‘‘

“Now, to avoid any collision of
armed forces and perhaps loss of
life, I do, under this protest, and
impelled by said forces, yield my
authority until such time as the
Government of the United States
shall, upon the facts being presented to it, undo the action of its
representative and reinstate me in
the authority which I claim as the
constitutional sovereign of the
Hawaiian Islands.”

‘‘

– QUEEN LYDIA LILI’UOKALANI,
the last reigning monarch of the
Hawaiian Kingdom, January 17, 1893

THe Hawaiian

Kingdom
IN OCTOBER 2007 THE HAWAIIAN RECOGNITION BILL, ALSO KNOWN
as the “Akaka Bill” after U.S. Senator Daniel Akaka, was passed by the U.S. House
of Representatives and will face the Senate. The Akaka bill would grant federal
recognition to Native Hawaiians with a status similar to that of Indian tribes. This
would enable them, among other things, to carry out exclusive programs that serve
Native Hawaiians, using revenue from lands “ceded” to the U.S. in 1898. Such programs are controversial, as some non-Hawaiians consider them discriminatory.
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FACING PAGE: Annexation ceremonies of August 12, 1898: lowering of the Hawaiian flag and raising of the American flag.
ABOVE: Queen Lili’uokalani.
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kingdoms, and then confederations of
islands. For the century or two before
Kamehameha, there is evidence that the
great ali’i could visualize ruling all Hawai’i.”
Kamehameha managed to rise quickly with
the aid of two British seamen, John Young
and Isaac Davies. Like the other chiefs,
Kamehameha quickly acquired Western
firearms, and his new advisors gave him a
decisive edge.
Kamehameha first united the several
chiefdoms of the “Big Island” of Hawai’i.
Then he waged a protracted war against the
ruling chief of Maui, conquering the smaller
nearby islands of Moloka’i and Lana’i as well.
His final battle against Kalanikupule, ruling
chief on O’ahu, culminated atop the valley of
Nu’uanu, where many of Kalanikupule’s
fighters either were pushed or jumped off
the precipice to their deaths. Kaua’i and
Ni’ihau were ceded peacefully in 1810, thus
accomplishing the union of the islands
under one rule.
The British had introduced the notion of
monarchy, and the structure of Hawaiian
society yielded easily to this model.
Increasing numbers of Western ships were
arriving in the islands – a critical reprovisioning stop for fur traders plying between
the Pacific Northwest and Asia. Foreign powers were eyeing the islands for annexation,
and Westernization was interweaving with
Hawaiian social and cultural evolution to
rapidly change life in the islands. The young
Hawaiian Kingdom moved deftly to cope
with these changes.
Three significant ruptures mark this evolution. The first followed on the death of

Kamehameha in 1819. During the subsequent shifting of power, Kamehameha’s
favorite wife, Ka’ahumanu, now Regent of
the Kingdom, convinced her son Liholiho
(Kamehameha II) to eat with her – a public
act in violation of the kapu system. Not long
afterward, that system was more effectively
overthrown by a high priest, Hewahewa,
who predicted the arrival of a new god and
had the temples of state sacked and the idols
torn down. Indeed, shortly afterward arrived
the first of 12 boatloads of American
Protestant missionaries.
In Hawai’i it is said that “the missionaries
came to do good, and did well” – or more

The Battle at Nu’uanu Pali painted by Herb Kawainui Kane. Kamehameha first united the several chiefdoms of the “Big Island” of Hawai’i. Then he
waged a protracted war against the ruling chief of Maui, conquering the smaller nearby islands of Moloka’i and Lana’i as well. His final battle against
Kalanikupule, ruling chief on O’ahu, culminated atop the valley of Nu’uanu, where many of Kalanikupule’s fighters either were pushed or jumped off the
precipice to their deaths.

‘‘

‘‘

B

ecause the historical position of
the Hawaiian Islands differs
sharply from that of American
Indians, and because this history is buried beneath the layers
of plastic leis, hula dolls, and coconut drinks
that popular culture has piled on the islands,
it is important to remember the Hawaiian
Kingdom – how it arose, and how it was
deposed.
Hawaiian civilization had been developing in the islands for close to 2000 years
before Captain James Cook arrived in 1778.
By that time, the islands were fully populated with Polynesian-speaking peoples and
had developed a unique and sophisticated
culture. Society was divided into two classes,
including the ali’i or chiefly class, and the
maka’ainana or commoners. The ali’i preserved their hereditary status through intermarriage, and could trace their genealogies
back to the gods. There are still Hawaiians
today who can trace their genealogies back
tens of generations. Moreover, the ali’i were
governed by kapu (taboo), sacred laws that
restricted their activities and those of people
around them. By 1778, the ali’i governed
through a complex body of law and government, referred to as the kapu system.
Among the chiefs present during Cook’s
fatal visit (he was killed in a skirmish with
Hawaiians) was young Kamehameha.
“Kamehameha is the end point in a centuries-long process of amalgamating the
smaller kingdoms into larger kingdoms,”
explained Jim Bartels, a Hawaiian who for
many years served as curator of ‘Iolani
Palace.’ “The larger kingdoms became island
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Bluejackets of the U.S.S. Boston led by Commander Lucien Young, U.S.N., occupy land above the
Arlington Hotel grounds on Jan. 17, 1893.

Annexation was accomplished under President McKinley
during the 1898 Spanish-American War. It was not done
by treaty, but by a joint resolution oF Congress, in cooperation with what President Cleveland had recognized
as an illegal takeover government.
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Sanford B. Dole, president of the republic, and H.M. Sewell, minister plenipotentiary from the
U.S., accept the transfer of authority from the Republic of Hawaii to the U.S. during annexation
ceremonies on August 12, 1898, at Iolani Palace.

correctly, their children did well. When
Liholiho died on a visit to England, the
12-year
old
Kauikeaouli
became
Kamehameha III, and the missionaries
became teachers and advisors. While it
served Hawaiians to have these well-intentioned go-betweens help them cope with the
growing pressures from outsiders, the cultural loss due to their stringent religious regulations has been long-lasting.
Meanwhile, though whale products and
sandalwood initially drew entrepreneurs to
the islands, it was sugar plantations, begun in
the 1830s, that would become the dominant
force. Sugar required land and labor, both of
which were controlled by the ali’i. The sugar
growers – mostly anti-monarchist Americans
who touted private property and individual
rights – sought to change this. Meanwhile,
European warships twice lowered their guns
on the capital of Honolulu and briefly seized
power. News of great land confiscations by
Westerners in Tahiti had reached the ears of
the ali’i. The Hawaiian government – a constitutional monarchy based on the British
model since 1840 – was recognized by more
than 20 international treaties. But to cope
with these pressures, it now undertook the
second major transformation: the privatization of lands, known as the 1848 Mahele
(“partitioning”). Where before, all land was
nominally “owned” by the ruling chief in
trusteeship for the gods, and allotted to lesser chiefs who in turn allotted land to commoners, now all land was privatized.
Kamehameha III reserved a large portion of
the land for himself and his heirs (Crown
Lands), and another large portion for the
government. These two portions are known
today as the Ceded Lands.
44 AMERICAN INDIAN SPRING 2008

Private property was unheard of in the
islands, and was directly contrary to cultural
tradition. While Hawaiians confusedly tried
to grasp the situation, Western entrepreneurs
quickly started making cash deals. Sugar
plantations grew and spread over the land.
The children of the missionaries were at the
head of this charge: they spoke fluent
Hawaiian, and they had status in the community. A handful of white families emerged
as a powerful oligarchy controlling plantations, banks, utilities, transportation, and
other corporations in the islands.
This imbalance of power between the
government of the Kingdom and the economic leaders led to repeated conflicts. In
1887, the so-called “Bayonet Constitution”
was forced on King Kalakaua, stripping the
monarchy of virtually all powers. When his
sister, still in shock from his death, ascended
the throne as Queen Lili’uokalani, she had to
swear allegiance to that constitution – ”and
regretted it almost immediately,” says Dr.
Noenoe Silva, a professor of Indigenous and
Hawaiian Politics at the University of
Hawai’i. “She was deluged with petitions and
people constantly coming to her saying, ‘You
have to get rid of that constitution, we have
to take control of our country back.’”
Her attempts to instill a new constitution
restoring power to the monarchy and voting
rights to Hawaiians (largely disenfranchised
by property requirements under the Bayonet
Constitution) led Lorrin Thurston, Sanford
Dole, and other non-Native businessmen,
calling themselves the “Committee of Safety,”
to plan their coup. They sought help from
the American minister in Hawai’i, John L.
Stevens. Stevens agreed to land troops from
the USS Boston, then in the harbor. “It was a
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hawaii continued
hostile occupation at that point,” says Dr.
Lynette Hi’ilani Cruz of Hawai’i Pacific
University. “The United States Marines had
landed without asking permission of the government. They were saying they were there to
protect American lives, which were under no
threat at all – nothing happened. The Queen’s
response was to yield, surrender temporarily
to the superior military force of the United
States.”
While this takeover government sought
annexation to the United States, President
Grover Cleveland recognized – as the Queen
had expected – that this had been an illegal
takeover, not an internal revolution. He
refused annexation and insisted the Queen be
reinstated. Instead, a provisional government
was quickly formed as the Republic of Hawaii
and continued to pursue annexation. They
also took control of the Crown and government lands.
Annexation was accomplished under
President McKinley during the 1898 SpanishAmerican War. It was not done by treaty, but
by a joint resolution of Congress, in cooperation with what President Cleveland had recognized as an illegal takeover government.
Hence there was no legal recognition of
Hawaiians as a sovereign nation. The
Republic of Hawaii became the Territory of
Hawaii, and in 1959 it became the 50th state.
The Ceded Lands passed largely into Federal,
then State control, with a portion (generally
the worst lands) set aside in 1920 as
“Hawaiian Homelands.”
An 1897 anti-annexation petition signed
by 21,269 Native Hawaiians – more than half
the Hawaiian population of the time – attested to the determination of Hawaiians to
restore self-government. In 1993, President
Clinton signed the “Apology Bill” (U.S. Public
Law 103-150) recognizing that the overthrow
of the Hawaiian Kingdom was illegal. This bill
gives some legal basis for Hawaiians to pursue
a form of sovereignty. The Akaka Bill presents
one such option. As the U.S. Government
debates its merits, let us remember the history that this bill addresses. X
Visit the Pacific Worlds website for stories and images of the
places and peoples of the Hawaiian monarchy:
www.pacificworlds.com/nuuanu/
Douglas Herman is senior geographer in the Research Office
of the National Museum of the American Indian, with a
Ph.D. from the University of Hawai’i. He is the creator of the
Pacific Worlds indigenous geography project.
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