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Fulvia Sarnelli

Representations of the Massie/Kahahawai
Case: Recognizing Racial and Gendered
Conflicts in Honolulu

Also, while it was true that the attempt to regulate the sexuality of white women placed un-
chaste women outside the law’s protection, racism restored a fallen white woman’s chastity

where the alleged assailant was a Black man.
Kimberlé Crenshaw

The Massie/Kahahawai linked trials of rape and murder that began in 1931 in Hon-
olulu are a pivotal moment in the national imaginary construction of racial dy-
namics in Hawai‘i. The night between September 12 and 13, 1931, Thalia Fortescue
Massie, the wife of U.S. Naval officer Thomas Massie, claimed that she was beaten
and raped by a gang of Hawaiian men. Five local men in their twenties were tried
and then released when the jury could not reach a verdict, resulting in a mistrial.
In the racially inflamed atmosphere that followed, Thalia’s mother Grace Fortes-
cue, Thomas Massie, and two enlisted men abducted Joseph Kahahawai, one of
the accused, and shot him dead. Possessing “all the elements of myth,”¹ its story
has been told many times in journal articles, historical books, works of fiction,
and film renditions. Transitioning from one textual code to another, the story
still generates cultural meanings through continuous adaptations of its iconic ele-
ments and characters.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, an interest in the Massie/Kahaha-
wai case resurged as books (Black 2002, Stannard 2005), a play (Carroll 2004), and
a television documentary (Zwonitzer 2005) came out, raising a series of public dis-
cussions in Hawai‘i and, to a lesser extent, the continental US. In 2014 Hawaiian his-
torian John Rosa published Local Story: The Massie-Kahahawai Case and the Culture
of History which, in retelling the hi/story of the case, concentrates on the formation
of the “local” community and its identitarian, social, economic, and spatial differen-
ces from the haoles [white, foreigner]. In this essay, I use the information enclosed in
the aforementioned works. In that sense, my essay does not aim at adding new detail
to the history of the case; rather, I intend to collect Rosa’s suggestion that Massie/Ka-
hahawai is an unfinished story, by focusing on the elements within the core hi/story
that are reshaped, expanded, or reduced in more recent textual representations of
the case. Since transcodification does not simply re-use the code elements, but places

1 Stannard 2005, 22.
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them into contextual dynamics, I am especially interested in what remains and what
changes in the many adaptations, for it allows a reflection on the processes of sub-
jective (mis)recognition that different individuals and groups experience in terms of
authority, equality, and responsibility. At the same time, attention to the shifting el-
ements helps challenge the naturalization of any fixed identity, struggle, or politics
inherent to consolidated storytelling.

In the first part, I try to show that the two trials demand an acknowledgement
of power relations and capitalist development that connect the Hawaiian context
to the national one so that racial discourse circulating in different places in the
empire is enriched by the specific settings that are related to one another. The
newspapers of the time that condemned the five men accused of having raped Tha-
lia Massie are paralleled with a much later story, the 1986 made-for-television
drama Blood and Orchids, which features a white hero who fights the injustice
against local people of color and finally sets things right for them.

In the last few years, the Massie/Kahahawai case has been represented
through stories from local Hawai‘i people that approach the narrative in different
forms and media. In the second part of this essay, I focus on the two most recent
creative works that question the dominant haole narratives of the case by inter-
crossing them with local culture and feelings about the events, as well as with
local ways of narrating them. In 2017, poets Ann Inoshita, Juliet S. Kono, Christy
Passion, and Jean Yamasaki Toyama published What We Must Remember, a collec-
tion of renshi, or linked poems with commentaries, that collaboratively imagine
the perspectives of the players (people and objects) involved in the case, intimately
inviting to ho‘omana‘o [remember]. I finally look at the 2022 short film Ala Moana
Boys that for the first time tells the story from the viewpoint of the five defendants.

In analyzing the transcodifications of the Massie/Kahahawai narrative and its
key elements, I argue that in most rewritings, whereas racism figures prominently,
the common theory is that Thalia Massie fabricated the entire story of her rape, an
assumption that relies on her portrayal as a promiscuous party girl and a lying
drunkard, lacking the support of her family and unhappy with Hawaiian life.
Whether this characterization is true, Thalia is made into a token of the vindictive
racist white culture, as during the trial she was sanctified as a symbol of white in-
nocent womanhood. In the last part of this essay, I discuss how Kristiana Kahaka-
wila’s 2013 short story “This is Paradise” complicates both narratives. By reading
Kahakawila’s story in relation to the historical case, I argue that, on the one
hand, it draws a symmetry between the colored defendants and the raped
woman that allows to shift the focus from Thalia’s personality to the white male
power structure seeking for more regulation and control on both the island and
the mainland. On the other hand, as the short story is narrated by three groups
of Hawaiian women who cross paths with the young white American protagonist,
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Kahakawila takes the power of judging what happened away from masculine eyes.
In “This is Paradise,” a jury of peer women changes the dynamics of many rape
trials in which women become the object of scrutiny.

A racialized hi/story

In summarizing the Massie/Kahahawai case according to Stannard’s and Rosa’s ac-
counts, in this first part, I try to show how the issues at stake are constituted
through discursive relations of power connected to both the local and the national
context. The interrelationship within the cases between U.S. racism and white pat-
riarchy becomes the site where power is enacted and, as we shall see in the liter-
ary adaptations considered in parts two and three, importantly resisted. In fact,
the two discourses of the “racial melting pot” and fear of anti-haole violence, es-
pecially expressed as the imperialistic idea of the savage threat to white women,
are equally functional to haole hegemony. Analyzing how the cases were reported
by the American press of the Thirties and then retold in the 1986 tv-miniseries
Blood and Orchids, I invite to recognize the constants that perpetuate relations
of power within the empire. I would add gender to Amy Kaplan’s analysis that
“[r]acial discourses do not move in a unidirectional way with the outward course
of empire, but they circulate among different imperial sites to build, reinforce, and
contest meanings in relation to one another.”²

Beginning in the 1920s, the American government began to advertise Honolulu
as “a modern American city,”³ comparable to those on the continent, while guide-
books suggestively depicted Waikiki beach life as paradisiacal, thus doubling the
number of haoles then living on the islands. Among the new arrivals were military
personnel recruited to work at Pearl Harbor and other nearby bases as a way to
contrast Japanese imperialism in the Pacific with a domestic one. For American
militaries—almost all white—being sent to Hawai‘i at the time meant being posted
to a colony.⁴ The islands were a U.S. territory, where the majority of the population
was nonwhite, reflecting the economic mainstay of the sugar industry that was
based on the import of contract labor from China, Japan, Portugal, Korea, Puerto
Rico, and the Philippines. The job situation in Hawai‘i operated on a well-tried
model of capitalist exploitation that essentially pitted one minority against another

2 Kaplan 2002, 84.
3 U.S. Executive Assistant of the Interior Du Puy 1931, 19.
4 Stannard 2005, 67.
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so that cheap labor was always available.⁵ Consequently, the fact that still today the
population of Hawai‘i is ethnically diverse has historical roots. Instead, this colo-
nial situation was used as the basis for the “uniqueness” of Hawai‘i, or Hawaiian
exceptionalism, a parable inscribed in U.S. ideology, according to which Hawai‘i is
an experiment in race relations and democracy that came to symbolize a paradise
lacking legal segregation and racial violence.⁶ A colonial exceptionalism within the
American exceptionalism, the image of Hawai‘i as a paradise out of history has his-
torically been produced by capitalist development that dispossessed Hawaiians of
their land and turned them into entertainment workers in the tourist industry, im-
ported a multiethnic immigrant workforce, then represented all communities as
happy to live in the American(ized) melting pot. In this context, the Massie/Kaha-
hawai is a case in point.

Thalia Massie was the daughter of Roly Fortescue, a cousin of Theodore Roo-
sevelt, and of Grace Hubbard Bell, a niece of Alexander Graham Bell and heir to
his fortune. In 1927, sixteen-year-old Thalia married Thomas Massie, a twenty-two-
year-old Naval Lieutenant from Winchester, a Christian rural town in Kentucky.
When in 1930, he was transferred to Pearl Harbor, the Massies moved to a cottage
in the exclusive and mostly white Honolulu residential area of Manoa Valley. On
the night of September 12, 1931, Thalia was found wandering along Ala Moana
Road. She told the police that around midnight she had left alone a party where
she had gone with her husband, and while walking to the ocean, she had been ap-
proached by a car, abducted, beaten, and raped multiple times by five Hawaiian
men. She assured the policemen that she knew the difference between Hawaiians
and Asians, and she could tell that her assailants were Hawaiians, despite the
moonless night, her impaired vision, and her incapacity to describe them. She
also remembered a dark old car, very different from the light tan, new Ford A
model that the same night was involved in an accident in a different part of Hon-
olulu, but the police concluded that it had to be the same group of Hawaiians driv-
ing through town. The police, then, arrested five working-class local men of various
Asian Pacific ethnic identities: the son of Japanese immigrants, Horace “Shorty”
Ida had returned from Los Angeles for a visit to his family; Joseph “Kalani” Kaha-
hawai and Benedict “Flash” Ahakuelo were Native Hawaiian football players and
occasional boxers; David Takai was also Japanese and about to move to California;
and Henry Chang was of Hawaiian Chinese ancestry. All in their early twenties,
they called themselves the “Kauluwela boys” after their elementary school. Thalia
only identified as her assailants Joe Kahahawai and Henry Chang, the two who had

5 Takaki 1989, Fujikane/Okamura 2008.
6 See Fuchs 1961.
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called themselves Hawaiian. However, in the following days the islands’ most pow-
erful men, such as Navy Admiral Yates Stirling and industrial magnate Walter Dil-
lingham, having seen in the defense of white womanhood an opportunity to rally
for the preservation of haole privilege, got involved in the case; at that point, Thalia
began remembering many details that connected the five suspects to her case, in-
cluding a tan car with Ida’s plate number and Ahakuelo’s gold tooth.

Reconstructions of the events have demonstrated that the five men should not
have been accused at all, since early police investigations—through the interrogation
of witnesses, the absence of Thalia’s fingerprints in Ida’s car, and the medical anal-
ysis of the men’s genitals as well as Thalia’s herself—had already shown their extra-
neousness to the fact. However, an arrest was necessary to give culprits to the white
elite on the islands and to the audience that, thanks to newspapers and radio broad-
casts, was forming nationally. In view of the trial, Ben’s mother, Aggie Ahakuelo,
turned to Princess Abigail Wahiikaahuula Kawananakoa, the politically powerless
representative of Hawai‘i’s royalty that had been overthrown in 1893; she hired Wil-
liam H. Heen, a Chinese Hawaiian respected attorney. The trial officially known as
Territory of Hawaii v. Ben Ahakuelo et al. opened on November 16, 1931. Since the
evidence against the defendants was weak or deliberately fabricated and it was es-
tablished that the five young men were elsewhere present at the time of the rape,
the accusation of gang rape ended in a hung jury. The navy and the haole elite ex-
ploded in anger; Admiral Sterling and Grace Fortescue were outraged, for they con-
sidered the mistrial a personal and national humiliation.

Island and mainland white press started a huge sensationalistic campaign that
depicted the image of a paradise under siege: they described a crime epidemic es-
pecially directed at white women who risked being assaulted by gangs of savages,
while enlisted men patrolled the streets in search of dark-skinned men. In this
wave of hysteria, two acts of vigilantism were carried out. First, Horace Ida was
abducted and beaten by a group of navy men who wanted to extort a confession
from him; since he refused, he was left bleeding in the bushes. Honolulu Japanese-
language newspapers, Stannard informs, compared the attack on Ida to an at-
tempted lynching, thus linking the racially charged context of the U.S. South to
the climate in Honolulu.⁷ While the white press capitalized on accounts of alleged
racial and sexual violence, the U.S. Navy and local businessmen tried to gain com-
plete control of Hawai‘i, insisting on the need for increased regulation of the “too-
ethnically-diverse” population. In the Jim Crow era, the narrative that the local jus-
tice system had failed to protect white women from the lust of colored men found
space in a larger national framework that depicted racial tensions as a threat to

7 Stannard 2005, 427–428.
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white people and property. Americans on the islands and the continent found
striking parallels between the colonial context of Hawai‘i and the racial fears in
the ex-slave-holding South. By using Black “codes,” the newspapers, on the one
hand, instilled a sense of familiarity thus bringing the Hawaiian context close to
home, and on the other hand, promoted strong support for law and order, as
large numbers of Americans condoned the extralegal measures adopted by Navy
personnel.

Secondly, Grace Fortescue, Thomas Massie, and two Navy men, Edward Lord
and Deacon Jones, planning again to force a confession, kidnapped Joseph Kahaha-
wai, the darkest of the boys as it was commonly reported, and killed him with a
single gunshot to his chest. The police found Kahahawai’s naked body in the
back seat of Fortescue’s car, wrapped in a bundle of sheets. The trial, officially
called Territory of Hawaii v. Massie, Fortescue, Lord, and Jones, started in April
1932, generating colossal media coverage, also due to the celebrity status of Clar-
ence Darrow, the attorney hired to defend the four. Darrow pleaded for a verdict
of not guilty, arguing that, as a man of the South whose wife had been assaulted,
Massie had temporarily gone insane. Although it recommended leniency, the jury
found the defendants guilty of manslaughter. Minutes after being sentenced to ten
years’ imprisonment of hard labor in O‘ahu prison, the convicts were escorted to
‘Iolani Palace, where Territorial Governor Lawrence M. Judd, acting under intense
military and mainland political pressure, commuted their sentences to one hour
spent in his office. Within a week, all four and Thalia had left the islands and
never returned. A few months later, the Pinkerton investigation cleared the five
men, but the sense of injustice in the local community remained profound,
while for most Americans the case was closed.

Only in 1986, Blood and Orchids, the three-hour CBS tv-miniseries written by
Norman Katkov and based on his own novel, brought the case back to a wide
American audience. Besides changing the names so that the Massies are the Mur-
dochs, the film differs significantly from its paratext. I will focus on the intrafic-
tional elements that appear to reject racism but produce a transcodification that
ends up reinstating it anchored to gender, as both men of color and women are
saved by the white hero. At the opening, Hester Murdoch (Madeleine Stowe) leaves
a party accompanied by her husband’s best friend, a white Navy man. Hester tells
him that she is pregnant with his child and wants to leave her husband to start a
new family. Her lover, instead, demands an abortion, then beats her and leaves her
bleeding on the beach, where she is found by four Asian Hawaiian men who take
her to the hospital. There, Hester confesses the truth to her mother Doris (Jane
Alexander), but Doris, caring for her own reputation and business empire, fabri-
cates a story of rape. During the trial, before the jury can reach a verdict on the
four local men (interestingly one becomes Filipino), an enraged Lieutenant Mur-
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doch shoots the Native Hawaiian defendant John Liluohe in front of the entire
court. As Murdoch stands murder trial, defended by famous criminal attorney
Walter Bergmann, white-skinned, blue-eyed Detective Curt Maddox (Kris Kristof-
ferson) continues his investigation among Navy men: he suspects first Hester’s hus-
band and then his best friend, two hypotheses that were rumored during the real
case. Contrary to Thalia, Hester is represented as a naïve but honest girl, who re-
peatedly tries to confess the men’s innocence, while also absolving her lover. She is
a puppet in her evil mother’s hands until in court her conscience blurts out: “No!
They didn’t do it! They’re innocent!” which incriminates her husband. In the fi-
nale, she hangs herself in the bathroom. If the scene refers to the real Thalia,
who also took her life in 1963, dying of an overdose of barbiturates, the effect of
the movie is to create a rigid moral polarization. Thus, people can be individually
sympathized with or condemned, while the system of racial privilege remains un-
challenged.

The miniseries lets a heavy-accented Princess Luahine (Haunani Minn) de-
claim the sentence to the three acquitted men, as she rejoices: “something historic
happened […] I lived long enough to see a jury find a United States Navy officer
guilty of a crime in this Territory. And yesterday I heard a judge sentence that
Navy officer to ten years in prison.” However, success in this story goes to Captain
Maddox, who, after having tricked the doctor to confess that Hester was pregnant
way before her alleged rape, convinces her to reveal her real assailant. But Mad-
dox does not only prove the local men’s innocence; he arrests Doris for perjury and
conspiracy to obstruct justice, accusing her as follows:

You spent your whole life thinking that whatever you did and whoever you did it to is right,
nobody ever stopped you. You built the territory, so you figured you owned it and the people
on it […] But that’s ending. You can’t kill people, and you can’t whip them, and you can’t treat
human beings like they aren’t human. And that’s what you’ve been doing since you stole this
land from the people who found it. Just because your grandfather came off a ship eighty years
ago, doesn’t make you God. That’s all finished and so are you.

The racial and colonial issues thus resurface in Blood and Orchids, but local char-
acters are overshadowed by Maddox’s moral force. First, by giving the central
stage to the white detective, the tv-show erases the incredible work done by
local attorneys in the real case. Although in the miniseries the local Japanese law-
yer builds up an excellent defense, he is a remissive guy who needs Maddox to
clear Hawaiians from charges. Maddox, on the contrary, is shown in all his mas-
culine power: in matters of women, his competitor is not the Japanese lawyer,
who gets together with dead John’s sister, but Walter Bergmann (Darrow’s charac-
ter) himself. Bergman’s young wife, Leonore, falls passionately in love with the de-
tective, functioning yet as another validation of his masculine superiority. Above
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all, Maddox is not afraid to confront anyone directly, as in the above monologue.
Not only does the upright detective restore justice in the specific legal case, but also
speaks in defense of all Hawaiians. Morally distancing himself from the evilest
character of the show, Maddox becomes the white savior that paternalistically pro-
tects the Natives, who are reminded to be human beings subjugated by a single col-
onial family.

The miniseries enacts a parallelism between local people and the good white
women, both Hester and Leonore Bergman. Oppressed by racism, a mother, or
trapped in the wrong marriage, they are incapable of defending themselves. Mad-
dox saves them, whether they can stand the consequences of his liberation or not:
Hester commits suicide and Leonore returns home with a husband she does not
love. One would think that women’s destiny only envisages unhappiness, while
the happy ending falls on the men of color, who accept Maddox’s protection. The
depiction of childlike loyal Natives, though, conjures up the U.S. racist stereotype
of the “happy slave,” a rhetoric widely circulated in Hawaiian plantations as
well. That by arresting one figure of power, Maddox can declare the end of the co-
ercive system of nonwhite free labor is naïve at best. Rather, his words produce
U.S. spectators’ identification with the white hero, thus dismissing a serious reflec-
tion on capitalist systems of production of the Thirties and the Eighties, in Hawai‘i
and on the mainland. Blood and Orchids ultimately portrays the Hawaiian govern-
ment and legal system as incapable of true democracy, which once again echoes
the stereotypical representation of black people in the U.S.

A local hi/story

Based on the sociological studies on individual and group identity in Hawai‘i con-
ducted by Andrew Lind and Eric Yamamoto in the early 1970s that traced the origin
of the term “local” to the Massie/Kahahawai case, John Rosa integrates this geneal-
ogy with Jonathan Okamura’s work on the interactions between different ethnic
groups in the plantation system.⁸ Thus, Rosa argues that as both a historical-political
and cultural identity in which nationality, race, ethnicity, class, and gender intersect,
“the ‘local’ signifies a historical relationship based on a commonality among work-
ing-class people of color and their difference from whites.”⁹ Acknowledging that
local identity is far from unproblematic and always in the making,¹⁰ Rosa contends

8 See Yamamoto 1974, Okamura 1980 and 2008.
9 Rosa 2000, 99.
10 For a critique of the power hierarchies within the idea of the local see Kubo 1997, Trask 1999
and Fujikane 2000.
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that the Massie/Kahahawai case happened at a crucial moment in the early 1930s,
when Native Hawaiians and other working-class people of color found that they
had common ground to articulate a shared history of oppression through an identity
formed in opposition to haole hegemony. This part of my essay discusses two recent
works by local Hawai‘i poets and a filmmaker that retell the Massie/Kahahawai case
in opposition to the white viewpoint of sensational crime narratives of the sort of
Blood and Orchids, and, in so doing, foreground the sense of a shared culture formed
not only inter-ethnically but also inter-generationally. Still circulating the hi/story
today responds to a demand for recognition of a collective memory that is seriously
and intimately Hawaiian.

Local creative versions of the story have taken numerous forms through differ-
ent media that range from visual art to theater, prose, poetry, and documentary
films. Before I focus on the last two, allow me to introduce Dennis Carroll’s 1973
play Massie/Kahahawai, finally staged in 2004 at Kumu Kahua Theatre with
Harry Wong III as director, after years in which the production had been halted
by threat of charges from the Massie family.¹¹ Massie/Kahahawai has been defined
by critics as a Brechtian play, for the audience participates as another character in
scenes where “[a]ctions are exaggerated, movements become stylized, and delivery
of lines is not intended to be ‘realistic,’ but expressive, in an abstract way.”¹² The
play is entirely constructed on published sources, such as court records, newspa-
per accounts, and interviews, thus letting the contradictions emerge from the “ob-
jective” observational perspectives of the 1930s with their sensational appeal. The
result, according to Kennicott, is that “through the lens of time, we could not be
certain of what we were seeing.”¹³

In 2011, four local poets, Ann Inoshita, Juliet S. Kono, Christy Passion, and Jean
Yamasaki Toyama, started a collective literary project that confronts the Massie/
Kahahawai case’s ongoing legacy. Beginning with the study of Stannard’s Honor
Killing, in the year of the 80th anniversary of the case, one by one each poet com-
posed her own poem, then issued it on the Bamboo Ridge Press website, giving the
next poet two weeks to write and post her work, using the last line of the preced-
ing poem as her title. This cycle repeats for seven rounds, creating twenty-eight re-
nshi, or Japanese renga-inspired linked poems, written in English and Hawaiian-
pidgin free verses. Six years later, they published the volume What We Must Re-
member, which also includes the poems’ commentaries; with it, they “gave voice

11 See Rosa 2014, 97.
12 Muromoto 2004, 25.
13 Kennicott 2004, 492.
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to those who are usually written about, who do not usually speak: the jurors, the
spectators, the Admiral, the two mothers, Thalia’s friend, even the dress.”¹⁴

In the commentaries, each poet relates the extreme difficulty of both learning
the unjust facts and inhabiting the voice of the different real-life individuals in the
case. Each selection entails significant choices on who is recognized as a valid nar-
rator, what feelings are expressed, for whose benefit. Each poem is structured
around at least one voice and one detail among the many offered by the original
source. Therefore, in “Viewpoints” Inoshita imagines the dialogue between the
nurses who took care of Thalia at Queen Kapi‘olani Maternity Hospital and their
questioning of the patient’s rape and resulting pregnancy. Then with a shift of per-
spective, Grace Fortescue complains that the administration allowed “niggers”
around her daughter, while the poem returns the puzzlement of the administrator,
who looks at the Asian and Hawaiian nurses. Racial confusion and the relativity of
racial definitions also appear in “Burned in Effigy,” in which, being intrigued by
the color orange used to describe Asians, Toyama makes it the pivot for imperso-
nating white sailors’ perception of being a minority in a Hawai‘i that was supposed
to be “dreamy” and has revealed itself as “no joy zone. The movies lie” (38). The
detail that enrages the most as a symbol of race and class privilege is the expensive
toilet built in the courthouse because Grace could not share it with “hoi polloi,” as
Toyama observes in a later poem: “after all, they had separate toilets in the South
at this time” (156). White arrogance is contrasted with the humbleness and dignity
of local people, particularly the accused men. Several poems concentrate on Kaha-
hawai’s mother Esther Anito. Observing clothes in “Give It All Away,” Passion first
makes of Esther’s white kīkepa [traditional dress] a symbol of regality and acti-
vism, imagining, as she explains in the commentary, “Hawaiian activists marching
in protest wearing a kīkepa” (159); then shifting to Joe’s bloodstained shirt that she
had lovingly mended the night before, the poem returns to Esther’s motherhood as
“she instinctively reaches out to him/ proves she is still taking care of her son” (77).
Esther’s grief is contrasted with Grace’s sorrow for Thalia in Kono’s poem “What If
You Were the Mother?” in which Grace’s sincerity is enquired through a series of
question marks.

Sometimes the hard endeavor to embody an unsympathetic character makes
the point of view of objects preferable, as for the green dress that Thalia wore
the night of the assault. Through a dress that does not remember how it was
taken off or “if indeed, they even did” (36), Kono doubts Thalia’s story and pictures
her as “unconventionally attractive” with a “lugubrious/ chicness made of old
money/ and deep unhappiness” (35). Both Thalia’s characterization and the ques-

14 Passion et al. 2017, 27. Subsequently, page numbers will be provided parenthetically in the text.
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tioning of her rape recur in the collection, as seen in “Viewpoints,” and especially
in “We Are Blessed.” Here, Kono has Thomas Massie openly insult his wife: “My
whore wife, child, the whiff of you sickens me,/ for you who are nothing but a fuck-
ing witch bitch,/ who instigated with your cry of rape what we are enmeshed in,”
and mistrust her: “No one knows better than I,/ as to who or what you really are,/
though I must admit you put on a good show” (67–68). On the other hand, Passion’s
“If the Walls Could Talk” with Thalia as the writer of a letter to a friend back home,
albeit adheres to her characterization as a racist, spoiled, and problematic child
who misses her mundane life, also gives a sense of her loneliness and alienation:
“I want to be free of it, run from this place,/ fly over the trial and mother and Tom-
mie—way beyond this eternal summer” (55).

Altogether, the poems recognize Stannard’s authoriality; but in choosing some
aspects over others and intermingling them with local feelings and stories, the
poets contribute their own ideas concerning the case as well as more general con-
cepts, such as motherhood, poverty, the cultural values of honor and shame, and es-
pecially justice, thus creating a new version of the Massie/Kahahawai hi/story. More-
over, in adopting a hybrid form of writing based on a Japanese poetic style,
interfused with theatrical scenes (Passion’s “Join the Battle” is a three-part act in
60 seconds), dialogues, the Buddha’s preaching, a pantoum, and conveyed in a
mix of English and Hawaiian pidgin, their transcodifications mirror the multiplicity
of the voices within the local community, thus recognizing a Hawaiian authority
over the story as well as its responsibility to remember it. As Soong observes,
“the power of ‘Ho‘omana‘o,’ the single word engraved on Joseph Kahahawai’s head-
stone, ‘Remember,’ [is] found also on the back cover of the book.”¹⁵

Except for Toyoma’s courageous “Come Together,” in which she imagines the
dying Kahahawai going out of consciousness while still hearing antiphonally the
murderers’ fragmented dialogue, the voices of the accused have been lacking
from all accounts of the story. Rosa relates that the young men gave little testimony
outside the official reports, which, therefore, remain the main source about their
perspective.¹⁶ The 2022 20-minute film Ala Moana Boys, written by Alexander
Deedy and directed by Keli‘i Grace, is the first attempt to foreground their view.
In the film, Thalia Massie is only named by her mother once. The prologue starts
with scenes of the five men moving around their neighborhood made of one-story
houses and open fields. On ukulele notes, they play sports, laugh, and ultimately

15 Soong 2019, 29.
16 Rosa 2014, 14.
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pose for a picture among taro plants,¹⁷ thus the auditory and visual connection
with space identifies it as a Hawaiian story. The film begins with the violent beat-
ing of Ida by several laughing white men, then shows the guys at his house. They
call each other by their nicknames and speak Hawaiian pidgin, but tense music
breaks the familiarity of the scene. Kahahawai is represented as the most self-pos-
sessed, the one who tries to minimize the danger they all feel for themselves, and
even jokes around to cheer his friends’ sullen mood. They wonder whether they
should fight back, as Ahakuelo suggests: “Can’t let ‘em walk all over us!” Alternat-
ing frustration and the consciousness that someone else is going to be attacked to a
sense of commun(al)ity, Horace says: “we ain’t never alone […] Look boys, we stay
in this together,” to which Joe responds: “it’s not just us. It’s everybody,” thus turn-
ing their specific condition into local people’s struggle against white haoles.

The second part of the film moves to Fortescue’s house, where she is portrayed
as the evil mastermind who convinces a blank-eyed Thomas Massie to get justice
for Thalia by clearing her reputation, which implies that rumors doubt her rape
even among white Americans. Consequently, on a bright day, Kahahawai is kidnap-
ped outside the courtroom where he has reported and brought to Grace’s bunga-
low. In the last four minutes, Joe is tied to a chair and interrogated by Jones, Mas-
sie, and Fortescue. While trying to extort a confession, Jones shoots him in the
heart from no distance. As Joe wails his last words, an impassive Grace hisses:
“you are getting blood on the floor,” and Jones hits him with his gun butt. Tommie,
motionless and dull, looks at them. Throughout the scene, Massie is represented as
a nervous, unsure pawn in the hands of his accomplices. Jones, on the contrary, is
arrogant and violently uncontrolled, while Fortescue is cold and calculated. Kaha-
hawai is surely the victim; however, he does not appear weak: he responds aggres-
sively to Massie’s accusation, resolutely denying his and his friends’ involvement in
the case. Repeatedly, he derogatorily calls them “haole” and orders them to untie
him; he tells them to their face that “it took three of your boys to take out one of
mine!” When alive, his body is never still; it throbs with life, which creates a strik-
ing contrast with the film’s closing shots: moving top-down, the camera shows
Joe’s body now on the floor, then zooms in on his face as Hawaiian prayers whisper
in the background and Joe exhales his last breath. With credits, a Hawaiian hip
hop song, opening with the refrain “In this life, we are warriors,” tells the story
of the Hawaiian occupation from Captain Cooks onwards and concludes: “Ala

17 On the importance of sport for the local youth of the Thirties see Rosa 2014. In Hawaiian ge-
nealogy, the taro is the immediate progenitor of people. Haunani Kay Trask (1999, 141) explains:
“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.” See also Mary Kawena Pukuʻi’s Dictionary at http://wehe
wehe.org/.
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Moana Boys, this is your right ‘cuz, Kauluwela boys, yeah, this is a reminder, Joe
Kahahawai had died from haole guys, yes. But don’t kill the people, kill the mind-
set, survive. […] You should try it, be defiant to survive. So we can thrive as Hawai-
ians.”

Kristiana Kahakawila’s “This is Paradise”

In 2020 legal scholar Stewart Chang published a study in which he suggests that
both during the Massie/Kahahawai cases and in subsequent investigations and
local debates among race scholars, the defense of the five unjustly accused men
“has focused on impeaching the credibility of the victim by attacking her charac-
ter,”¹⁸ which follows a common path of many rape trials that assume that “(1) vic-
tims often lie about being raped; (2) victims invite rape by their behaviors and ac-
tions.”¹⁹ Thalia, in fact, has been either “extolled as the paragon of white feminine
virtue”²⁰ in need of the protection of white men or seen as a malicious woman al-
most exclusively accountable for everything. As seen, both images appear in the
previous accounts of Thalia’s figure: Blood and Orchids shows her as a delicate,
naïve, ill-fated, and beautiful child, whereas her mother embodies the deceitful,
racist shrew to be blamed entirely; in What We Must Remember, following Stan-
nard, the poets mostly represent Thalia as an often drunk, adulterous, and lying
woman with a frustrated life and volatile personality in need of psychiatric treat-
ment.²¹ It seems to me that the idea of the white feminine victim and that of the
racist loose woman are part of the same patriarchal ideology that controls both
women and ethnic communities, who, therefore, share more than so far consid-
ered. I now turn to Kristiana Kahakawila’s “This is Paradise,” for the story offers
some significant points of departure from these narratives.

The short story that gives the title to Kahakawila’s 2013 collection is not an ex-
plicit rewriting of the Massie trial, there is no courtroom nor a vengeful husband.
However, the story shows many parallels with the notorious case, beginning with
the setting in the same streets, some characteristics of the protagonist, and the
tragic finale. Susan is a white American tourist, portrayed as a carefree young
woman on vacation with her family, even though her parents are never seen.
She goes out and drinks with her younger brother, looking for an adventure.

18 Chang 2020, 8.
19 Peterson 2019 in Chang 2020, 14.
20 Chang 2020, 8–9.
21 See Stannard 2005, particularly pages 54 and 86, and Passion et al. 2017, particularly pages 127–
128.
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The story mostly unfolds within the span of a night: in a bar full of plastic tiki dec-
orations, she meets Bryan, a man who later rapes and murders her on Waikiki
beach. The portrayal of the murderer depicts him as a man who is not local,
“but he doesn’t seem straight haole either.”²² Most likely, he is a military man—
probably Navy—who moves as he has been in Honolulu for some time; what
makes him suspicious is the uncertainty of his origin and the duplicity of his char-
acter, symbolized by the prison tattoos of two Greek masks, one crying one smiling,
that he has on his wrists.²³

Much of what happens, though, is offered as a series of impressions and com-
ments by three different groups of local Hawai‘i women, who run into Susan at
different times of the night: a group of teens, who in the bar try to warn her
about the unfamiliar man, while later on the beach misinterpret her struggling
moans for sexual ones and do not intervene; a group of professional women,
who feel that something is wrong with the couple by the waterfront but do not
check and are later haunted by a collective dream in which they identify with a
woman screaming for help; and a group of elder housekeepers at Susan’s hotel,
who find her dead body on the beach and keep vigil over it because that is
what mothers do. The female characters in the story are all very conscious and
protective of their Hawaiian identity; at first, they mock, when not disdain,
Susan and what she stands for, namely corporate tourism that consumes a commo-
dified, exoticized, and sexualized version of Hawaiian culture, which ultimately
corresponds to the Americanized image of the Paradise of the Pacific. After
work, the housekeepers chat with one another about their conflicting hopes for
their youngsters: they would like them to leave Hawai‘i, but also stay, and even re-
turn to their original villages to be reminded of an identity that is fading. Allego-
rically stuck in traffic after work, the career women, mostly educated on the con-
tinent, are proud to be “the ones chosen to mold our islands’ future” (15) while also
feeling the burden of being the “pillars of the island community” (16). Lastly, the
teens proudly show their Hawaiianness: they surf, speak pidgin, complain about
haoles destroying their land, and provoke Susan because “she not one of us”
(22). The story does foreground an internal racial conflict, yet it does not stop there.

This collective first-person point of view, with rotating “we” voices, observes,
collects evidence, and judges Susan’s case as a jury of peer women. Their “investi-
gation,” however, forces them to look at themselves, question what connects them

22 Kahakawila 2013, 23. Subsequently, page numbers will be provided parenthetically in the text.
23 Incidentally, Stannard (2005) reports that Deacon Jones, who later confessed that he shot Kaha-
hawai, “sported tattoos that ran the length of each forearm, a naked woman on one and a dagger
on the other,” 440.
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to others and according to what parameters, and wonder whether they could have
done something for this girl as for any other. In short, their musings invite an act
of material recognition. Considering it a socio-cultural issue, Nancy Fraser argues
that recognition targets cultural injustice, which encompasses the way people’s
identities are differentiated, stigmatized, and disrespected.²⁴ In “This is Paradise,”
the idea recurs that stereotypical narratives of people and the space replace reality
so that they prevent from seeing facts without prejudice. Assessing differences be-
tween the local women and the white woman or lack thereof, the only verdict “we”
can pronounce is to acknowledge that racism and sexism are forms of injustice in-
grained within institutionalized patterns of cultural values.

I cannot be certain whether Kristiana Kahakawila meant her story to be a re-
vision of the Massie case, but if so, as I suggest reading it, Susan represents both
Thalia Massie and Joe Kahahawai, as both are misrecognized subjects of oppres-
sion. The final pages of the short story narrate the remembrance ceremony for
Susan to which “more than one hundred people plan on attending, mostly locals.
Our community has been shaken. […] We feel sorry for them [Susan’s parents]. We
are angry at them. When they see local people, they must think we are the ones
who brought them death” (45). All sources report Joe Kahahawai’s funeral as a
large, emotional, and very participated gathering that merged Native Hawaiian cul-
tural practices and language with a Christian service. Similarly, Bryan embodies all
the assailants: his indefiniteness as a not-local, not-visitor person mirrors the un-
known attacker of Thalia; as a military, he reminds of Joe’s murderers.

This is not to say that all oppressions are equal. Black feminism’s critique of
the equation of racism with what happens to men of color and sexism with what
happens to white women shows how the two do not overlap, especially, cannot
overlap in the representation of a white character.²⁵ However, Chang is right
that in Thalia’s story her “voice […] is subsumed by the interests of white men”
as much as “[t]he murder of Joe Kahahawai functions symbolically as a lynching
intended not to avenge or protect Thalia Massie, but to avenge and protect
white masculinity”²⁶ as the sole possessor of white women. Kahakawila’s version
of the story distorts these too familiar narratives by recognizing the victims a
sort of vicinity in the cultural significance ascribed to their bodies, while at the
same time she avoids exploiting individual victimization. Susan is the bearer of
the American view on Hawaii, which believes in the myth of Paradise and is un-
able to understand the locals’ animosity towards foreigners; as such, her character

24 In Fraser and Honneth 2003, 14-15.
25 Crenshaw 1989, 152.
26 Chang 2020, 36–37.
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does not invite sympathy. Simultaneously, though, she is the object of observation
of a plural gaze that judges her according to the way she looks and the clothes she
wears. She is not the submissive, fragile Thalia-character of the white press or
Blood and Orchids; as Kahahawai’s character in Ala Moana Boys, she responds
in kind to the shaming of her behavior. She appears independent, bossy with
her brother and flirty with Bryan. Yet she does not consent to sex, her dead
body does not lie, for it tells that she is the victim of unjust violence.

Kahakawila’s two major acts of transcodification move the observational
stand within the story. First, the change in victimhood through the fusion of the
protagonists of the two historical cases in the same body-character allows narra-
tors and readers to address the power structures involved. In fact, by shifting
the attention to Thalia, as a single woman’s personality and conduct, other ac-
counts have turned the murder of Joe Kahahawai into an individual, albeit exem-
plary case, rather than one of the many effects of a racist and sexist system. Sec-
ondly, by transforming the all-men jury chosen by other men in the Thirties into a
contemporary jury of local peer women of different ages and classes, and making
it the story’s narrator and filter, “This is Paradise” continues the operation of re-
turning the hi/story to Hawaiian voices undertaken by What We Must Remember,
while pushing it more explicitly in a women’s direction. In this way, the problem of
telling the story also becomes the difficulty of guaranteeing legal recognition to all
members of society. Crucially, as Fraser reminds us, recognition is but one dimen-
sion of justice, and equality also requires material-economic redistribution. But
this goes beyond the limits of this essay.
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