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I’m not Hawaiian. I’m from Hawaii. 

  

The place I call home is Hawaii. But I am not Hawaiian. I am a Japanese-American from 

Hawaii with ancestors deeply rooted in the diverse history and culture of the small island state 

that I will always call home.  As I find myself in a transitional period of my life, moving from 

city to city, being immersed in new cultures, pursuing my dream, I hope to never lose sight of 

my identity.  This project has allowed me to focus on the qualities that make Hawaii a unique 

and special place. It has become a venue for investigating its history and it has given me a deeper 

understanding of my place in this diverse culture.  More importantly, it has given me a greater 

appreciation of the people and culture in my home state.  My investigation may not be complete 

but it is a start.   

My home is Hawaii, but I did not realize what the term “home” really meant to me until I 

moved away. Born and raised on the island of Maui, I was immersed in a diverse, multi-ethnic 

community.  I grew up among people of different color and cultures, but the colors and cultures 

were transparent. I never saw my friends as “white”, “brown”, “yellow” or “black”. They were 

all just friends.   

Leaving home for the first time to attend college in San Diego, California I never thought 

I would struggle with homesickness.  Being able to leave the secluded island in the Pacific 

Ocean was actually very exciting to me.  That excitement was slowly trumped with the desire to 

have the same community feeling that I did back at home.  I did not feel at “home” in San Diego 



until my last year of college. When I finally found my place in that community, it was time for 

me to move again.  Now, I find myself living in a completely different community and once 

again, making an effort to make a new “home.” 

         New York City, as diverse and culturally rich as it is, seems to be missing something.  As 

exciting as this city is to live in and be a part of on a daily basis, nothing can compare to the 

warm community feeling that I experience when I am in Hawaii.  The island of Maui that I come 

from is actually very similar to the island of Manhattan where I currently reside.  Manhattan and 

Maui are both small in landmass, populated with people of various cultures and 

backgrounds.  Tourists are excited to be in “The Big Apple” just as they are excited to be on the 

beaches of Hawaii. Both Manhattan and Maui have a history of immigrants. I do notice a 

difference, however, in how the people have created lives for themselves.  After living here for 

the past five months, I have noticed that all these different groups have come and learned to live 

together, but not with one another.  There seems to still be a separation between these groups 

living in the same space.  Within Manhattan there is Little Italy, Chinatown, Korea Town and 

sections where certain groups tend to converge to make a home. Multiple groups are here, but 

each community seems to have their own section within a larger space. 

         Hawaii, rather than having sections of space designated for certain groups has developed 

a stronger feeling of community.  There is a reason why Hawaii is called the “melting pot” of the 

Pacific Ocean—the cultures appear to blend and melt to form the unique “Hawaiian culture.” 

Today, you can find people from various cultural backgrounds who compose Hawaii’s 

population. According to the U.S. Census in 2010, Hawaii recorded having 23.6% of the 

population reporting being of two or more races, compared to New York’s 3% (US Census 

2010).  These numbers suggest further investigation of how the blending of multiple races 



occurred in Hawaii—something I never paid much attention to while living there all my life.  So 

how did Hawaii come to have such a diversified community? In order to find where we are 

today, I found it important to look back into the history of Hawaii. 

         Although we often call people from California,  “Californian” people from Oregon, 

“Oregonians”, and people from Texas, “Texans”, the same does not apply to people from 

Hawaii. The difference in classification comes when someone is talking about the state of 

Hawaii and the Native Hawaiians who inhabited the islands before Captain Cook and the 

missionaries arrived. The term “Hawaiian” is reserved to identify only those who can trace their 

ancestry back to the ancient Hawaiians.  As the years went on, “Hawaiian,” was more loosely 

used to describe things that have become embedded from an outsider’s perspective of the state of 

Hawaii.  There is the “Hawaiian Pizza” topped with ham and pineapples, the “Hawaiian Grass 

Skirt” that replicates the traditional Hula skirt, the “Hawaiian Luau” that is decorated with Tiki 

torches, sculptures, and drinks with little umbrellas.  Yes, these are definitely things found in 

“Hawaii” but they are not all truly “Hawaiian.”  They help to make up a unique culture of 

Hawaii that has developed over years of interlacing customs of people who moved to 

Hawaii.          

 The roots of the unique Hawaii Culture began to form with the start of Immigration.  In 

the 1880’s, with the promise of a better life, waves of immigrants started coming to work in 

Hawaii.  Major groups coming from Japan, China, Philippines, and Korea were brought over to 

work in Hawaii’s growing Sugar Industry.  In 1853, indigenous Hawaiians made up 97% of 

Hawaii’s population (The Library of Congress). By 1923, the native Hawaiians were only 16% 

of the total population of Hawaii, with the majority of residents being Japanese.   This trend of 

immigrants continued as the sugar industry began to grow and workers were 



needed.  Immigrants came to Hawaii thinking they would be able to return home after making 

money working on the plantation. This opportunity was hard to pass up. However, work turned 

out to consist of long days with very little reward. Many could not make enough money to return 

home, so they continued to work on the plantations. 

         One promise that was kept was a place to live.  Workers were given a home in the 

Plantation Camps—series of homes built so workers could easily get to the fields.  Long days 

were spent in the fields, but once they returned home, workers could spend time with their family 

and others in the camps.  In the beginning, camps were separated by ethnicity, but slowly 

workers started to integrate, communicate, and start to live amongst one another.  These workers 

who continued to live in Hawaii started to settle in and have families.  Eventually they were able 

to develop businesses and other forms of work that took them out of plantation work and 

solidified their future life in Hawaii. 

         The plantation camps are where many of the customs that the people of Hawaii share 

started to take shape. In Hawaii, we remove our shoes before entering a house. This is an eastern 

tradition, but it is rare to see families who do not take part in this custom.  The people in Hawaii 

also speak “Pidgin.”  Pidgin English is a simplified language that developed during the 

plantation days.  The “broken English,” was a solution to several groups who spoke different 

languages and needed a form of communication (Sakoda, 2). 

The further I move east, away form Hawaii, people seem less familiar with Hawaii and 

the demographics of the people.  I am Japanese, but I am from Hawaii.  When I tell people I am 

Japanese, they sometimes think my parents are from Japan, but never do they guess 

Hawaii.  They sometimes even ask, “There are Japanese people in Hawaii?” The history of 

Hawaii, and how it became a state of immigrants is not told often.  What people believe is what 



they see in the media, when really much of the portrayal of Hawaii in mass media culture is 

false.  The richness of how Hawaii became what it is today is lost.  Moving away from home and 

encountering a lot of different people made me realize that I am in a position to tell people about 

where I am from.  There is an opportunity to share the truth about my home and not just what 

someone can see on TV. 

History is told from the start to finish.  Open a book and you see things from the 

beginning to the end. However, I believe that a better way to explain something is to begin from 

where we are now, and taking steps backwards to see where it started. My project tells the story 

of how Hawaii became so diverse by creating an interactive book.  

  A book is an important form to display historical information because we often learn 

facts from reading.  A book has many pages and is binds a story—there is a clear beginning and 

an end.  This mimics that there is a sense of time put into the story that is being told.  Books 

allow readers to pace themselves when engaging in the content.  Readers can choose to see all 

the information or no information.  They can do a quick flip through of pages and see what 

catches their eye, or they can fully be immersed in the content.  By having an interactive book 

with multiple layers of interaction does not just reflect he complexity of the story being told but 

also provides a different interface for the reader.  Providing different ways of interaction also 

gives the chance to work the conventions of paper computing into the project. 

Paper computing is a new medium that allows computational and electronic 

augmentation.  When working in these systems into a book form, it allows for three-dimensional 

and mechanical interactivity (Buechley and Qi 121).  Working with paper allows a challenge for 

including circuitry but it also opens doors for complex paper structures.  Jie Qi of the High-Low 

Tech Group at the MIT Media Lab has beautifully created five different pages of Pop-Up 



interaction where she was able to incorporate electronic interaction.  Pushing buttons to create 

sound, using pull-tabs to emit light, and incorporating bend sensors to trigger switches, the 

project was a nice exploration into the possibilities of paper computing.  Paper, although very 

simple and not as complex as a digital video, carries many possibilities.  Working with paper is 

delicate and the juxtaposition of this with programming is intriguing. I want to be able to explore 

these two mediums side by side because it can be used to enhance the content of the project.  

Growing up, I was always much more excited to read a pop-up book, or a book that made 

sounds rather than one with just pages.  Books with beautiful illustrations drew me in again and 

again.  In the same way, I think that creating a paper-computing book can do this for the 

viewer.  Since I am telling a story about history, I think having these aspects in my book will 

enhance the experience for the viewer and support the content found in the pages.  

Within each page of the book, there are multiple layers. Opening the book, there is text 

on the right and an image on the left.  By pulling out the image, the viewer reveals another layer 

of text and complements what was on the right.  In the process of figuring out how it was that I 

would reveal more information, it became a challenge to think through how circuitry could be 

included, yet concealed in the book format.  Although I was unable to fully complete the 

circuitry aspect, I think I formally figured out solutions to how it will work as I continue this 

project.  Each page is doubled, acting as a pocket where circuitry, batteries, and copper tape or 

conductive paint can be housed without being an eyesore to the viewer.  I used conductive 

copper fabric between each page so as the pages remained bent the conductivity will not 

weaken.  When using conductive paint and copper tape, I found that bending wears down the 

material and eventually it will not work as well. The computing and text is important but the 

other part that I considered is the image. 



The image on the left is not printed or drawn, but cut out.  My inspiration for this came 

from my interest in Japanese Woodblock printing.  Woodblock printing is a very tedious process 

that requires precision in order to create a clean final print. Eventually the layering in the printing 

process creates one final image.  I wanted to use this as a way to layer my pages and history of 

Hawaii. In further iterations of this project I want to be able to do more of this in my planning of 

the image.  This layering does not only allow the viewer to see each page individually, but is 

connected to how each part of the story I am telling is a result of events that came before.  I am 

not just layering images, but I am layering periods of history that have become important in the 

development of my community that I left back in Hawaii. 

My Japanese heritage is represented by the reference to Woodblock printing but also 

because the book opens from left to right, and not in the traditional western format of right to 

left.  This is important to me because the story I want to provide for the viewer works 

backwards.  As I moved away from home, struggled with homesickness, and overcame it, I 

believe that I had to take a few steps backwards in order to move forward.  I found it important 

to look back on what I had at home in Hawaii and how that was so different from the new 

environments I found myself in. In the same way, in order for others to understand Hawaii, they 

need to first understand what it is today. Not the commercialized view that everyone is familiar 

with, but what the culture brings to the life of the people who live there.  Once a person is able to 

understand that, they should be presented with the history of how that came to be.  

This story that I am trying to tell through this book is something that I never paid much 

attention to.  Growing up, I was always familiar with my surrounding.  I lived isolated in the 

Pacific Ocean and assumed that everyone knew what it was like to live in Hawaii.  By moving 

east, first to San Diego, and then further east to New York, and being posed with questions about 



life in Hawaii, I am given an opportunity to share with others the rich culture that I am 

from.  With this chance, I want to be able to tell the right story in an interesting way.  

In the first page of my book, I talk about Hawaii today. Hawaii, is a melting pot of 

cultures that allows people to appreciate each other’s background. The other text reads, 

“Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Portuguese, and Samoans, amongst many other ethnicities 

live together in Hawaii, but they are not Hawaiian.” What I wanted to show is through the image 

is how it is a mixture of many different ethnic groups, but people do not see that.  Instead people 

see the sand, surf, palm trees and sunsets.  Instead this just shows a wave and flower and how we 

see Hawaii as a beautiful place. 

The second big idea is about community and how that began in the Plantation 

Camps.  The first blending of multiple cultures occurred with the workers of different 

background and languages living closely together.  They learned from one another and adopted 

and created customs that have become embedded in the Hawaii culture.  For example, “Pidgin” 

is a mixture of Hawaiian, English, Japanese, Chinese and Portuguese used in the plantation days 

as a way for people of different languages to communicate.  The simplified language has become 

part of the Hawaii culture. Pidgin goin’ ste fo’ good, or Pidgin is not going anywhere. 

         Plantation camps would not have been created if it weren’t for the rise of the Sugar 

Industry.  In my third pages I wanted to discuss how sugar cane, first brought over by the 

Polynesians grew well in the climate of Hawaii.  The sugar cane industry grew and missionaries 

started plantations throughout Hawaiian Islands. As they saw this as a great economic 

opportunity, they did not see the effect it would have on the native Hawaiians.  When the image 

of the sugar cane is pulled out, the words reveal that as the industry grew land was slowly being 

taken away from the native Hawaiians. Sugar companies made deals with Hawaiian monarchs 



for land.  With more land being taken over for sugar more workers were needed to handle the 

crops. 

         Immigration is the next big step backwards in my book.  People often misunderstand that 

the people in Hawaii are all Hawaiian. The majority are immigrants who came from somewhere 

else.  The image put Hawaii in the middle and mimics everyone coming in to Hawaii from 

somewhere else.  The height of immigration occurred in the early 1800’s during the growth of 

the Sugar Cane Industry.   The workers, looking for a better life, signed contracts with Plantation 

companies. After arrival, the immigrants worked hard for little money and rarely found it 

possible to return to their home countries.  Imported labor forever changed Hawaii’s 

demographic make-up.  

         Before immigration, there was ancient Hawaii—home to the native Hawaiians and no 

one else.  Prior to missionaries discovering the islands, the indigenous Hawaiians were the only 

inhabitants to Hawaii.   People who can trace their ancestry back to the native Hawaiians are 

Hawaiian—everyone else is just from Hawaii.  The representational image would ideally be a 

representation of traditional Polynesian patterns.  

My final product is a work-in-progress that will allow me to build upon as I return 

home.  What will strengthen the end result of this project is being able to get feedback from the 

people of Hawaii.  As more generations are being born into Hawaii, the ones that have the stories 

and lived through the time periods I am describing are being lost.  As a child, my grandparents 

would vaguely talk about life as a child in the plantation camps.  I was uninterested in the topic 

at the time, but here I am now, wishing that I asked more questions back then.  I want to be able 

to visit museums and talk with historians who devote their jobs to documenting the plantation 

life.  



On the island of Maui, where I am from, we have the Alexander and Baldwin Sugar 

Museum (Alexander and Baldwin Sugar Museum).  When visiting their website I learned that 

there is a “Camp Registry” form that families are invited to fill out if they know anything about 

their ancestors on the plantation. Within this form is a section that asks for stories of plantation 

life. This information is not available digitally but I may help me in describing how the 

integration of multi-ethnic groups brought together people of different backgrounds and began to 

form Hawaii’s culture we know today. 

In searching for other exhibits in Hawaii that deal with this topic I discovered one at the 

Bishop Museum on the island of O’ahu.  Traditions and Transition opened in the fall of 2011, 

and time-lines Immigration to Hawaii, celebrating the stories of challenges and victory (The 

Bishop Museum).  A more formal presentation of Hawaii’s immigration this exhibit will timeline 

the highlights in Hawaii’s immigration history.  The exhibit also addresses how “the diversity 

brought by all ethnic groups who contribute to the economic strength and cultural multiplicity of 

Hawaii” (The Bishop Museum). This exhibit helps to clearly define that many people may be 

from Hawaii, but they are not Hawaiian.  

Working through the challenges on this project reflects the changes that I go through as I 

move myself from city to city.  The struggles that I face somewhat reflect the same feelings that 

my ancestors felt as they left their homeland of Japan and moved to Hawaii in search of a better 

life.  Making the same moves and migrating from state to state, I find myself enhancing my 

life.  I want to be able to depict through this project that I can also use my history as a way to 

explain to others about my home in Hawaii.  Encountering people of various backgrounds 

allowed me to experience how there is a disconnect between what is believed and the actual life 

in Hawaii.  Through the different stages that this project ended up going through, I still focused 



on community. The initial idea allowed me steps back to think about my personal 

history.  Additionally, I am not just talking about my personal history, but enriching the story to 

contain the actual history of Hawaii. 

I am not Hawaiian. I am from Hawaii. I hope that through this informative book, people 

will understand the difference and appreciate the rich, diverse, and unique place that I call home. 
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Trying out layering of colors and cut-outs: 

 
 
Final Prototype: 

 

 



 
 

 
 
 

 
 



Works Cited  
 

"Camp Registry." Alexander & Baldwin Sugar Museum. Alexander & Baldwin Sugar Museum. 
Web. 28 Nov. 2011. <http://www.sugarmuseum.com>.  

Franzen, David. "On Exhibit - Bishop Museum." Welcome to the Bishop Museum. Bishop 
Museum. Web. 7 Dec. 2011. 
<http://www.bishopmuseum.org/exhibits/onexhibit.html>.  

"Hawaii Quick Facts from the US Census Bureau." State and County Quick Facts. Web. 2 Dec. 
2011. <http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/15000.html>.  

"Immigration...Japanese: Hawaii - For Teachers (Library of Congress)." Library of Congress 
Home. Web. 28 Nov. 2011. 
<http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentati
ons/immigration/alt/japanese2.html>.  

"New York Quick Facts from the US Census Bureau." State and County QuickFacts. Web. 7 
Dec. 2011. <http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/36000.html>.  

Qi, Jie, and Leah Buechley. Electronic Popables: Exploring Paper-Based Computing through an 
Interactive Pop-Up Book. Electronic Popables: Exploring Paper-Based Computing 
through an Interactive Pop-Up Book. High-Low Tech Group. Web. 16 Nov. 2011. 
<http://hlt.media.mit.edu/?p=5>.  

Sakoda, Kent, and Jeff Siegel. Pidgin Grammar: an Introduction to the Creole Language of 
Hawai'i. Honolulu, HI: Bess, 2003. Print. 


