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Hula Girls, Feminism, and Labor History

Hogara Matsumoto*

SUMMARY: This paper aims at examining Hula Girls (2006), a 

Japanese fi lm that depicts the 1966 opening of the Joban Hawaiian 

Center, from the viewpoints of nationality and gender, thereby 

illuminating the fi lm’s ambivalent representation of the problematic 

relationships between (i) the country and the city, (ii) the residual 

mining industry and the emergent leisure industry, and (iii) the 

local, domestic industry and global (American) capitalism. The 

figures of the Hula Girls, the local girls who receive short-term, 

intensive training to become professional dancers for the Center, 

symbolize how Joban Mines Company, rebranding itself using a 

feminine image, attempts to counter the force of global capitalism 

and sell the local “resources” anew.  The way the Hula Girls work, 

however, also shows the disturbing problems of “emotional labor” 

and gender injustice within the deep structures of capitalist society. 

Hula Girls, in summary, while celebrating the rebirth of the Joban 

Mines Area and a new cultural identity attained by the Girls, at the 

same time critically represents the transformation of labor from a 

feminist perspective.
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