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The Life of the Land
Missionary Geography in the Hawaiian Islands
R. D. K. HERMAN

Congregationalist missionaries arriving in the Hawaiian Islands in 1820 established a printing press and published Hawaiian language textbooks to teach
Western approaches to knowledge. While these introduced ideas were seen as important by Hawaiian leaders grappling with the world system in which they now
found themselves, they also displaced Hawaiian ways of knowing in which Divinity
was imminent in nature. These texts helped pave the way for the transformation of
Hawaiian culture and economy to capitalism. Yet this re-writing of the world shows
the mission in an ambiguous position between natural theology and secular rationalism, and the missionaries themselves as torn between religious and economic
motives.

W

hen King Kamehameha I11 of Hawai‘i descended the steps of Kawaiahao
Church on July 31, 1843, he stated, “Ua mau ke ea o ka ‘aina i ka pono.”
This phrase, which became and remains the State motto, was translated by
the missionaries as “The life of the land is perpetuated in righteousness.” But it is
clear that this is not the meaning of the phrase as it was understood by Hawaiians of
the time. In February of that year, British warship commander Lord George Paulet
forcibly seized sovereignty over the Hawaiian Islands from Kamehameha 111. For
five months the Islands were a British territory. But when news of Paulet’s action
reached his superiors, his unauthorized and brazen seizure was quickly overturned,
and Rear Admiral Thomas was sent to the Islands to restore Hawaiian rule. The word
“ea,” which the missionaries translated as “life,” also means “sovereignty.” It was the
sovereignty over the kingdom that had been restored, returning the situation to a state
of pono, of correctness and balance. Thus, the phrase is more accurately translated as
“The sovereignty of the land has been returned, as it should be.”

R. D. K. Herman received his doctorate in geography from the University of Hawai‘i at
Manoa and has published numerous articles on geographic discourse and colonization in the
Hawaiian Islands. As the creator of the Pacific Worlds Indigenous-GeographyEducation Project
(www.pacifcworlds.corn)he has worked with communities in Hawai‘i and Micronesia. He is
currently Senior Geographer at the Smithsonian National Museum of the American Indian and
may be contacted at hermand@si.edu.
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In the difference between these two interpretations lies the gulf in worldviews
between Hawaiians and missionaries, and the perpetuation of the missionary version
attests to the hegemony of their discourse. For it was the missionaries in Hawai‘i,
and their descendents, who encoded the Islands. Their phrase, “The life of the land is
perpetuated in righteousness,” has a righteous ring indeed, but its meaning is hollow.
In reality, missionary pressures led to the privatization of land in the Hawaiian Islands,
which began the rapid slide of dispossession in which foreigners with cash -including
most notably the missionaries and their descendents -rapidly took possession of the
best tracts, and Native Hawaiians became largely a landless underclass.
There is a saying in the Islands today that “the missionaries came to do good, and
did well.” This article looks closely at the missionaries’ ambiguous goals and their
results. From the start, it is clear that the missionaries were geographers as well as
proselytizers, with one eye on the land and the other on Hawaiian souls. How this
duality manifested in missionary discourse deserves to be unraveled, for it speaks not
only of an important chapter in Hawaiian history, but an important turning point in
Western geographic thought.
The role of the missionaries as geographers is a historical fact. Here in remote
Pacific Island locations, missionaries were the first educated Westerners to take up
residence and commit themselves to learning about the islands and their peoples. Geographers used their writings as source materials, taking the words of the missionaries
at face value. Cooke’s Geography (18 17: preface) cites their contributions alongside
the voyages of discovery: “The English MISSIONARIES explored some islands in
the South-Seas -and from their having resided in them upwards of twelve months,
they were enabled to acquire a perfect knowledge of the countries, productions, customs, manners, and ceremonies of the inhabitants. . . . ” And indeed the missionaries
explored the islands thoroughly, assessing the natural resources and producing maps.
But the nature of their interest in doing so, and how it fit into their overt mission of
converting Hawaiians, is the topic of this study.
In the Hawaiian Islands, the missionary impact is concentrated in the hands of the
Congregationalist organization, the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions (ABCFM), with Catholics, Mormons, and others being far less significant.
And the role of these Protestant missionaries in Hawaiian history cannot be overemphasized. They went quickly from being preachers and tradesmen, to being scholars,
advisors to the Crown, and ultimately government figures and businessmen. The development of the Islands into booming plantations (non-Hawaiian owned), and their
transition from independent Kingdom to US Territory (and ultimately State), stems
directly from the missionary labors. Today, their role is a complex topic among Native
Hawaiians.
There is a great deal to be said about missionary discourse in the Hawaiian Islands,
more than can fit in this article.’ Hence, the focus here is limited to untwining one
particular aspect, namely the duality and ambiguity of the missionaries’ geography.
Placing this missionary discourse within the broader frame of Western geographic and
teleological discourses of the time reveals how their writings document a transition
period in Western geographic thought more generally. At the same time, it must be
recognized that these missionaries were both victims and perpetrators of the emerging
industrial-capitalist shift of their time.
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Natural Theology and Hawaiian Cosmology
From the late seventeenth century to the end of the nineteenth century, geographic
thought underwent a transition from highly teleological to secular-rationalist “scientific” approaches. The missionary period in the Hawaiian Islands (1820-1854) sits a
little past the half-way mark of this transition. But as the missionaries were not professional geographers but religious practitioners utilizing geography, it is not surprising
that their discourse points back towards the earlier end of the spectrum.
Teleological traditions in geography date back as early as fifth-century-BC Athens,
with notions regarding divine purpose in nature or in the cosmos found in Socratic
and Platonic traditions. Such notions have intertwined with geographic discourses
over the ensuing centuries (Unwin 199250). But with post-Enlightenment scientific
thinking, the relationship between the divinity and the creation was enunciated in
new ways. Natural theology emerged with the notion that “the correct use of natural
reason, applied to the study of the world, would inexorably lead to knowledge of God”
(Livingstone 1992: 106). Livingstone points out that natural theology was by no means
a unified discourse, but was deployed by different practitioners for different purposes.
But overall, the evidence of design in the world, demonstrated by geography, was used
as proof for the existence of a Creator.
At the same time, hermetic traditions were woven into geography by various
scholars. Astrology, numerology, and the field of natural magic were utilized by preand post-Reformation geographers who saw an organic, unified world combining seen
and unseen forces, operating in scientific ways. The cosmos presented a chain of
continuous causation that humans can influence.
It is valuable to compare the natural theology approach and hermetic traditions
with Hawaiian geographic thought. Harvey (1990:419) states that “each social formation constructs objective conceptions of space and time sufficient unto its own needs
and purposes of material and social reproduction, and organizes its material practices
in accordance with these conceptions.” Living directly from nature and dependent on
the resources of land and sea in limited and fragile environments, pre-contact Hawaiians demonstrated sophisticated knowledge of the natural environment. It was the
domain of certain kahuna (experts) to be masters of ho ‘ike honua (“geography” -“to
display the earth”). As Hawaiian historian Samuel Kamakau wrote, the many orders
of kahuna included the papa hulihonua (“land experts,” those who knew the configurations of the earth); papa kuhikuhi pu‘uone (those who knew how to locate sites);
papa kilokilo lani (those who could read the signs or omens in the sky); the kilo hoku
(those who studied the stars, especially necessary for oceanic navigation); the kilo
‘opua (those who studied and read the omens in the clouds); and the kilo honua, those
who read the signs in the earth (Kamakau 1964:8).
Although there are limited sources regarding Hawaiian geographic lore per se,
there is extensive record of Hawaiian knowledge surrounding planting and fishing,
including detailed explications of the land, sea, and cycles of the seasons (Kamakau
1964; Malo 1951; Handy and Handy 1972). This knowledge, also encoded in the
language, demonstrates comprehensive systems of aerial differentiation and classification. Regarding ethnobotany, Pukui and Handy write, “Within the limitations of
their knowledge, ingenuity and cultural heritage, these Native Hawaiians’ utilization
of their available natural assets was well-nigh complete -infinitely more so than that
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of the present commercial era” (1972:213). There can be no doubt that a people who
spent perhaps 1500 years in the Islands, building increasingly complex food production and social systems using limited natural resources, would have developed in-depth
knowledge and science regarding their environment.
But indigenous geographic systems cannot be separated from the larger cosmographic systems in which they are embedded. Pukui and Handy (1972) discuss the
spiritual component of Hawaiian environmental understanding, which was further
elaborated by Dudley (1990).2For as Tewa Pueblo scholar Gregory Cajete explains,
in Native science everything is considered to be “alive,” animated and imbued with
spirit or energy:
Everything is related, that is, connected in dynamic, interactive, and mutually reciprocal
relationships. All things, events, and forms of energy unfold and infold themselves
in a contextual field of the micro and macro universe - . Native science reflects a
celebration of renewal. The ultimate aim is not explaining an objectified universe,
but rather learning about and understanding responsibilities and relationships and
celebrating those that humans establish with the world. (Cajete 2000:75, 79)

While it differs markedly from the natural theology of the West, Hawaiian geography recognizes the presence of “deity” in nature. The doctrinal issue is that of
immanence: is deity in-and-of the world, or apart from the world? For both natural theologians and indigenous peoples generally, deity is immanent, hence the study
of the world will lead to its better understanding. And when creation is viewed as
the physical manifestation of divinity, then it must be treated with respect. But after
the industrial revolution, divine immanence is a problem: for capitalists, it is important to commodify nature, hence to remove divinity from the world so that the world
can be exploited (Herman 2008). Missionary geography of this period exemplifies this
dilemma. The Protestant missionaries were also capitalists. So their writings document
the transition period from immanence (and natural theology) to a secular rationalist
worldview.

Nature’s God
Geographic reconnaissance was part of the ABCFM missionaries’ activities from
the moment they arrived. The first report from the Sandwich Island Mission published
in the Missionary Herald (MH 4/21: 111)3 opens with the editorial remark that “in order
to derive the full benefit from narratives of missions, the reader should be completely
acquainted with the geography of the places, where the transactions took place.” The
lengths, widths, and square mileage of the islands are listed, as well as distances and
directions from one island to another. Rev. Loomis set out in 1822 to make a circuit of
O‘ahu“with the design of conversing with the inhabitants at their dwellings, making
known to them our object, and collecting information respecting the people and the
country” (MH 7/22:209). In 1824, a deputation of missionaries was sent to explore the
island of Hawai‘i, where they “surveyed all the inhabited coasts of that island, ascended
some of its mountains, gazed with admiration at its burning volcanoes, explored its
dark regions, preached the word of life to some of its fourscore thousand inhabitants,
and selected several stations most eligible for the missions. . . ” (MH 4/24:283).

The Life of the Land
~

63

~~

The “aspect of the country” as described in various mission journals reflects the
ambiguous relationship the missionaries pose between divinity and nature. The first
company of missionaries stopped only briefly on the island of Hawai‘i, causing one
of the company to regret that they had “no further opportunity at present to explore
this part of the dark region. . . ” (MH 4/21: 113). At the same time, they inquired of the
Hawaiians “whether they had heard any thing of Jehovah, who made Owhyhee and
all things” (MH 4/21: 114). This duality between “dark region” and “God’s creation”
reflects their position that it is a human task to carry the light into the darkness, to
transform ungodly nature (both human and environmental) into godly civilization.
Therefore the simultaneous work of civilization and Christianization is necessary, one
to transform the land and the other to transform the people.
The implied movement from nature to divinity is captured in the letter of Mr.
Ruggles of the mission, who spoke of “endeavoring to lead the untutored pagans from
nature up to nature’s God; in pointing out to them a way which leads from this thorny
desert to the celestial paradise” (MH 4/2 1:117). Their vision of the unchristianized land
as “dark” gave rise to a geographical imagination. Eveleth (c. 1830: 19-20) remarked
of the Hawaiian grass houses (“rude huts”) that these afforded “a shelter for mice,
lizards, and other noxious reptiles.” But it is a fact of geography there were no “noxious
reptiles” in the island^.^
It would seem that the missionaries were posing God as apart from the creation: nature (and Hawaiian culture) is dark and in need of transformation. But in this
rugged, new environment, divine immanence is a contentious issue for the missionaries. Sometimes the deity is said to act consciously in nature, sometimes acting to
protect humanity from nature, and sometimes having no clear relationship whatsoever.
The missionaries’ discussions of several natural disasters illuminate this ambiguous discourse. These include the destruction by a severe gale in December 21, 1849,
of a church built but four years previously. The mission reported,
our anticipations are disappointed,our hopes are frustrated, and we are bereaved and
desolate, and so is Zion, the heritage of God. . . . In its loss a dark cloud is thrown
across our future. . . .Yet God reigns, and we may not distrust his loving-kindness.He
who has brought us through six troubles will not fail, if we are his, to bring us out of
the seventh. (MH 12/50:404)
Consider the tsunami of 1838 at Hilo. The wave hit at 7 pm, and Mr. Coan later
wrote, “Had this providence occurred at midnight when all were asleep, hundreds of
lives would undoubtedly have been lost, but in the midst of wrath, God remembered
mercy.” Later, he states that “Probably it was the effect of a submarine volcanic
eruption near the mouth of the harbor. To the people it seemed to be ‘asthe voice of
Almighty God when he speaketh,’ and it appeared to promote the work of the Spirit
then going on here.” Mr. Coan does not himself seem to perceive the hand of God
here, but relies on scientific explanation of the event (MH 12/38:477-8). An event even
more curious in its mix of missionary exploration, disaster, and divine intervention is
the close escape of missionary-doctor Gerritt Judd at Kilauea, while accompanying
the Wilkes expedition. While collecting mineral samples inside a crater, Judd nearly
lost his life when sudden volcanic activity erupted. He both called aloud for help and
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prayed to God for aid. It was his native guide that risked his life to save Dr. Judd. But
it was God, not the Hawaiian, who received the credit.’
In another episode, Mr. Bingham took shelter from a storm during a journey “and
had occasion to record, the preserving care of Omnipotence, who made his lightning play, and thunders roll, harmless around our heads.” His good cheer at divine
Providence turned sour as his party was later caught in the ongoing downpour. The
landscape became an “inhospitable wilderness, surrounded with dreary mountains and
deep solitudes” (MH 8/22:245). Human existence, for Bingham, seemed to be sandwiched between nature and Heaven, two separate and distinct, fickle, uncontrollable
forces.

Graven Images
Having rooted themselves in Hawaiian soil, the missionaries set about rewriting
the world for the Hawaiians, by establishing schools and producing textbooks for the
Hawaiians that built a Western worldview from the bottom up. This worldview is
based on Protestant notions of industriousness and American notions of individuality
and personal rights. Simultaneously, it poses a secular landscape as the setting for
“industrious” activity.
The missionaries were, from the 1820s to the 1850s, the sole operators of a printing
press in the Islands -as well as including almost the only Westerners with Hawaiian
language ability -they had virtually complete control over what the Hawaiians read
during these critical formative years of Western contact6 The bulk of materials produced on the mission press was, naturally, religious material. Then, after basic texts
in math and spelling, the first major “secular” text produced by the mission press was
a geography textbook. Published in 1832 -just twelve years after the missionaries’
arrival - H e Hoikehonua, a 204-page rendering of Woodbridge’s Geography, ran
into three editions: 1832, 1836, and 1845. Other geographical works include Clark’s
0 K e Aohoku (“Astronomy,” 1837); and Thomas’s 0 K a Hulipoepoe (“The Globe,”
1841). A set of perpetual tables for use in surveying and navigation was published in
1834, followed in 1843 by texts on algebra, geometry, trigonometry, surveying, and
the principles of navigation. If all these texts together did not herald a change in land
perception and use, then Richards’ 1839 No ke Kalaiaina, a translated adaptation of
Wayland’s Political Economy, spelled out a new socio-environmental discourse in no
uncertain terms.7
The educational shift is not simply a jump from “irrational” to “scientific,” but a
mediated step through a Christian construction of the world. Indeed, the secular nature
of geography posed a precarious discursive ground for the missionaries to venture
upon. In the first edition of the Hoikehonua (Woodbridge 1832:i-ii), they state,
We are clarifying here the manner of the writing [‘olelo] in this book. This is very
different, very different to the word of God. The word of God, it is just the truth, there
are no erroneous words in it. The words of man are not like that. Some of it is correct,
and true indeed, and of some others, it is distorted indeed, untrue. Of that which is said
within this book, it is just the word of man, it is not of God. In the opinions of experts,
it is indeed the truth. Experts and knowledgeable people wrote it, and we selected and
compared their writings, and we [provided] some explanatory remarks.. . .We are not
entirely sure that it’s quite correct, but, we are not aware of any errors.. . .
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The people who read this ought not to believe strongly in this text, as with the word
of God, because this work is not related to the saving of the soul.. . .
It is not appropriate for this text to be read on the Sabbath. The things of God are
appropriate on that day. And look carefully at this text, then all people should indeed
follow righteousness of the lands and abhor what is evil.’

The mission’s natural theology stance appears again in -not surprisingly -their
discussion of the volcano (Woodbridge 1832:153):
In previous times, it was thought about the volcano, it was a God, and the people prayed
to it. They had not understood, they had not heard, very many are the volcanos on this
earth. Nowadays it is understood, it was Jehova indeed that made all the volcanos,
there are no other Gods, only He.

As in the natural theology inherent in Ellis’ remarks, the placement of religion
within the framework of geography blends the two discursive streams into one. God’s
creation (and destruction) of the world are as matter-of-fact as the poles and the tropics.
Similarly in 0 K e Aohoku, the very first paragraph states:
Regarding this earth, the place where we and the animals live, the place also of the
trees and the plants that grow, this is a very small item of the things God has created.
As for the sun, from which comes our warmth and light, this is the great thing that
God has made.

And at the bottom of the page there are questions for the pupils, and the first one
reads, “As for the Earth, the place where we all live, is this the only thing that God
has made? Is it a large item of the things God created, a very small item perhaps?”
The geography laid out by the missionaries serves to put Hawaiians “in their
place.” Peoples of the world are categorized by the combination of technology (including modes of production) and enlightenment (including appropriate religion). In
He Hoikehonua (Woodbridge 1832:8), these remarks are wedged significantly between
discussions of race and discussions of religions:
Ignorant [na‘aupo] are some people. They do not understand tending land. They live
by robbery and the seizure of wild animals. Some indeed are fishermen, they do not
farm, they do not dwell peacefully in one place, migrating only is their desire; they are not clever about work -they have never seen books. They overburden and
oppress their women. They do not attend to God.
Partial is the understanding of some people, like most of Asia’s people. Intelligent
nonetheless at some tasks, unskilful at others. They have not learned a lot regarding
books, however, they understand a little. They pray to images, and mistreat their
women.
Some people are enlightened [nu‘auao] -clever at working, very learned indeed
regarding books, perceptive about the tending of land. They are very strong in the
search for doing right. Because of their wisdom and their righteousness, they are
victorious over their enemies, because intelligence is what strengthens [the people of]
those lands. These people are peaceful because of the good laws that they have placed
on themselves. They attend indeed to the word of God.
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Lest the reader assume that race and religion determine ignorance and enlightenment, Environmental Determinism is added as well (Woodbridge 1832:6):
From these [arctic] circles down, and to the tropic circles, this is where the majority
of people of this world are living. The land is good there, the cold is not great, nor
is the heat great. There are many trees there, and foods, and plants, and animals, and
necessary things. Strong are these lands’ peoples at working, strong in learning, not
lazy, intelligent indeed.
The undiscussed peoples outside these particular latitudes must, by comparison,
lack such positive characteristics. The further implication is that enlightenment then
comes from people of the temperate-latitudes, and if you want it, you must get it from
them.
Collectively, the educational texts discussed here suggest a new discursive wave
that contributed to the breakdown of holistic, immediate, and personal awareness of
the environment found in Hawaiian oral culture. The problem for the missionaries is
that their desire to inscribe a secularized environment, both for capitalist growth and
to sever the ties to the old religion, works against their own teleological imperative.
The various literary devices employed, creating an atomized subject in relation to an
abstract world, can all be seen within the 1832 He Hoikehonua itself. The first of these
is the mathematicization of geography.
Much as in any introductory geography text today, discussion begins with the map:
the arrangement of longitude and latitude lines, as well as the poles, equator, tropic and
arctic circles are explained first, along with the compass points (using Hawaiian terms).
On its own, this emphasis on a mathematically abstract globe, for a people whose sense
of the world is direct, positions geographic knowledge as a detached from the earth gained instead from papers, books, written things. But the mathematical emphasis does
more: math serves to abstract geography, to remove it from that real object which it
intends to write about -the Earth (Sack 1974). Geography is presented primarily as
knowledge of mathematically determined location and an assortment of quantitative
facts: the length, width, height, and area of geographical features. 0 K a Hulipoepoe
goes so far as to use geometric figures for the frontispiece, again suggesting that
knowledge of the earth is above all mathematical. It is not surprising that the only
other “secular” textbook published previously to the He Hoikehonua was on arithmetic,
or that it was followed by tables for surveying and books on algebra, trigonometry,
surveying, and navigation. Land abstracted into numbers on paper is easily divided,
exploited, and sold with these tools.
Not just space, but time was rendered abstract (and Westernized) through He
Hoikehonua’s employment of the seven-day week and Western names for months.
Apparently these European names were already in use in the missionary schools, as
even at this early date they are not even explained in the text. The Hawaiians had a
fully functional calendar that represented an empirical approach to understanding the
phases of the moon and the characteristics of each month, as well as important aspects
of cosmology and culture, such as sacred (kapu) periods.’ Having been discussed at
some length by Russian explorer Lisiansky (1814:118-9), this calendar was already
known to the West.
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The restructuring of time into a calendar in which months are not empirically
based and the names have no meaning -not even in English, really -again separates
the relationship between culture and environment and poses knowledge as an abstraction to be memorized.” It is not insignificant that this change of calendar occurred
even before the reconstituting of space; for as Harvey (1990) remarks, the restructuring of time is inherent in the shift to industrial capitalism. Certainly abolition of the
native calendar was critical to disrupting the religious division of time in Hawaiian
culture as well. The installation of this new ordering of time served both religious and
economic purposes: six days of work under the eagerly encouraged Protestant work
ethic, and one day of strict Christian religious observance.
The purpose of He Hoikehonua as a whole is to “enlighten” the Hawaiians about
how small their own country is, and how much more advanced certain other countries
are. Like most modern world-regional geography texts, it is a treatise on “development,” showing the contrasts between the developed Western countries and the rest of
the world. Daws (1968:80) has stated that part of the intention of He Hoikehonua was
to show that the Protestant countries were more developed than the Catholic countries,
in an attempt to ward off the encroachment of Catholic missionaries in the Islands.
Either way, the intention is clearly to show the benefits of economic prosperity, and
so to build a pro-development discourse in which the transformation of the Islands to
a capitalist economy is encouraged.
Where He Hoikehonua is comparatively light-handed in pushing towards this end,
No ke Kalaiaina outlines the nature of capitalism more directly. When missionary
William Richards translated Wayland’s political economy treatise into Hawaiian, he
employed the term for traditional land-and-power division within Hawaiian society Kalai‘aina -to capitalist economics. Needless to say, in this simple act of translation
Richards is already linguistically forcing the change of discourse from a Hawaiian
cultural meaning to a Western one.
No ke Kalaiaina consists of lengthy elaborations on four themes: (1) wealth and
the means of increasing it, with the connection between work and the accumulation
of wealth; (2) exchange: buying and selling, how we can accrue items that others
have made; (3) distribution of wealth and division of labor; and (4) the spending of
wealth (consumption). Richards (1839:2) includes his own introduction to the text,
presenting the teleological argument for “progress” based on larger-scale exploitation
of the environment:
God gave us the things to make all people wealthy. He gave us the land, where food
grows. He gave us the trees, to build houses, and necessary for many tasks. He gave us
also all the plants, in order to fulfil the desires of man. He gave these things, into our
hands, along with the strength to tend and set in order the land, and all the things that
produce wealth. However, in the ignorant living of men, they were poor. They didn’t
take the things God had given them, and transform them into wealth for mankind.
A cave was his home, and if not that, a crude hut, an unsolid house, a filthy hovel.
Leaves were his clothing, or if not that, the skins of animals, and for some the bark
of trees. They hunted wild animals to eat, and scavenged for food in the forest; they
didn’t imitate the ant’s way of making ready a lot of food.
Like that did men live poorly in the time of ignorance.”
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Where the old way did not exploit nature to its fullest potential in the name
of human desires, the new way - clearly God’s intent - is the opposite. Wealth
(waiwai) is redefined in terms of buying power and the accumulation of goods in a
cash economy:
All the things we want, in order to make life proper, they are wealth. We want light at
night, so oil is wealth.. . .We want silk clothes, so silkworms are wealth.. . .
If a man has a lot of money, it is said, he is very wealthy. . . . He has what it takes
to buy and obtain this and that thing he desires. Therefore, rich is the person who has
a lot of money.
The missionaries believed firmly in the importance of industry in Christianizing
the Hawaiians. Their letter to the Missionary Herald in June, 1829 (MH 6/29:184)
stated: “Religion and morality never did and never can exist without industry. But
among these people there are few or no inducements to industry. The real wants of
a barbarous people are few, and those in a climate like this are easily supplied.” In a
strangely anti-religious fashion, then, the missionaries spoke of the need to increase
arti’jicial wants among the Hawaiians, to incite desire for unnecessary material objects,
in order to induce them to be industrious. It marks a complete turn-around from the
eighteenth century pastoral vision of the noble savage, living off nature in plenty, all
needs supplied. As Bradford Smith (195955) noted,
Yet here was the paradox. These devoted men and women had come to bring the
message of Christianity. And the Christian message was not materialistic. It placed no
accent on possessions, it counseled living for salvation rather than for the things of
the material world. Yet the first thing the mission required of the Hawaiians was that
they wear clothes, build larger houses, use furniture, and work harder to earn material
things instead of living simply and thus having more time for religion.
Arista (2004) asserts that No ke Kalaiaina was produced by Richards at the behest
of the Hawaiian chiefs so that they could understand the new political economy into
which the Islands were being drawn. And it is important to note how Hawaiians
themselves were agents in the process of capitalist transformation. But what is most
important here is the coalescence of the two prongs of the mission’s agenda in virtually
equating capitalism with salvation. This text does not stand alone, but is the exemplary
statement of a discourse aimed at a complete overhaul of Hawaiian culture and society
to serve the growth of capitalism, and not necessarily for the benefit of Hawaiians.
Wielding the printing press, the missionaries over-wrote indigenous discourses from
dominance in the Islands. This is not to say that indigenous ideas disappeared, but
that they were paved over, to the outsider’s eye, with a new structure that appealed to
Western moral, commercial, and military interests.
While the missionaries were advocating an atomized construction of reality, they
maintained a teleological approach to understanding the world. But in their naivet6 believing they were embarking on a divine mission -they laid the foundation for their
own obsolescence. As the civilizing mission passed out of their hands and into the
hands of bureaucrats and businessmen, the 1873 Hawaiian-language geography textbook produced for the public schools of the Kingdom (Hitchcock 1873) had virtually
no trace of teleology whatsoever.
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The Protestant mission in Hawai‘i literally laid the cornerstone for the changes to
come by reconstituting the world in Western cultural, religious, and economic terms,
in Hawaiian, for the Hawaiians; essentially trying to “reformat” the minds of the
native peoples so as to understand the world in capitalist terms. The importance of the
mission schools and the Hawaiian-language texts is attested to in the memorializing
of the early mission years. Laid in the cornerstone of their head church in Honolulu
(Kawaiaha‘o) on its rebuilding in 1839, are the following contents: a Hawaiian Bible,
a volume of mathematics in Hawaiian, a book on anatomy in Hawaiian, books on
surveying, geometry, navigation; and a brass plate bearing -along with the name of
Kamehameha I11 and the date and purpose of the church - a map of the Hawaiian
islands and Honolulu.
These are the graven images by which the missionaries chose to be remembered.

Fields of Opportunity
In the final analysis, the missionary desire for industriousness proved to be just
that: their desire. An interest in the resources of the Islands had been promulgated even
before the missionaries departed New England. In a speech given by Rev. Gallaudet
(18 19:8) in preparation for the departure of the first Sandwich Island mission, he stated
that
This object is to bear the message of a Saviour’s love to thousands of immortal souls
who have never yet heard of him, and who are plunged in the lowest depths of sensuality
and sin; and, also, to introduce the arts and comforts of civilized society among a race
of people, who, while they dwell in one of the finest climates, and own one of the
richest soils, in the world, know little or nothing of the social, intellectual and moral
enjoyments which we prize as among our highest privileges.

The Bible is full of agricultural metaphors, and the ABCFM missionaries played
both sides of the metaphorical construct, sometimes one against the other. British
missionary William Ellis remarked that “the whole field is open to spiritual cultivation,
‘and he that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall doubtless come again
with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him.’ ”
But desire creeps into missionary writings from the start. The initial appraisal of
Honolulu by the arriving first company of missionaries states (MH 5/21: 131):
as we pass Morotoi and Ranai, the rude island of Woahoo presented to our view, first,
its pointed mountains and forests; then, in succession, its extended plains, its verdant
hills, and fertile vallies, its pleasant groves and streams, its grazing herds and flocks,
thatched cottages and villages, its principle fort and harbor, and its sable inhabitants, far
more worthy of our regard than the richness of its soil, the luxuriance of its vegetation,
or the thriving salubrity of its climate.

The exuberant desire evoked by the “luxuriance of the vegetation,” the “salubrity
of the climate” and so on, virtually displaces their focus on religious conversion,
which though mentioned almost as an afterthought, justifies their desire to transform
the land. Once established, their appraisal of agricultural potential began immediately.
Among their first communications back to the mission headquarters in Connecticut
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(MH 9/21:280), they wrote that “Though we dare not yet speak of the yams of Oneehow, ‘afathom long,’ we can say, that we have in our possession two potatoes which
together weigh 18 pounds and three quarters; one of which measures 15 inches in
length. Mr. G. lately took the weight of a potatoe brought from Owhyhee, which was
over 17 lbs.”
William Ellis (1827:9) laid out the essential link between geography and the
mission as follows:
While we have endeavoured steadily to pursue.. . a permanent maintenance of the
Gospel on that island [Hawai‘i], we have been enabled to collect considerable information on a variety of subjects, which, though of secondary moment in the missionary’s
account, are, nevertheless, interesting and important; such as the natural scenery, productions, geology, and curiosities; the traditionary legends, superstitions, manners,
customs, etc.

While here Ellis suggests that this “exploration” is the “secondary” interest of the
missionary, he goes on to suggest a reverse order of importance:
In the prosecution of our design to explore and enlighten the long benighted Hawaii,
we have ascended its lofty and majestic mountains, entered its dark caverns, crossed its
deep ravines, and traversed its immense fields of rugged lava.. . and witnessed, with
no ordinary feelings of awe, the varied and sublime phenomena of volcanic action, in
all its imposing magnificence and terrific grandeur.
We have witnessed, too, with sorrow, the appalling darkness, which has hitherto
over-spread the land; and have wept over the miseries of its untutored inhabitants;
have sighed for their speedy emancipation from the bondage of iniquity; and through
their fertile vales, barren wastes, and clustering villages, have proclaimed the Lord
Jesus Christ, as the Hope and Deliverer of man.

With this positioning of the view of the marvellous land first, then the “darkness
over the land,” and then the people and their miseries - and bearing in mind that
the missionaries had been busy collecting information about the geography of the
island -the missionary-geography project betrays its ambiguity.
As the missionaries fanned out over the land, their eyes were evaluating the
untapped potential of the islands for commercial development - ostensibly for the
benefit of the Hawaiians themselves. Hanalei Valley on Kaua‘i was described as “several thousand acres of valuable land, little cultivated, though watered with frequent
showers, and apparently fertile; together with a small population, who might, with
Christianity, be happy” (MH 8/22:247). Of another location it was said that “Though
the quantity of water allowed to run in the natural currents, is generally small, as it is
used, to so great an extent, in watering the various plantations in the valley, yet there
are several places, within three miles of the village, where a trip hammer, a turning
lathe, a grist mill, or a cotton factory, might be tolerably well furnished with water”
(MH 10/22:324).
The agricultural prowess of the Hawaiians had been noted by so many early
explorers as to be incontestable (see CL 1789; Portlock 1789; Krusenstern 1813;
Kotzebue 1821; Dampier 1971; Delano 1817; and Menzies 1920). Dixon (1789:131),
for example, remarked on the extent of the planted area, noting that “these plantations
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are laid out with a great deal of judgement.. . . [Wlhether we regard the sound judgement and (I almost said scientific) skill with which these grounds are laid out, or the
close attention and unremitting diligence shewn in their cultivation, in either of these
points of view, they would reflect credit even on a British husbandman.”
And while the missionaries at first shared this appreciation, their evaluation deteriorated rapidly for two reasons. The first is the impact of diseases on the Hawaiians.
Throughout the nineteenth century, introduced diseases had led to a drastic decline in
the Hawaiian population; in some cases, single epidemics were said to have wiped
out half the entire population in certain areas. As early as 1829, Mr. Chamberlain of
the mission, describing a scene a few miles from Honolulu, stated that “The land all
around for several miles has the appearance of having been once under cultivation.
I entered into a conversation with the natives respecting its present neglected state.”
Remarking that “They ascribed it to the decrease in population,” Mr. Chamberlain
goes on to describe the extent of the disease and death that have swept over the land
(MH 12/29:371).
Toward the end of the nineteenth century, writers would be commenting on the
“dying out” of the Hawaiians, but even by mid-century, the changes wrought on Hawaiian society were being noted. Curiously, after about 1830 this impact is rarely discussed
by the missionaries in these terms per se. Instead, the unattended fields and their state
of decline were attributed to a spreading “indolence.” Missionaries on Moloka‘i wrote
in 1835 that “The soil is of an excellent quality, and with proper cultivation would
support four fold its present number of inhabitants; but owing to the indolence of
the people, only a small portion is rendered serviceable to either man or beast” (MH
5/35:187).
Second and simultaneously, the missionaries saw in the land an even greater potential for agrarian production than the Hawaiian system would realize. The Hawaiian
economy was subsistence-oriented, and the missionaries foresaw an export-led economy that would make the Islands far wealthier. And in this they found agreement from
other Westerners arriving in the Islands. In 1838 William Ladd, who began the first
successful sugar plantation, wrote, “It is very much to be regretted that so little is
known of the physical geography of this group; that so few and limited attempts have
been made to bring into notice its variety of vegetable substances. When we shall have
acquired a thorough knowledge of these, we shall be able to determine what others can
be profitably introduced.” Characterizing the land as “lacking” (unprofitable), Ladd
further argued that the representations of Hawai‘i, in terms of tidy native fields industriously maintained and the general good conditions of the islands, served to deter
genuine development (Ladd 1838:73).
Now at this time, the Hawaiian Islands comprised a Kingdom, with all land controlled by the King and the chiefly class (ali‘i). Commoners (rnaka‘ainana), who
resided on the land at the grace of the chiefs, worked their own allotted plots and
also the chiefly lands. The islands themselves were divided into districts (rnoku) and
administrative divisions known as ahupua ‘a.These are land divisions that run like piewedges from the mountaintops to the shore and out to the reef. Within each ahupua ‘a,
all residents had rights to the complete range of natural resources in all the ecological zones. These resources were carefully managed to avoid overexploitation, and
the land managers (konohiki) were careful to allot land to persons according to their
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skills, so as to maximize production (see Wise 1967). While Western scholars have,
since missionary times, presented this system as inequitable and exploitative of the
common people, it is easy to see that that judgement reflects the democratic ideology
of post-Revolutionary United States, rather than a genuine concern for social equity.
The missionary solution to this “tyrannical” system was to privatize the land.
Their logic held that since the commoners did not own their land, they could not
derive economic benefit from improving upon it, hence had no reason to become more
industrious. The role of missionary pressure in leading to privatization, and Hawaiian
resistance to it, is well documented by Kame‘eleihiwa (1992).
The decline of Hawaiian use of the land and the simultaneous rise of Western
agricultural activities led to bigger and bigger plans on the part of the missionaries,
who saw more and more of the land as underutilized and, implicitly (for they rarely
say so) underpopulated. Their report back to the ABCFM in April, 1839 spelled it out
as follows (MH 4/39: 146-7):
That a land enjoying one of the finest climates in the world, with a soil as good for
cultivation as any on which the sun ever shone, should remain untilled, is a subject
deeply to be regretted; but thus it is. A great portion, probably nineteen twentieths
of the whole of these islands, is uncultivated. Agriculture, with but three or four
honorable exceptions, is confined principally to the native 0-0 (a sort of chisel for
diffing the ground,) which produces little or nothing more than what is needed for
home consumption and supplies for the few ships which touch here, while the soil,
that might produce exports to the amount of millions of dollars yearly, is suffered to
remain in the same state in which it has lain from untold ages. This is a subject on
which we feel intense interest. as connected with the future destinies of the nation.. . .

In that same report, they remark that “Incipient measures have been taken for two
establishments for the manufacture of raw silk; and one of sugar is now in successful
operation at the islands. These are conducted by foreigners, men of Christian and
moral principles, who are giving encouragement to labor in their immediate vicinity,
and are therefore hailed as auxiliaries in the work of civilizing the people” (MH
4/39: 147). The arrangement of foreigners as capitalists with Hawaiians as laborers
was seen as a good paternal, benevolent arrangement, allowing for industrialization
of the islands and industrialization of the labor force under the guidance of Christian
fathers. Philanthropy is presented as the motivation for the economic development.
But this was not enough. The missionary focus on land and people as a unit led to
what is perhaps the single most important event in modern Hawaiian history: the privatization of land known as the Muhele. Guided by missionary advisors, the Kingdom
enacted a series of laws from 1848 resulting in a division (rnahele) of lands controlled
through chiefdoms, transforming the islands into lots of private land, Government
land, and Crown land. The missionaries’ logic was that the Hawaiians were indolent
because they did not own their land outright, and so could not realize the profits of
their labors. If instead they had private ownership, the missionaries reasoned, they
could experience the profit motive and become industrious.
But this stated objective was not realized. On the contrary, the 1848 Muhele made
privatized land available for sale to resident aliens. In 1848, they wrote that “The
present policy is to get a large portion of the uncultivated lands, now useless in the
hands of the land-holders, into the possession of the government, to sell or lease in
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small portions to enterprising natives or foreigners, of small capital, at low prices, on
condition that they will cultivate them.” This should “lead to a development of the
resources of the country in articles for export to foreign markets, so much needed to
meet the imports from other countries” (MH 6/48: 185).
In less than a decade, they were rejoicing over the success of their transformations:
The waving fields of grass and shrubs which covered most of our hills and plains fifteen
or twenty years ago, with but here and there a flock of goats to revel in their midst,
are no longer to be met with. Horses and beeves are now to be found by thousands on
every island of the group; and fields of cane, potatoes, wheat, coffee, or corn, here and
there, attract the eye where formerly nothing but the kalo patch, or the sweet potato
field among the lava rocks, indicated cultivation. [ABCFM 1855:125]
Our harbors, whose waters were once disturbed only by the dip of the paddle, and
the rippling wake of the canoe, now bear on their bosoms hundreds of noble ships,
from whose masts wave the flags of the mightiest nations. Our strands, where once the
naked native stretched himself like the seal and the sea-elephant, are now occupied
with piers and wharves, and animated with the stir and din of commerce. [ABCFM
1857:1331

Judgment
The success of the mission must be judged in terms of its twin goals of spiritual
and economic transformation. The later writings of the missionaries reveal which
of these goals was best achieved. An 1848 edition of the Missionary Herald cited
private land holdings, commercial shipping, building of wharves and an aqueduct as
indicators. The missionaries noted, “The people are making progress in civilization,
increasing their property, and acquiring more correct views of their civil rights and
duties. We believe that more natives are in permanent and industrial pursuits, than at
any previous time. Day labor is rising, which is a good thing” (MH 4/48:140).
Economic success appeared to have been achieved. And spiritual success? An
1853 report declared, “As civilization advances, as wants multiply, and as the labors
of all the industrious and thrifty increase, we find it more and more difficult to keep
an assembly together. And we rejoice that it is so. It marks progress. All but the
worthless have something to do” (MH 10/53:291). It is a surprising admission that
“industriousness” was more important than piousness.
The following month’s edition of the Herald announced that “the Hawaiian people
may be regarded as a Christian nation, and entitled to take their place among the Protestant Christian nations of the earth, and that ‘the appropriate work of the Board as
a foreign missionary society is completed’ among them. . . . A new thing has occurred
under the sun in the history of modern missions; a heathen nation has been christianized” (MH 11/53:328). The Protestant mission ended officially in 1854, passing into
the hands of the local Hawaii Evangelical Association.
But now the question arises: all this economic development and structural transformation -for whom? It is a strange epitaph on the mission that, in 1862, the aged
Mr. Emerson should write, “The land, on all the Islands, is rapidly passing into the
hands of foreigners. About three quarters of all that on Oahu,except in the district of
Waialua, is now under their control, and in Waialua about one-half. Where the ownership of the land goes, the power of control will soon follow; and this would not be
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lamented if that influence was on the side of right. But out of Honolulu, few foreigners
attend public worship on the Sabbath” ( M H 12/62:373).
A final note of resignation published in an 188 1 Missionary Herald by the Hawaiian Evangelical Association harkens back to their first admiration of the islands’
potential fruitfulness. It is a final sounding horn proclaiming that indeed, the economic
development of the islands’ potential was in fact an end in itself, and the salvation of
the Hawaiians. . . well . . . they tried their best ( M H 6/8 1:206, emphasis added):
The Custom House Statistics of the Sandwich Islands for 1880 show at a glance the
commercial prosperity of the islands. The exports for the year amounted in value
to $4,968,194.40, the imports to $3,673,268.41, making an excess in exports of
$1,294,925.99. The statistics of emigration and immigration show that the arrivals
exceeded the departures by 3,665. Whatever may become of the native population, the
Sandwich Islands are clearly destined to hold an important position in the Western
World.

As for the seeds of civilization so eagerly implanted by explorer, missionary,
and merchant. . . . There can b e no doubt that the missionaries raised the Hawaiians’
material standard of living, and it can b e argued that the worst abuses of the old
Hawaiian socio-legal system were mollified (though this is treacherous ground), but
the overall purpose of these changes, for the West, werefor the West. Combined with
that most powerful seed of all, the diseases that decimated the Hawaiian people, the
giving of the West became a taking that culminated in the American annexation of the
islands.

Notes
1 . For a more thorough analysis, see Herman 1995.
2. A brief introduction to Hawaiian spiritual ecology can be found in Herman 1999.
3. The Missionary Herald was the monthly publication of the ABCFM. It is referred to
here by the shorthand “MH.” To maintain a sense of timeframe, the numbers that follow refer
throughout this text to the month and year (nineteenth century), rather than the month and volume.
So “MH 4/21” is the April 1821 edition.
4. While the metaphorical depiction of a savage wilderness suits the purposes of missionary
rhetoric, the reality of the islands was a place devoid of thorns, poisonous saps, indigenous biting
insects, and snakes. British missionary William Ellis (1827: 33) wrote that “In common with
other islands of the Pacific, they are entirely free from every noxious and poisonous reptile.. . . ”
5. See Wilkes (1845, IV: 173).
6. In 1831, the Lahainaluna seminary was established as a center for higher education
in Hawaiian language, and in 1834 the seminary began publishing the first of many Hawaiian
language newspapers in the Islands. In the late 1850s, much of the mission printing was done at
the press of H. M. Whitney, who also printed the Pacific CommerciaZAdvertisex This commercial
press being more efficient than the mission press, the mission press was sold to Mr. Whitney in
1859. See Dutton (1956).
7. All translations, unless otherwise noted, are by the author.
8. He Hoikehonua. 0 Ke Aohoku, 0 Ka Hulipoepoe, and No Ke Kalaiaina are all in
Hawaiian language. Translations are by the Author.
9. See Kamakau (1976: 13-18) and Malo (1951: 3&33).
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10. The “Hawaiian” month names used today are Hawaiianized versions of English names,
such as Aukake for August; while day names are simply numbered, po‘ekahi, po‘elua, (“first
night, second night”) and so on, with Sunday called la pule, “prayer day.”
1 1. Unfortunately, there are no known existing copies of this text that contain pages the rest
of the introduction, up to page 16. See Judd, et al. (1978: 72). Except for this opening quote, all
material quoted here comes from pages 18-33, the existing portion of the introductory chapter.
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