Protest against the bombing of Mikua on the island of O'ahu, 1978.
Phatographer: Ed Greevy |
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In the debate over Puerto Rico’s polit-
ical status, a paramount concern to
Puerto Ricans is the future of their lan-
guage, culture, heritage, and identity. Pro-
statchood advocates maintain that
through statehood Puerto Ricans would
achieve full legal and political equality
with other U.S. citizens; would not have
to relinquish their language, culture, tra-
ditions and identity; and would reap eco-
nomic benefits otherwise unattainable.
But other evidence suggests the contrary.

‘While proponents of U.S. statehood
for Puerto Rico readily extol Hawai‘i as a
model to emulate, they often overlook
the history and present-day reality of the
people indigenous to Hawai‘'i—a people
who have fought valiantly for their phys-
ical survival, economic well-being, and
their cultural and linguistic heritage in

confronting foreigners who have bene-
fitted from their subjugation and the
seizure of their lands. The historical
events that unfolded in Hawai'i from the
earliest encounters with settlers from
the United States through annexation,
statchood, and up to the present consis-
tently reveal a tragic pattern of neglect,
harm, and injustice to most indigenous
Hawaiians. Rather than an archetype to
be replicated, the Hawai'i example, in
view of the indigenous Hawaiian experi-
ence, should signal another message: it
serves as an illustration of what a people
of a different nationality, culture, and
linguistic tradition can lose in the
process of incorporation into the United
States. For this reason, the indigenous
Hawaiian experience may hold valuable
lessons for Puerto Ricans.
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Historical Overview of the U.S. Domination
of Indigenous Hawaiians

Indigenous Hawaiians or Kanaka Maoli are a Polynesian people with a distinct lan-
guage, culture, history, values, and identity. Their first contact with white Europeans
occurred in 1778 with the arrival of Captain James Cook. The Kanaka Maoli people had
a thriving civilization and culture prior to the advent of the Europeans. Indigenous
Hawaiians had a society that was entirely self-determining, self-governing, and self-
sufficient—one that had developed a system of communal land tenure which provided
for the needs of their people. After successfully obtaining the withdrawal of the British
from Hawai‘i in 1843, the Kinaka Maoli found themselves in the midst of white settlers,
primarily from the United States, who were intent on making Hawai'i their own.

Imbued with the belief that the Anglo-Saxon race in the United States possessed a
divine right to “Christianize and civilize the world” as part of their “manifest destiny,”
two major foreign policy precepts developed in the 1800os that had profound conse-
quences for Puerto Rico and Hawai'i (Stephanson 1995, 70-80). For the United States,
the Monroe doctrine of 1823 fended off European interests in the Caribbean and Latin
America, while the Tyler Doctrine of 1842 secured United States’ sphere of influence
in the Pacific (Stephanson 1995, 65—72; Budnick 1992, 14). The ideology of racial and
cultural superiority, combined with these two foreign policy doctrines, provided the
foundation and justifications for U.S. territorial expansion and the imposition of U.S.
laws, language, and customs on other peoples around the globe (Smith 2000, 18-52;
Spring 1998, 17-32).

On the Hawaiian archipelago, Christian missionaries advanced U.S. business and
government interests. Calvinists missionaries who came to Hawai'i from Boston in
the 1820s regarded the Kanaka Maoli as “savages” and embarked upon a campaign
of mass Christian conversion and forced assimilation (Kame‘eleihiwa, 1994,
108-12). But their ambitions did not end with the religious conversion of the
indigenous peoples of the islands. They soon had undertaken the task of trans-
forming Hawai'i into a land where white foreigners or haoles could exert political,
economic, social, and cultural supremacy. By the 1840s, the missionaries had
acquired sufficient power and influence to begin restructuring the society to their
political and economic advantage (Kelly 1994).

Native Lands in Foreign Hands |

From 1848 through 1850, U.S. missionaries brought about the privatization of lands
through the Mible, a process designed to replace the native communal land tenure sys-
tem with a structure dividing the land among the King, the chiefs, and the govern-
ment. Subsequently, the Kuleana Act of 1850, written by U.S. missionaries, imposed a
Western legal process requiring native tenants to file their claims to private lands.
Predictably, indigenous Hawaiians were unable to adapt rapidly to Western notions of
private property that were codified into unfamiliar laws. Failure to comply with land
registration or property tax requirements led to the forfeiture of land rights and the
opening up of vast tracts of native lands for baole acquisition. As a result, approxi-
mately 70 percent of the adult male native population, along with their spouses and
children, were rendered landless (Kelly 1994, 104). The Mable and the Kuleana Act were
not simply the means through which the native communal land system was usurped,
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but the instruments through which white foreigners could systematically wrest native
lands as their own private property and secure their future livelihoods and prosperity
on the islands. The establishment of private ownership and commercial activities led
to greater U.S. business interests and intrusions. The Mable and Kuleana Act became
significant historical events that laid the groundwork for U.S. capitalist domination of
the economy (Kame‘eleihiewa 1992, 201). For indigenous Hawaiians, control of lands
for private, commercial purposes by outside interests still reverberates today as a major
concern in their quest for economic self-sufficiency.

The desire to insure continued dominance and profitability of the lands that the
haole elite acquired fueled the drive to have Hawai‘i annexed to the United States. As
the white foreign minority aligned with U.S. business interests to seize power internal-
ly, they also received external support from U.S. government officials who schemed for
the annexation of Hawai'‘i. US. Secretary of State Hamilton Fish in 1873 made his views
known to U.S. Minister to Hawai‘i Henry Peirce that

{t}here seems to be a strong desire on the part of many persons in the
islands, representing large interests and great wealth, to become
annexed to the United States . . . There are also those of influence and
of wise foresight who see a future that must extend the jurisdiction
and the limits of this nation, and that will require a resting spot in the
mid-ocean, between the Pacific coast and the vast domains of Asia,
which are now opening to commerce and Christian civilization. . .
Should occasion offer, you will, without committing the government
to any line of policy, not discourage the feeling which may exist in
favor of annexation to the United States (Congress 1895, 19).

During the 1800s, Puerto Rico and Hawai‘i were singled out for their unique
importance to expanding U.S. global interests. The intent to possess colonies is obvi-
ous from U.S. Secretary of State James Blaine’s correspondence to Benjamin Harrison
in 1891, in which he writes: “I think there are only three places that are of value
enough to be taken, that are not continental. One is Hawaii and the others are Cuba
and Porto Rico [sic}]” (LaFeber [1963] 1998, 110). Today as then, Hawai‘i and Puerto
Rico continue to be coveted by the United States as integral to the consolidation of
global economic and military power—Hawai‘i for opening Asian markets for sale of
U.S. goods and for its military bases, which include Pearl Harbor, and Puerto Rico as
astronghold for U.S. economic ventures in Latin American as well as for strategic mil-
itary purposes, including armed incursions into the region (LaFeber [1963] 1998,
91-92; Maldonado-Denis 1972, 67-70).

In spite of the many efforts by white settlers to dominate the indigenous
Hawaiian people, the Kanaka Maoli by the late 1800s had managed to fashion an
independent and sovereign nation modeled after the British monarchy, with diplo-
matic relations and treaties with countries around the world. The courageous efforts
of King Kalikaua to establish international recognition for Hawai‘i as a sovereign
nation during his reign, however, could not stave off the will of the haole elite to
seize control of power. In 1887, the “Bayonet Constitution,” written by missionary
descendant Lorrin Thurston, was forced upon King Kalikaua by white foreigners,
backed by U.S. gunboats off the shores of Hawai‘i (Kame'‘eleihiwa 1994, 118). The
Bayonet Constitution diminished the powers of the King and insured white for-
eigners’ control over the legislature and cabinet by instituting property and income
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requirements for political office. It also granted foreign residents the right to vote
while disenfranchising most Kanaka Maoli by imposing land and wealth eligibility
requirements to vote (Kuykendall {1967} 1987, 369—370). Although the Kanaka Maoli
in 1889 rebelled against the illegal imposition of the Bayonet Constitution, their
insurrection was suppressed by the white foreigners in the government with the assis-
tance of US. armed forces (Kame‘eleihiwa, 1994, 118; Trask, 1993, 14-16). These events
demonstrate the extent to which white settlers had already established themselves
as a colonial authority that could rely on U.S. military power for support, even prior
to the overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom.

In 1893, with the assistance of U.S. Minister to Hawai‘i John L. Stevens and the U.S.
marines of the U.S.S. Boston, white U.S. businessmen overthrew the independent and
sovereign Hawaiian government—a government which had previously secured inter-
national treaties and recognition from among the “civilized” nations of the world,
including treaties of friendship and commerce with the United States. International
law prohibited, then as now, infringements upon the sovereignty of states and breach-
es of the most fundamental of international law principles: pacta sunt servanda
(treaties must be kept) (Malanczuk 1997, 18; Brownlie 1990, 616). A breach of treaty
agreements, as those in existence between the United States and the Kingdom of
Hawai‘i in 1893, violated international law (de Vattel {1758} 1916, 141, 188).
International law violations notwithstanding, missionary descendant Sanford B. Dole
was named president of the illegally constituted provisional government, which on
July 4, 1894, proclaimed itself the “Republic of Hawai‘i.” Following a native uprising
against the illegal Dole government in 1895, the reigning monarch at the time, Queen
Lili‘vokalani, was arrested and imprisoned.

“Liberate Hawaii.” Ka Lahui demonstration during President Bill Clinton’s “speech on the beach,” January 1993.
Photographer: Ed Greevy
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