as a
form of resistance. For example, one of the ways that Puerto Ricans could move from
one plantation to another and gain employment was to drop one of their surnames (in
Spanish culture a person assumes both mother and father’s surnames) to avoid identi-
fication by the plantation owners (Carr 1989; Camacho Souza 2000). Most Puerto
Ricans in contemporary Hawai‘i do not speak Spanish and are unfamiliar with Puerto
Rican history. Very few maintain a connection with the island of Puerto Rico (Silva and
Camacho Souza 1982: 88), and most are not members of local Puerto Rican organiza-
tions or societies. To complicate matters, the census does not distinguish between
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locally born Puerto Ricans and Puerto Ricans from elsewhere who are in the armed
forces. Finally, some residents of Hawai‘i are not even aware of their Puerto Rican her-
itage and do not self-identify as Puerto Rican. 

The question as to who is considered Puerto Rican does not appear to be a contest-
ed issue among most first and second generation Puerto Ricans we interviewed—these
generations tend to belong to one or two of the Puerto Rican organizations and are
active in the Puerto Rican community. However, it was of concern to one young
woman we interviewed, Rosanda Figueroa, whose father is Puerto Rican and whose
mother is a Chinese immigrant. Rosanda lives in Wai‘anae, a poor district located in
western Oahu that is populated predominantly by Hawaiians. She is not a member of
any Puerto Rican organization nor does she participate in many official Puerto Rican
activities. Although Rosanda self-identifies as Puerto Rican, she wondered whether
she would be accepted as such by what she called “pure” Puerto Ricans. Some whom
we interviewed did indeed assert that they were “pure” Puerto Rican because both of
their parents were Puerto Rican.6

When we asked if they had ever felt discriminated against because of their nation-
ality, most Puerto Ricans said “rarely” or “never,” perhaps because the majority of peo-
ple in Hawai‘i occupy a non-white category. But of those who said they had never been
discriminated against, some privately admitted that when they were younger they had
occasionally concealed their Puerto Rican heritage because they were ashamed of the
way some Puerto Ricans acted and did not want to be associated with them. In con-
trast to Puerto Ricans in New York, for example, who, due to mainland racism, feel
they do not belong or are not fully accepted into mainstream U.S. culture, Puerto
Ricans in Hawai‘i feel a sense of belonging in local culture. However, that people feel
a certain level of comfort does not mean there is no discrimination or that institutional
racism is absent. Although further research is needed, it is clear that at least some
members of the first and second generation have experienced social stigma associated
with being Puerto Rican. Furthermore, it would be valuable to explore why the rate of
intermarriage among Puerto Ricans is so high. The most obvious reason is that Puerto
Ricans constitute a small ethnic group in Hawai‘i, but other factors may also play a
role. For example, a person might try to escape being stigmatized through intermar-
riage, and it might also represent upward mobility. 

Our study revealed that most third, fourth, and fifth generation Puerto Ricans tend-
ed to be less active than their parents in Puerto Rican organizations and cultural activ-
ities. Although most of the younger people with whom we spoke recognized and were
proud of their Puerto Rican heritage, they identified either as strongly or more strong-
ly with local culture. It remains to be seen to what extent, if any, they will get involved
with these Puerto Rican organizations and identify more strongly as Puerto Rican
when they are older.

…or are they thriving?

To be Puerto Rican is, of course, a cultural construction, therefore a high rate of
intermarriage does not necessarily mean that they will disappear. As we have seen,
many Puerto Ricans continue to identify as Puerto Rican even with mixed heritage
because, for them “Puerto Ricaness” is less a matter of blood or ancestry than it is
about shared culture across generations. 

If we define a thriving ethnic community as one that shows high levels of partic-
ipation in viable cultural organizations and activities, then Puerto Ricans in con-
temporary Hawai‘i are now at a crossroad. A number of Puerto Ricans of the older
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generations in Hawai‘i do maintain active involvement in such activities, for example,
membership in social clubs, sports leagues, and musical groups; contacts with their
country of origin; and participation in cultural and historical celebrations. Again, it
remains to be seen whether they can continue to draw the membership of younger
generations to these functions.

THE PUERTO RICAN CIVIC CLUB AND THE PUERTO RICAN ASSOCIATION

The two oldest Puerto Rican organizations are the Puerto Rican Civic Club and the
Puerto Rican Independent Association. They were founded in Oahu in 1931 and 1932,
respectively, with the latter opening its doors to all descendents of people from
Spanish-speaking countries (Carr 1989:272). The original goal of the Puerto Rican
Civic Club was to provide financial aid to bereaved families; the Independent
Association played a more social role. They were both concerned with promoting good
citizenship and education, and improving the social status of Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i
(Carr, personal communication, 2000). These Puerto Rican organizations played an
indispensable role in improving the image of Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i by strengthen-
ing social ties with other civic groups and making Puerto Ricans, as a social group, vis-
ible in a positive way. They also maintained and perpetuated Puerto Rican culture by
providing a space in which Puerto Ricans could socialize and hold public functions.

THE UNITED PUERTO RICAN ASSOCIATION AND THE PUERTO RICAN HERITAGE SOCIETY

In 1973 the Puerto Rican Civic Club and Puerto Rican Independent Association
merged to create the United Puerto Rican Association of Hawai‘i (UPRAH). In addi-
tion to promoting education by awarding student scholarships, UPRAH also sponsors
frequent meetings and cultural events and continues to play an important role as a bur-
ial society.7 In 1983 Blase Camacho Souza and Faith Evans established the Puerto Rican
Heritage Society with the goal of maintaining and perpetuating cultural awareness.
Almost all of the Puerto Ricans we interviewed in Oahu (n=50) were members of one
or both of these Puerto Rican organizations. The other main islands—Maui, Kauai,
and “the Big Island” (Hawai‘i)—each have their own Puerto Rican organization. In the
seventies a few of these outer island associations combined with the Puerto Rican
Civic Club and the Puerto Rican Independent Association before they merged and
became UPRAH. 

Although UPRAH and the Puerto Rican Cultural Heritage Society are important
groups, they do not represent the entire Puerto Rican population. But because they
often serve the public function of speaking for Puerto Ricans, they have power beyond
their numbers. These Puerto Rican organizations have and continue to play an impor-
tant role in the history of Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i.

The members of UPRAH and the Puerto Rican Heritage Society are predomi-
nantly first and second generation Puerto Ricans. Currently, most members are in
their fifties, sixties, and seventies; only a few people under thirty are actively involved
in these organizations, and most are women.8 As noted earlier, it remains to be seen
what will happen once the first and second generations are no longer as active in pro-
moting these organizations.

THE PUERTO RICAN BASEBALL LEAGUE

In the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s baseball and other athletic sports such as boxing became
popular in Hawai‘i. Many excellent players were Puerto Ricans, which attracted a Puerto
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Rican audience and created a great deal of community interest and pride. One of the
most important accomplishments of the Puerto Rican Civic Club at that time was to
insure that the Puerto Rican Baseball League would have priority in the use of
Lanakila Park.

In the 1930s and 1940s baseball became so popular that local Hawaiian companies
offered jobs to the best athletes (Carr 1989: 279); the sport served as an avenue of
upward mobility for young people. During this time there were also women’s softball
leagues and the active participation of those pioneers inspired young women in high
schools and colleges to become more active in sports. Undoubtedly, baseball leagues
were an important source of family recreation and provided an enormous social sup-
port network for the Puerto Rican community. According to Albert Montalbo, a sec-
ond-generation local Puerto Rican who has been playing baseball at Lanakila Park
since the 1940s: “I have now played baseball for 50 years. Every Sunday during baseball
season I meet my compadres at Lanakila Park. I have known the kine [the likes of those
folk] for a long time. Our families socialize and go to church together.”

More Puerto Ricans have probably joined baseball leagues than Puerto Rican organ-
izations. While there is no doubt that baseball teams have been a steady source of eth-
nic continuity for Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i for at least two generations, their impor-
tance as an informal organization for the Puerto Rican community has declined in
recent years. Although Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i still enjoy playing baseball, it no
longer holds the same social prestige or possibility of upward mobility that it once did.
The women’s softball teams have disappeared altogether because a large number of the
women who played married soldiers during WWII and left for the mainland (Carr
1989: 280). Today, baseball is almost exclusively a male sport.9

“ALMA LATINA”: MUSIC, DANCE, AND THE MEDIA

“Kachi kachi,” or jibaro music, has also played an important part in maintaining
Puerto Rican cultural identity in Hawai‘i. The term “kachi kachi” was coined by the
Japanese because of the onomatopoetic sound made by the scratching on the guiro
(Carr 1989: 231). Local Puerto Ricans always have composed music and built musical
instruments. One Puerto Rican artist, John Gary Guzman from the Big Island, is
renowned for his talent in crafting cuatros. Puerto Rican musicians have also organized
many popular local bands, such as Los Compadres and Second Time Around (led by
John Ortiz), and the Jaricans and Latin Gentlemen (directed by Tony Dias). Although
to our knowledge there are currently no women’s bands, there have always been out-
standing female vocalists such as Loyita, who is from Puerto Rico, and Chicky Dias, an
“honorary” Puerto Rican. Puerto Rican music is quite popular among other locals in
Hawai‘i, and it is often played at parties, luaus, and cultural celebrations. Puerto Rican
music and folklore is also performed at shopping malls and churches. 

Although most third generation (and younger) Puerto Ricans are not consistently
involved in Puerto Rican organizations, many are active in the music scene. Third gener-
ation Kathy Montalbo-Marzan, for example, has her own Puerto Rican folklore dance
ensemble. She teaches young women traditional Puerto Rican dances like the plena and
bomba, and plays an instrumental role in keeping Puerto Rican folk culture alive in
Hawai‘i.10 Although the locals tend to play kachi kachi, in recent years salsa, the Latin
music played in the U.S. mainland, has also become popular in Hawai‘i at military dances.

There is no doubt that the radio program, “Alma Latina,” aired locally on the
National Public Radio station, has been influential in maintaining and perpetuating
Puerto Rican identity among Hawai‘i’s local people. “Alma Latina” executive producer
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Nancy Ortiz has been on the air now for over 25 years. Originally, she catered almost
exclusively to the Puerto Rican community in Honolulu. However, as the Latino/a
population has diversified over time, she has expanded her music repertoire to include
cumbias and other Latin American musical forms. 

Other Puerto Ricans and Latinos/as also have promoted Puerto Rican and Hispanic
culture and ethnic identity through the media. Among them are Ray Cruz, “Franky”
and “Margarita,” who disc jockey at many military dances, and have been around the
Puerto Rican music scene in Hawai‘i for numerous years. Jose Villa is one of the
founders of the Hispanic Newsletter and the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce.
Another is Pedro Valdez, former director of “Que Pasa Hawaii” Public Television; the
current director of the U.S. Navy local TV Channel, he has done some excellent work
in documenting the Puerto Rican Centennial activities. “Da lion” Productions
announces all of the Latino/a music activities on Oahu on the web. It serves as a net-
work for salseros, people who love to dance salsa. Latinos/as such as these, comprised
mostly of Puerto Ricans and Mexican-Americans, have maintained an important pres-
ence as media producers for Puerto Ricans and other Latinos/as in Hawai‘i. 

THE PILGRIMAGE TO PUERTO RICO

On December 18, 1985, the Puerto Rican Heritage Cultural Society of Oahu and the Big
Island, under the respective tutelage of Blase Camacho Souza and Marion Kittelson, organ-
ized a pilgrimage to Puerto Rico with the combined efforts of Milagros Hernández in
Puerto Rico and many others. Approximately 50 first- and second- (and a few third-) gener-
ation Puerto Ricans, many of whom had learned Spanish, made a pilgrimage to Puerto Rico
to commemorate their parents’ and grandparents’ migration to Hawai‘i between
1900–1901.11 For Marion Kittelson, a local woman of Puerto Rican and Portuguese descent,
it was experienced as a significant and memorable trip by all of the participants: “This was
one of the most emotional experiences of my life. When we arrived all of these people
whose ancestors had not left Puerto Rico were waiting for us. They hugged and kissed us
and asked us what towns our grandparents and great grandparents were from.” 

This group experienced instant celebrity in their ancestral homeland. They were
welcomed by then-Governor Hernández Colón and participated in a non-stop cele-
bration in every town they visited during the holiday season, the most festive time of
the year in Puerto Rico. Their mission was to donate a plaque to the town of Guánica,
the port from which those first migrants embarked, which reads:

To honor the 5,203 Puerto Ricans who migrated from their beloved
homeland, Puerto Rico, to Hawaii in 1900–1901 to work on sugar plan-
tations. Faced with hard economic times, these brave Borinquenos
searched for ‘the better life’ for themselves and their families.

The plaque also includes a poem, originally written in Spanish, by a first generation
Puerto Rican poet, Tanilaus Dias,12 who was born on the Big Island: 

I am a poor Hawaiian from the Hawaiian islands
and the pride that befalls me is being a son of Borinquen.

THE PUERTO RICAN CENTENNIAL

The Centennial celebration highlighted the many contributions of Puerto Ricans to
Hawaiian society with a series of cultural and social activities that were held throughout
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the year in Oahu, Maui, Kauai, and the Big Island.13 It culminated in an elegant gala
where people from all walks of life participated. In addition to celebrating the dura-
bility and progress of their culture in Hawai‘i, for many Puerto Ricans the Centennial
also highlighted the question of how Puerto Rican ethnic identity can and should con-
tinue in the future and the meaning of ethnic identity, in general, in a multicultural
society. The Hawaiian Puerto Rican Centennial thus served as a consciousness-raising
event, reminding Puerto Ricans and others that they have been in Hawai‘i for one hun-
dred years and are still an active community. In addition to the ethnic pride generated
by the Centennial, another positive outcome has been the increased degree of com-
munication and collaboration between Puerto Rican organizations in Oahu and those
in Maui and Kauai, a level of collaboration that did not exist prior to the Centennial
Celebration (Personal communication, Faith Evans 2000). 

Examined in the broader context of the Puerto Rican organizations in Hawai‘i, the
Puerto Rican Centennial is even more significant than it may initially appear. It galva-
nized the energy of the young and old, and attracted Puerto Ricans to its social and cul-
tural activities who have never been members of Puerto Rican organizations and who
do not usually attend such events. However, it remains to be seen whether the
Centennial will increase the membership of UPRAH and the Puerto Rican Heritage
Society and/or raise ethnic consciousness among the general Puerto Rican population.

Whether or not Puerto Rican cultural organizations are able to sustain high levels
of membership in the future, a sufficient number appear to have established viable
infrastructures that will enable them to maintain a presence in Hawai‘i for some time
to come. Nevertheless, contemporary Puerto Rican social life is unlike that of the
plantation era when ethnic awareness was political as well as cultural and occurred in
the context of ethnic coalitions. Today, among most Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i, there is
little or no cultural politics (or politics of ethnic identity). Puerto Rican organizations
appear to be more oriented toward perpetuating cultural pride than in organizing
Puerto Ricans politically and in lobbying for their interests. 

Are Puerto Ricans in Hawaì i still “Puerto Rican”…

On an ethnic level Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i maintain part of their heritage through
their cuisine and music. They prepare their traditional food—“ganduri rice” (arroz con
gandules/rice with pigeon peas), “pateles” (pasteles) and bacalao salad (ensalada de
bacalao/codfish salad)—and many also listen and dance to old style “jibaro” music, known
in Hawai‘i as “kachi kachi,” which their ancestors brought with them from Puerto Rico.

Like other ethnic groups in Hawai‘i, Puerto Ricans also continue to place a strong
emphasis on the family rather than on the individual. They still celebrate traditional
holidays such as Three Kings Day. As mentioned above, many maintain involvement in
a number of cultural organizations. Although Puerto Rican political power is modest,
reflecting the small size of the community, the community does have some signifi-
cantly influential political leaders who represent its interests, such as former State
Representative Alex Santiago, Faith Evans, and others.

…or are they becoming more local?

The counter evidence to the maintenance of a solid Puerto Rican identity is that
local cultural events are rarely just Puerto Rican; they are usually a mélange of
music, food, and dance from Puerto Rican and other local cultures. As we have
seen, Puerto Ricans have not only contributed to local culture but they have also
have been influenced by it, freely integrating other groups’ foods and customs into
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their own. For example, Puerto Ricans eat “pateles” with Korean “kim chee”, pour soy
sauce (“shoyu”) on their “bacalao”, remove their shoes in Japanese custom, and at wed-
dings dance to both “kachi kachi” music and Hawaiian slack key guitar.

Another example of the rich amalgam that constitutes local culture is the music
scene throughout Hawai‘i. The creative quality of local musicianship, a fusion of tradi-
tional Hawaiian, jazz, pop, reggae, salsa, and other styles, is at a very high level. Puerto
Ricans have contributed to this mix for many years. According to local musician and
retired Navy master diver, John Ortiz, “Elements of Puerto Rican music have found
their way into recent songs of the popular Hawaiian musician, Willie K” (Interview
with John and Nancy Ortiz 2000). 

The cultural syncretism that Puerto Ricans experience as part of local culture is espe-
cially apparent at local weddings and other events where different rituals, traditions,
and food exist side by side. The following description of a wedding Iris attended exem-
plifies the degree to which cultural syncretism has come to typify local cultural events.

During the summer of 1998, Iris attended a Balgas’ family wedding on the Big Island
(Hawai‘i) where Puerto Rican, Tahitian, Filipino, Hawaiian, and Chinese foods and
customs were represented and celebrated side by side. The groom was Puerto Rican
and his wife was of Filipina and Hawaiian heritage. During the ceremony the bride and
groom dressed in the traditional white wedding gown and veil and western tuxedo.
However, the reception began with a Tahitian drum performance. During this per-
formance the bride changed into a traditional grass skirt and danced with a group of
women from her dance ensemble. After the performance the bride changed back into
her wedding gown and veil and danced to Puerto Rican or “kachi kachi” music, per-
formed by a Puerto Rican band, El Leo and the Jarican Express, led by Tony Dias. At
one point the bride and groom took a break from dancing to Latin music to perform
the traditional western garter belt ritual. After more dancing, all the relatives partici-
pated in the Chinese custom of giving the newlyweds money. The relatives of the bride
and groom formed one line in the front of the hall and each one passed paper money
in her/his mouth to the groom, who passed it from his mouth to that of the bride. At
the end of the wedding the bride and groom cut and fed each other the wedding cake
in the traditional western style. According to the local people who attended, this mul-
ticultural celebration employing various ethnic rituals side by side (in syncretic style)
was typical of local weddings (Anthony Dias, personal communication, 1998). 

The popularity of one kind of Puerto Rican food, pasteles, provides an example of
cultural synthesis and demonstrates the extent to which Puerto Rican customs have
become an integral part of local culture. (A pastel is like a tamale. However, instead of
being made of corn, the masa (dough) is made from grated green bananas). In the
Kalihi-Palama locale of Honolulu, on the corner of School and Gulick streets, there is
a small, local “patele” shop. The Patele Shop is owned by an 84 year old Hawaiian,
Chinese, Portuguese woman, Elizabeth Souza, and her half-Hawaiian, half-Irish hus-
band, Ross, who run the shop with members of their extended family and one or two
employees. Elizabeth grew up on a sugar plantation in Maui. When she was a little girl
her “aunty” married a Puerto Rican man and moved to the Puerto Rican quarter of the
plantation, and whenever Elizabeth went to visit her aunty, she watched and learned
how to make pasteles. (She also learned a little Spanish that she still recalls.) Later in life
she sold them door-to-door until she and her daughters opened the shop in Kalihi
(Honolulu) in 1983.14

In this shop they have adopted “pateles” to local style, creating an entirely new prod-
uct (the synthesis mentioned earlier). Not only do they make traditional pork pateles,
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tied up in Hawaiian ti leaves, but they also make chicken, vegetarian, and curry (spicy
or mild) pateles, which they serve with “ganduri” rice and bacalao salad. In the U.S.
mainland and Puerto Rico, pasteles are not served with a bacalao salad and, traditional-
ly, Puerto Ricans only cooked and ate pasteles on special occasions. Today pateles are
part of the daily local diet in Hawai‘i. 

In addition to its food being “ono,” (a popular local term derived from the Hawaiian
word for “delicious”), this shop is significant because it was the first one established in
Hawai‘i exclusively for the sale of Puerto Rican food. An “institution” that opened in the
1930s was Joe Ayala’s Tavern, a popular Puerto Rican hangout that served food (including
pasteles), alcohol, and provided “kachi kachi” music for entertainment. Since Elizabeth’s
patele shop opened, a few others have appeared on other parts of the island—one of the
newest is “Aunty’s Puerto Rican Kitchen,” located in Honolulu’s Chinatown.

Are local Puerto Ricans able to maintain their local identity 
in the face of globalization…

An example of how Puerto Ricans and other locals have been able to successfully
maintain their local identity in the face of the commodifying forces of globalization is
through their participation in the Plantation Village Museum. Puerto Ricans and
other locals have been directly involved in shaping this museum. Located in the west-
ern part of Oahu, the museum is set up as a series of houses built around a square, with
each house representing a different camp in which the early twentieth century immi-
grants lived. “La casita,” as the local Puerto Ricans call theirs with pride, typifies the
life of Puerto Ricans at that time. Locals who grew up on sugar plantations serve as
guides for the tourists walking around this pleasant setting and develop an impression
of the living conditions of the early Japanese, Portuguese, and Puerto Rican families.
The houses are decorated with furniture and cooking utensils donated by the locals
themselves. In addition to providing the guided tours and caring for “la casita” by
cleaning it and maintaining the grounds, Puerto Rican locals are also able to hold spe-
cial cultural activities in the Plantation Hawaiian Village.15 For example, last year the
Puerto Rican Centennial Committee organized a dance in the social room of the plan-
tation museum, which represents the local hall where the earlier immigrants had held
their own special social events, such as baptisms and weddings. This was a personal and
exciting way for local people to participate and interact within these museum walls.16

Perhaps in the future the Plantation Hawaiian Village will provide an even more
comprehensive presentation in order to provide locals and tourists a greater under-
standing of local peoples’ struggles. In view of the personal histories of the Village
guides, some of whom are familiar with those struggles, it would be useful to educate
tourists about the history of massive strikes and labor resistance that occurred on
sugar plantations throughout the archipelago during the early part of the twentieth
century as workers fought side by side for better wages and more humane living con-
ditions (Takaki 1984).

…or is their identity becoming more defined by globalization?

Globalization has succeeded in shrinking the world— for both better and worse. It
has improved the standard of living for many and brought diverse groups together. In
Hawai‘i, globalization led to the development of a local culture that gave rise to a mul-
ticultural society at a much earlier date than its development in the mainland United
States. Puerto Ricans and other locals have been at the forefront of this multicultural
aspect of globalization.
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At the same time, it must be acknowledged that globalization contributes to the dis-
solution of ethnic/local culture through the promotion of a mass-mediated, consumer
culture that threatens the aloha spirit of Hawai‘i. The rich and complex Polynesian cul-
ture, for example, has already been reduced to something quaint and entertaining
(Trask 1993). The different approaches used by the Plantation Village Museum and the
Polynesian Cultural Center exemplify the contrast between cultural endeavors devel-
oped by and for the use of local people as a source of aloha and sharing and one geared
to selling Hawai‘i to tourists. 

The Polynesian Cultural Center represents an example of how local culture is appro-
priated, repackaged, and sold back to Hawaiians, locals, and tourists. In the same way,
aspects of Hawaiian culture such as lei’s, luaus, and hula performances have become
commodified, while corporate America uses the Hawaiian language, dance, and a
romanticized and oversimplified concept of aloha to sell vacations and condominiums,
and promote tourism in Hawai‘i (Trask 1993). 

The Polynesian Cultural Center reflects the Walt Disney jingle, “It’s a small world after
all.” The irony of this slogan is that, in fact, globalization has shrunk the world in the same
way the Center reduces the complexity of Polynesian cultures to mere blurbs. The
Cultural Center is a good illustration of the way corporate America sponsors ethnic iden-
tities (Dávila 1997). The Center stages live performances by Hawaiians, Samoans, Fijians,
and people from Tonga, every 15 minutes to 30 minutes; each ethnic group is thus reduced
to a perfect Kodak moment. A Hawaiian hut and a parade of hula dancers represent
Hawaiian culture. Tourists leave the center without any inkling about Hawai‘i’s history of
social oppression, ethnic conflict, or the attempts by locals to overcome these problems.
They remain unaware, for example, of how the Hawaiian economy is struggling, of the
existence of an active Hawaiian sovereignty movement in Hawai‘i today, and of the dif-
ferent ways that Hawaiians continue to resist commodification. In this sense globaliza-
tion has contributed to the severing of culture from politics by portraying sanitized ver-
sions of culture removed from their organic link with political struggle.

In contrast to its polished commercial image as a beautiful island paradise, Hawai‘i’s
beaches are overcrowded with cars and people and it is becoming more polluted every-
day. It is one of the most expensive places to live in the United States and the average
person earns a substandard income (Keesing 2000). Hawai‘i imports food and other
basic necessities due to its dependent and poorly diversified economy constructed
first by the HSPA and perpetuated by current corporate interests. Hawai‘i’s costly and
overly dependent way of life is the outcome of a tourist based economy that has used
the best land and water for resort development, golf courses, and other amenities for
tourists at the price of decent affordable housing for its local residents (Kent 1993).
The tourist industry has driven the price of land up so high that the average local fam-
ily cannot afford a home. As the economy shrinks due to globalization, there are fewer
paths of mobility for everyone. Opportunities are even more limited for Puerto Ricans
and other ethnic minorities who have not attained more than a high school degree.
With its freeways, traffic jams, malls, and condominiums Hawai‘i has begun to look
more like other states on the mainland, and local residents have become increasingly
indistinguishable from other globalized citizens. As Haas argues, within this competi-
tive society Puerto Ricans are characterized as an oppressed ethnic minority because
they fall behind in levels of education, income, and home ownership in comparison to
more successful ethnic groups. 

Along with other locals Puerto Ricans partake of globalized corporate culture that
glosses over political and economic inequities such as McDonalds’ fast food, Nike
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sneakers, and the new Jennifer Lopez’ line of clothing for Latinos/as found in shopping
malls and superstores and advertised through the mass media. And like others, Puerto
Ricans accept sanitized mass-mediated versions of their own culture such as that exem-
plified by pop singer Ricky Martin or the television show Bay Watch filmed on Hawai‘i
(Dávila 1997). Therefore, it is not surprising that the Puerto Ricans we worked with, like
other people there, do not identify themselves as oppressed ethnic minorities.

Conclusion 

Puerto Rican identity in Hawai‘i is a contested terrain that is constantly changing
and evolving. At this point in time it is difficult to assess whether Puerto Ricans will
“disappear,” undergo revitalization, or, as we believe they will, redefine what it means
to be Puerto Rican in Hawai‘i. 

It is important to recognize the extent to which local culture in Hawai‘i is unique in
that it partakes of both cultural synthesis and cultural syncretism. The synthesis of local
culture is reflected in the language, the common geographical space that people call
home and, to a degree, some of the ethnic customs that local people share (such as
removing their shoes when they enter their own or someone else’s home). Syncretism
occurs when people emphasize certain ethnic practices over others, and mark them as
distinct practices that exist side by side. With respect to the question of whether Puerto
Ricans are maintaining their ethnic identity or becoming more local, the unique nature
of local culture allows both to occur. This is also true for all other ethnic groups in
Hawai‘i because ethnic and local cultures co-exist and overlap with considerable fluidi-
ty. Local culture is what the people of Hawai‘i share in common; and their individual
ethnic heritages are what give local culture its varied flavors. On the one hand, within
this tolerant and flexible local culture, people can borrow some aspects of each other’s
ethnic culture; on the other hand, each ethnic group can retain certain aspects of its
ethnic heritage as its own, for example, for Puerto Ricans the celebration of Three
Kings Day illustrates this form of syncretism. As Puerto Ricans and other locals con-
tinue to consume global culture they will, to an extent, partake in a way of life that
emphasizes individualism and competition over the more communal values of sharing,
acceptance, and compassion valued in local culture. This dynamic is most clearly evi-
dent among the younger (third through fifth) generations. These generations of Puerto
Ricans recognize and sometimes embrace their Puerto Rican heritage, while identify-
ing strongly with local culture and being influenced by the global economy. In framing
the complex relationship between local and global culture it is important to avoid ide-
alizing local culture and aloha or vilifying globalization altogether—instead, we must
develop a more complex analysis that acknowledges the ongoing processes of syncreti-
cism and synthesis that flow between local and global cultures. Puerto Ricans are both
local and global citizens in the sense that they are part of local culture and partake fully
in twenty-first century life with all its technology and popular global culture.

There are then a number of different trajectories that Puerto Rican identity in
Hawai‘i might take. One is that Puerto Ricans might disappear via assimilation as Carr
suggests (1987). In some cases this might occur as Puerto Ricans identify more strong-
ly either with another ethnic group or with local culture as a whole. A second possibil-
ity, and one that the majority of Puerto Ricans with whom we worked would prefer, is
a revitalization of the Puerto Rican community in which the upcoming generations
will eventually step up to the plate and continue to do the cultural work done by the
first, second, and some of the third generation Puerto Ricans. There is some evidence
that this process is occurring in certain areas. A third prospect is based on the fact that
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the third, fourth, and fifth generations are choosing mores, traditions, and customs
from several ethnic backgrounds (Silva & Camacho Sousa 1982: 88). Our own predic-
tion is that local Puerto Ricans will expand their definition of what it means to be
Puerto Rican to include more than one ethnic identity and one set of cultural beliefs.
In this scenario individuals of Puerto Rican descent would continue to identify strong-
ly with their Puerto Rican heritage, while also relating to their Chinese, Japanese,
Filipino, Korean, Samoan, Portuguese, Hawaiian, and other ethnic backgrounds. To
varying degrees all three processes are taking place today.

What it means to be Puerto Rican in Hawai‘i is in the process of being reconfigured
by multiple social and cultural forces that overlap and interact on a number of different
levels. In adjusting to a unique multicultural society within a globalized world Puerto
Ricans are expanding their identity to include more than one ethnic heritage and more
than one culture—as the majority of local people already do today. Thus, to be Puerto
Rican in Hawai‘i may take on a broader multicultural meaning that embraces a wider
array of ethnic heritages. In order to appreciate this change it is necessary to depart
from a reified, essentialist notion of what it means to be Puerto Rican and who is Puerto
Rican. It also means assuming the role of global citizen. This means becoming conscious
of their status as an oppressed minority within both local and global contexts. The
meaning of Puerto Rican identity in a multicultural and global society will be manifest-
ed as the third generation of local Puerto Ricans and their children construct and nego-
tiate their Puerto Rican heritage in both cultural and political ways. 

Postscript:
Towards a Puerto Rican/Local/Multicultural/World Citizenship

Since local culture is already comprised of many local ethnic groups, coalition build-
ing among all local people in Hawai‘i might provide one arena within which ethnical-
ly-conscious Puerto Ricans could assist in the struggle for a more egalitarian, humane,
and inclusive society that addresses the problem of ethnic hierarchies. Although the
Puerto Ricans with whom we have worked are not likely to regard forging coalitions
with other locals as viable or practical at this time, it is not altogether unrealistic to
suggest that such coalitions could be formed. An effective progressive movement that
included Hawaiians and non-Hawaiians could take the best of both local and global
qualities (Kent 1993), building coalitions among groups based on their common back-
ground as local people. If progressive Puerto Ricans helped form this kind of coalition,
together they could help to create a movement similar to the one forged to combat the
Hawaiian Sugar Planters Association during the plantation era. In this way, the histo-
ry of collective labor struggle among local groups in Hawai‘i could become an inspira-
tion and a foundation for democratic change. As Kent says of these possibilities,

There [also] remain strong forces that fortify Hawaii’s integrity of place
and possibilities for the movement away from the vise of complete
dependency. ‘Localism’ continues to thrive; it constitutes a genuine alter-
native to the complete assimilation of Hawaii’s people by overseas capi-
tal and culture and for retention of integrity of place. Unified by
Hawaiian Creole English, music, food, life-style, collective memory, the
ocean and (as Erick Yamamoto says) the “goodness of Hawaii,” localism
stands in opposition to the agendas and projects of overseas corporations
and their collaborators in the Hawaii establishment (Kent 1993:198).
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Although Kent tends to dichotomize local culture and globalization, his overall
point is valid. For example, consider a scenario in which progressive Puerto Ricans,
ethnically-conscious locals and others form an inclusive coalition with groups such as
Malama Makua, an organization of residents and environmentalists that opposes the
U.S. Army’s bombing of the Makua Valley in Oahu (Meyers 2001, April 1). According to
Fred Dodge, a physician and a plaintiff in the lawsuit against the U.S. Army, and Karen
Young, a nurse, both of whom work in Wai’anae public health clinics: 

Hawaiian families were told to move out of the valley during World
War Two so that the Army could use it for practice. They were told
they could come back six months after the war ended. That war ended
56 years ago. This is symbolic of the arrogance of the United States
and its view of the natives. Inherent in the people’s struggle for an
Environmental Impact Statement from the military re their sixty-year
use of Makua, is knowledge of the history of the takeover of the king-
dom of Hawai‘i by the United States, and the crucial part the U.S. mil-
itary played in it (Karen Young, personal communication, 2001). 

Such a coalition, with the support of the Hawaiian Sovereignty Movement, and oth-
ers, could establish a link with those who are protesting the U.S. Navy’s bombing range
in the Puerto Rican island of Vieques as well as with environmental groups worldwide.
(In fact the Makua Valley coalition already has established a link with groups protest-
ing in Vieques.) A worldwide movement can challenge an important aspect of global-
ization, U.S. militarism, which threatens local and indigenous cultures and environ-
ments. At the same time, the Vieques struggle affirms the identity of locals with their
Puerto Rican heritage. An inclusive progressive movement would not only address the
legitimate historical grievances of the Hawaiians, it would also speak to the needs of all
local people and the human rights of people worldwide.
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This paper has benefited from the help of the following people: Norma Carr, Alice

Colón, Sarah Daniels, Arlene Dávila, Austin Dias, Faith Evans, Jeanette Fuente, Michael
Haas, Gail Hanlon, Gabriel Haslip-Viera, Miriam Jiménez Román, Elliot López, José
Sánchez, Caridad Souza, Maura Toro-Morn, Carmen Whalen, and Pat Zavella.
1 A local is a person of non-Hawaiian descent who is born in Hawai‘i. The only people
who can legally claim to be “Hawaiian” are those who can trace their Polynesian ancestry
to the indigenous occupants of the archipelago at the time of first western contact in 1778,
as described in Public Law 103–150, 103rd Congress, S.J. Res. 19 (12 November 1993). Prior to
1993, the definition established by the Hawaiian Homesteads Trust Act of 1921 was that a
“Native Hawaiian” was any person with 50% or more blood quantum. Despite these institu-
tional definitions Hawaiians themselves have all kinds of different ideas about who is
Hawaiian and who is not (Sarah Daniels, personal communication, 2001). However
Hawaiians are the only sector of the population that can claim to be both Hawaiian and local.
2 Globalization also has some positive dimensions because even though it commodifies
people, it also reinforces diversity through amalgamation. In the mainland United States, for
example, it is more typical to see Chinese people cooking Mexican food than at any other time
in history. It is noteworthy that Puerto Ricans and other local people in Hawai‘i have been in
the forefront of this multicultural aspect of globalization since the early part of the twentieth
century as a result of the infusion of ethnic cultures into a unique multiethnic local culture.
3 The present Hawaiian Sovereignty Movement had it’s beginning in the Hawaiian Renaissance
of the 1970’s, when consciousness of the civil rights movement on the U.S. continent stimulated
grassroots organizing, most notably PKO, Protect Kaho‘olawe ‘Ohana, which sought to stop the
bombing of the island of Kaho‘olawe by the U.S. military (Sarah Daniels, personal communication
2001). One of its main goals was and is to recover the land the military had appropriated from their
ancestors. Although the movement is an important and widely recognized struggle in Hawai‘i, its
agenda focuses exclusively on Hawaiians and particularly on land issues. As noted earlier, according
to the Federal Government to be considered Hawaiian an individual must be able to trace their
Polynesian ancestry. Therefore, regardless of how many generations of Puerto Ricans and other
local people have lived in Hawai‘i they are not considered nor do they consider themselves
Hawaiian. Although the Puerto Ricans we worked with are sensitive to the injustices and injuries
suffered by the Hawaiians, they are not likely to actively support the cause because they feel that
the movement does not recognize their needs and those of other local people.
4 The Puerto Rican community we worked with in Hawai‘i is a small tightly knit group with
a strong sense of who they are and pride in their ethnic heritage. A warm and hospitable com-
munity, they opened up their homes and generously shared their lives with us. This communi-
ty has many reputable and well-established citizens; many own their own homes and have
retired from city or government jobs. This sector of the population has fared well in Hawai‘i.
For the most part they have graduated from high school. Their children also have graduated
from high school, some have gone on to college, and others have acquired some kind of spe-
cialized training. This community also has an unusually large number of gifted musicians,
poets, and artisans. According to the 1990 census Puerto Ricans are in a disadvantaged posi-
tion in comparison to some ethnic groups there. It is important to note that the Puerto Ricans
we worked with do not identify themselves as an oppressed ethnic minority in Hawai‘i. This
appears to be due to several reasons. First, they appear to have experienced more upward
mobility than the larger Puerto Rican population represented by the census data. Second, they
are slightly older (50+) and appear to be a more established sector of the Puerto Rican popula-
tion. In contrast to the larger Puerto Rican population in Oahu they are also affiliated with
Puerto Rican organizations and this may be correlated with upward mobility. In fact this
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cohort of first and second generation local Puerto Ricans may have experienced more upward
mobility than their children, grandchildren, and great grandchildren because they grew up at a
time of economic expansion especially during World War II, and were able to take advantage
of certain conditions that rarely exist today, such as affordable housing. Puerto Ricans are not
unique in this regard. This has been a nation-wide trend (Coontz 1992).
5 Aloha is a fluid process that varies with respect to the social environment. Therefore, in
order to avoid promoting a romanticized notion of aloha or local culture, given the intereth-
nic competition that exists in Hawai‘i today, it is important to question to what degree aloha
as been applied equally to everyone. As Beechert observes, new forms of injustice which are
present in contemporary Hawai‘i are capable of destroying the aloha spirit (1998).
6 We do not know the degree of significance of the relative purity of one’s ethnicity in a
multicultural society with a high degree of inter-marriage. The concept of “pure” Puerto
Rican is itself an erroneous one because Puerto Ricans are a mixture of Spanish, African,
and indigenous peoples.
7 In 2000 Blase Camacho Souza retired and Shirley Colon became president of the
Puerto Rican Heritage Society. Anthony Dias is the current director of Puerto Rican
Heritage Society on the Big Island (Hawai‘i Chapter).
8 Puerto Rican women are very active as leaders in these organizations. Future research
will explore the important roles that women have played in maintaining and leading Puerto
Rican organizations.
9 Last year Raymond Pagan, a respected community leader, organized an excellent his-
toric photographic exhibit on male baseball and female softball players, and other Puerto
Rican athletes in Hawai‘i. It was exhibited at the UPRAH headquarters.
1o Young women like Julie Robley have also become involved with maintaining Puerto Rican
culture and cuisine. Her mother, Laura Martin-Robley, (with George Garcia) compiled a book
on Puerto Rican food, Recipes from the Heart of Hawaiis Puerto Ricans (UPRAH, 1999).
11 Since the 1940s Puerto Ricans from Puerto Rico have intermittently visited Puerto
Ricans in Hawai‘i. A few years prior to the 1985 pilgrimage a smaller group of Puerto Ricans
from Hawai‘i led by Raymond Pagan visited Puerto Rico for the first time. The question these
pilgrimages raise is the extent to which they contribute to the ethnic consciousness of the
participants and other local Puerto Ricans in Hawai‘i. This will require further investigation.
12 Tanilaus Dias wrote in the tradition of the d cima, a form of poetry popular in Puerto
Rico during the turn of the twentieth century that was brought to Hawai‘i by Carlo Mario
Fraticelli and his contemporaries (See Dias essay in this issue).
13 Faith Evans, a political leader of Puerto Rican and Portuguese descent and the first
President-appointed female United States Marshall, chaired the Centennial Commission.
14 The Kalihi-Palama district was one of the first areas Puerto Ricans moved to when they
left the sugar plantations after World War II. As they became more upwardly mobile, they
moved to various parts of Oahu and to the other Hawaiian islands (Silva and Camacho Souza
1982:87). A small contingent of Puerto Ricans still lives in the Kalihi-Palama district today.
15 Puerto Ricans such as Blase Camacho Souza, the Colons, Montalbos, and other fami-
lies have taken care of “la casita” with painstaking dedication. Johnny Colon, a youthful
man in his early seventies, gave us a tour of the plantation and we spent many pleasant
hours talking about his family history.
16 Similarly, the Honolulu Academy of Arts, under the associate directorship of David J.
de la Torre, has sponsored numerous Centennial and other community activities. These
functions educate the local Puerto Rican community about their culture and help them
sustain their identity.
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