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ABSTRACT 

 The Hawaiian Constitution of 1840 has often been portrayed as the 

inescapable end-result of missionary led efforts to overthrow traditional Hawaiian 

ways of life.  This thesis argues that the Constitution was in fact the result of 

deliberate steps taken by the Hawaiian leadership to defend against growing 

European and American colonialism in the Pacific.  Further, this work will 

demonstrate that while the Hawaiians adopted the trappings of Euro-American 

government, the institutions they used to govern themselves remained primarily 

Hawaiian.  Primary source material will be used to detail the process by which the 

Constitution was written and conduct an in-depth analysis of many of the 

structures embodied in the Constitution.  Contemporary Hawaiian diplomatic 

efforts will also be discussed as a way of contextualizing the Constitution’s place 

in the midst of colonial ventures and as proof that the Hawaiians were engaged in 

several efforts to protect their sovereignty. 
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GLOSSARY 

 

 

ʻAha aliʻi:  A council of aliʻi who judged the pedigree of other aliʻi and advised ruling  

aliʻi. 

 

Ahupuaʻa:  A moderately sized division of land, central to the makahiki festival.  The  

most important division of land in defining what resources a citizen had access to. 

 

ʻAi kapu:  The eating kapu which forbid practices like men and women eating together.   

Abolished in 1819 by Kaʻahumanu and Liholiho. 

 

ʻAi noa: Free eating, ignoring the ʻai kapu. 

 

ʻAina:  An island, land. 

 

Aliʻi:  A member of the Hawaiian ruling class, has traditionally been translated as chief in  

English. 

 

Aliʻi nui:  A supreme aliʻi over a certain area, ruled over other aliʻi. 

 

Haole:  Foreigner, non-Hawaiian. 

 

Kalaimoku:  An aliʻi with skills in diplomacy and government who advised an  

aliʻi nui on how to govern. 

 

Kapu:  The system of religious rules which governed all facets of traditional Hawaiian 

society.  They were analogous to laws in European and American systems, but there were 

no secular laws in Hawaiian society.  Has frequently been translated as taboo in English. 

 

Kahuna:  Member of the religious class in Hawaiian society.   

 

Kahuna nui:  A kahuna who advised an aliʻi nui on matters of religion. 

 

Kuhina nui:  A position of government unique to the Hawaiian nation.  It has been  

translated as Regent or Premier in English but in reality there is no position in 

European and American government which corresponds directly.  The Kuhina nui 

was more of a co-ruler with the mōʻi.  It was created in Kamehameha’s dying 

wish in 1819 and was first fulfilled by Kaʻahumanu. 

 

ʻIli: Subdivision of ahupuaʻa. 

 

Makaʻāinana:  The common class of Hawaiian society. 
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Mōʻi:  An aliʻi who had achieved supremacy over an entire island.  This position became  

the King under the Constitution of 1840. 

 

Moku: A large district of land, sometimes encompassing small islands off shore of the  

district located on a larger island. 

 

Pono: Good and prosperous behavior 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In 1840, Kauikeaouli, ruler of the Kingdom of Hawai’i, issued a written 

Constitution for his kingdom.  The previous two decades had seen the nation face a 

number of domestic changes.  Prominent among these were the increase of the haole 

population, the abolishment of the Hawaiian kapu system, and massive population 

decline due to epidemic disease.  At the same time, Hawai’i was also facing growing 

pressure from outside of its borders, as European nations and the United States expanded 

their colonial interests in the Pacific and reassigned greater military force to the region.  

In the face of these challenges how did the Hawaiian aliʻi manage to not only maintain 

their hold on power but have their sovereignty formally recognized and respected by 

nations whose military power far outstripped their own?  They did so primarily by 

adopting recognizable forms of government that they believed would give Europeans and 

Americans no choice but to respect their sovereignty.   

 This thesis seeks to prove this point, that the Hawaiian Constitution was an 

educated attempt by Hawaiian leaders to defend against colonialism.  It will do so by 

reviewing primary documents which demonstrate that the Hawaiian aliʻi were not only 

aware of how Europeans and Americans held the Hawaiian system in disdain, but also 

how much of an emphasis those foreigners placed on constitutional government and 

written law.  The Hawaiian aliʻi’s decision to hire a teacher of political economy and to 

reform their laws was a direct result of this knowledge and was a decision which the aliʻi 

discussed and engaged with completely.  Historical context will also be provided to show 
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that the process of governmental and societal change was something the Hawaiians had 

been practicing for generations.   

This thesis also attempts to answer the question, if the Constitution did adopt 

Euro-American forms of government, did the government of the Kingdom of Hawai’i 

remain truly Hawaiian?  A detailed analysis of the structures within the Constitution, 

specifically the positions of King, kuhina nui, and the House of Nobles will show that the 

Constitution continued to embody Hawaiian structures of government, simply 

encapsulated in new language.  Land tenure law and tax law passed at the same time will 

be reviewed as these two areas of the legal code also clearly show continued Hawaiian 

traditions of law. 

 

Previous Scholarship 

 

Few texts have concentrated solely on the development of the 1840 Constitution 

of the Kingdom of Hawai’i.  What work has been done on the Constitution generally has 

been in texts dealing with wider subjects of Hawaiian history, as opposed to a specific 

text focusing on the Constitution itself.  Often the Constitution appears to be lost in the 

wider analysis, a way-point between the abolishment of Hawaiian religion in 1819 and 

the Great Mahele (land division) in 1845.  This may be the result of the small number of 

primary written sources of information on the Constitution.  However, studying the 

development of the Constitution as an important event in and of itself is a valuable 

endeavor.  Doing so will lead to a greater understanding of how the Hawaiian monarchy 
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adapted to the rapid changes occurring in the very cosmopolitan space that was Hawai’i 

in the early 1800s.  In addition, studying the factors which lead to the development of the 

Constitution will help to further recent post-colonial scholarship, led by scholars such as 

Trask, Silva, and Beamer, which has suggested that the Constitution was deliberately 

developed as a means of delaying colonization of the Kingdom of Hawai’i.   

 Existing texts which discuss the 1840 Constitution vary greatly by the era in 

which they were written.  Early texts, such as Hawaiian Supreme Court cases from 1863 

and 1864, assert that the Constitution was granted by King Kamehameha III “as a boon to 

his country and people, establishing his Government upon a declared plan or 

system…according to fixed laws and civilized usage, in lieu of what … [the] chaotic and 

uncertain system, which previously prevailed.”
i
  In addition, the Justices assert that “the 

recognition of his independence by the great powers of Christendom; the claims of 

commerce; the influx of foreigners, and the gradual advancement of his native subjects,” 

led to the changes in Hawaiian government. The influences which the early Justices of 

Hawai’i identify are intriguing, as they mention the recognition of the independence of 

Hawai’i by “Christendom,” which clearly refers to the European and American colonial 

powers of the Pacific, as well as commerce and the influx of foreigners as directly 

responsible for the formation of a written Constitution.  

These sources obviously contain a significant bias in their view of the Hawaiian 

people, stating that “the nation [Hawai’i] was emerging from its ancient state of absolute 

despotism, in which the rights of life, liberty and property, so far as the common people 

or serfs were concerned, were not only insecure, but not recognized as having any 
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existence, beyond the capricious will of the chiefs.”
ii
   Their argument that the Hawaiians 

needed to advance in civilization in order to achieve a written Constitution is grounded in 

the language of racial superiority that was popular throughout Europe and American at 

that time.  It is important to note that the Justices of the early Supreme Court for the 

Kingdom of Hawai’i were white males, generally educated in New England schools of 

law, which may account for the biases identified in their writing.
iii

   

 Significant Euro-American scholarly works studying the history of the Kingdom 

of Hawai’i, and by inclusion the Constitution of 1840, began in the early 1900s, led by 

Ralph Kuykendall, a central figure in the historiography of Hawai’i.  Kuykendall 

published his first work on Hawai’i in 1923, and proceeded to write numerous histories 

of the islands until 1967.  Kuykendall’s histories remain central to the conventional 

understanding of the Hawaiian Islands, and are cited by numerous authorities in the field.  

Authors who have cited Kuykendall include Gavan Daws, H.R. Hays, and Sally Merry, 

Jonathan Osorio, and Kamanamaikalani Beamer. 

 In his 1947 text The Hawaiian Kingdom: 1778-1854, Kuykendall argues that “the 

constitution…was mainly declaratory or descriptive of the existing political institutions 

of the country.”
iv

  This observation is pivotal, because it demonstrates that while there 

were some unique features to this Constitution that had not existed prior to its creation, 

such as a Supreme Court or a House of Representatives, for the most part, the 

Constitution was merely a recording of institutions which already existed by 1840.  

However, Kuykendall does not provide any explicit analysis to justify his statement.  .  

Kuykendall identifies foreign intervention, specifically the arrival of foreign warships in 
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Hawaiian waters, as having two effects which helped led to the creation of the 

Constitution.  First, “the rulers were compelled to give way somewhat before the 

demands of the foreigners and to put in writing in the form of treaties a statement of their 

concessions,” and second, “the blows…made the chiefs painfully aware of their lack of 

knowledge and experience, and they began to see that these foreigners could neither be 

kept off nor treated in the way in which the Hawaiians were accustomed to being 

treated.”
v
  As a result, the leaders of Hawai’i engaged the services of the missionary 

William Richards to teach courses in political economy.  At the same time, other 

missionaries were teaching Hawaiian youth lessons in English, writing, and Christianity.  

Kuykendall argues that in addition to the growing education of Hawaiian leaders in 

lessons of democratic government, the advice of foreign diplomats and military officers, 

and the success of a nascent agricultural enterprise carried out on private land led the 

Hawaiian monarchy to create the Constitution of 1840. 

 Kuykendall’s 1947 work, an example of the many he produced, is thoroughly 

researched, and cites a wide variety of sources.  In fact, some of the factors he identifies 

as leading to the Constitution, such as increasing Hawaiian experience with written 

constitutional government and the imposition of foreign military power on the islands, 

are factors which this work also identifies as important to the writing of the Constitution.  

However, the vast majority of the Kuykendall’s sources are those of the missionaries and 

foreign agents he cites as central to the development of the Hawaiian Constitution and he 

does not use these sources very critically.  The Hawaiian reaction to these factors, and 

therefore the Hawaiian agency, is missing from the work.  While Kuykendall does say 
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that the chiefs realized that they could not treat the foreigners the same way in which they 

treated Hawaiians, he fails to explicitly link that in any way to the development of the 

Constitution of 1840.  Indeed Kuykendall’s belief that it was the foreigners and 

missionaries who were ultimately responsible for the development of the Constitution 

becomes clear when he writes, “at this juncture [1840] the Hawaiian people and the 

Hawaiian government could appropriately ask, What must we do to be saved?”
vi

 

Kuykendall then goes on to argue that “we must conclude that the things which the 

missionaries and other resident foreigners believed to be necessary were: (1) to develop 

the latent industry of the people and the natural resources of the land; (2) to get Hawaii 

formally recognized as an independent nations; (3) to established a government along 

constitutional lines which would be understood and respected by foreigners as well as by 

natives.”  Kuykendall seems to ignore the fact that the government was entirely managed 

by Hawaiian leaders, and that any foreigners who helped to draft documents, such as the 

Constitution, had been explicitly asked to do so by the Hawaiian government.  While 

Kuykendall’s text lacks in Hawaiian agency, the background that it provides on the 

intervention of foreign governments in Hawai’i, as well as missionary and foreign 

residents’ interests, is of great value.   

 Kuykendall’s contemporaries viewed this period of Hawaiian history in much the 

same way.  In The Kingdom of Hawaii, Lilian Mesick attributed the creation of a written 

Constitution to the influences of missionaries in the islands.  Specifically, Mesick, 

writing in 1934, believed that the Constitution was a part of a larger “appreciation of 

cultural progress,” and that leaders of this era in Hawaiian history deserved praise for 
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bringing their people “from paganism to a more elevated perception of life and its 

responsibilities.”
vii

  Focused primarily on the importance of Christianity and the 

“evolution” of civilization, Mesick’s work provides little for subsequent researchers to 

work with.  Another writer, Kathleen Mellen, attempted to “give the Hawaiian side of the 

story,” however, according to Mellen it is a story “of the many changes imposed by 

outsiders and praised by them as ‘civilizing reforms.’”
viii

  According to Mellen, the 

Constitution of Hawai’i was mainly the work of foreigners whose intent was to 

undermine the Native Hawaiian government.  Mellen further asserts that the foreigners 

were able to enter the Hawaiian government due to the weakness of the King 

Kamehameha III.  The High Chiefs who advised the King, realizing that he was weak-

willed and simple minded, asked foreigners to join the Hawaiian government.  Once 

positioned as advisors to the government, the foreigners, led by William Richards, 

pressured the King into signing a written Constitution. 

 The scholarly literature which forms the basis of conventional Hawaiian history, 

led by Kuykendall, clearly places the impetus for the written Constitution of 1840 in the 

hands of foreigners living in the Kingdom of Hawai’i, as well as those agents of foreign 

states who hoped to exert some influence over the Kingdom.  The literature identifies a 

number of factors which contributed to the development of the Constitution of 1840, 

most prominently the influence of the missionary population of Hawai’i who were 

educating young and old Hawaiians alike in the discourse and language of American 

republican government.  If one is to read analytically, these dated texts also reveal a 

Kingdom which was in constant contact with colonial powers, and extremely aware of 
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the desires of those nations with respect to the Kingdom of Hawai’i.  Kuykendall, 

Mesick, and Mellen all document the repeated incursions of colonial powers into 

Hawai’i, including the extension of American, British, and French military forces, on 

separate occasions, to extract agreements from the Hawaiian government.  Further, these 

texts all document a dramatic population shift in which a rapid decline in the population 

of Native Hawaiians occurred at the same time that a rapid increase in permanent and 

impermanent non-Native populations occurred. 

 

Contemporary Texts 

 

 More recent texts have viewed the changes that occurred in the 1830s and 1840s 

in the Kingdom of Hawai’i in a much different light.  Rather than view the adoption of 

Christianity and constitutional government as part of social evolution, as Mesick asserted, 

or as being forced upon the Hawaiians who welded little agency in the changes occurring 

in their society, as Kuykendall argued, contemporary historians, legal scholars, and others 

have begun to argue that while the arrival of Euro-Americans in the islands did change 

the society of the Kingdom of Hawai’i, the leaders of the Kingdom engaged in a self-

directed policy of nation building. 

 In her 2008 article, From Kapus to Christianity: The Disestablishment of the 

Hawaiian Religion and Chiefly Appropriation of Calvinist Christianity, Jennifer Kashay 

emphasizes that the dissolution of the Hawaiian religion, which defined the rights and 

powers of the chiefs and non-chiefs, was a Hawaiian decision, based upon “the inefficacy 
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of their gods and the unfeasibility of their way of life,”
ix

 as evidenced by the epidemic 

disease and loss of life striking the Native Hawaiian population, while the Christian non-

Hawaiian population remained unscathed.  This decision to denounce their religion 

“threw the Hawaiian people into an unexpected state of transition…the islanders lived 

without religio-political sanctioned rules of behavior.”
x
  The leaders of Hawai’i decided 

to convert to Christianity, and learn from the missionaries who arrived in the islands, in 

order to shore up their religious-political claims to power.  While Kashay’s article 

focuses primarily on the adoption of Christianity by the Hawaiians, and her conclusions 

are certainly debatable, it is an important piece because it recognizes the agency of 

Native Hawaiian leaders.  Rather than simply bowing before the superior agents of 

Christianity, as earlier historians have suggested, Kashay argues that the Hawaiian 

leaders critically thought about how to maintain their power and decided to adopt 

Christianity as a means to do so.  Kashay also discusses the importance of reading and 

writing, which was taught by the missionaries, as another possible incentive for the 

adoption of Christianity.  It is important to note that it was a former missionary, William 

Richards, who helped write the Constitution of 1840, and it was the missionary schools 

which educated many of the young chiefs and court members who surrounded King 

Kamehameha III as he decided to issue the written Constitution.  Kashay’s work draws 

primarily from missionary sources, which can be problematic, but she has done an 

excellent job of using post-colonial methods to “read between the lines” of these sources 

and attempt to investigate the thinking of the leaders of the Kingdom of Hawai’i.   
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 In another 2008 article, Debt and the Transnationalization of Hawai’i, author 

Mark Rifkin identifies the diplomacy of foreign nations, in particular the United States, 

as having a significant effect on the government of Hawai’i.  Rifkin asserts that 

“beginning in the 1820s, the United States engaged in a militarized diplomacy that 

ensured ongoing Hawaiian willingness to participate in international trade, managing the 

terms of Hawaiian sovereignty so as to promote the expansion of American capitalism.”  

Rifkin’s article demonstrates that the agents of foreign states, in this case traders and 

military officers, had a direct effect on the government of Hawai’i.  In entering the 

economy of the Hawaiian Islands foreign traders not only created a need for new rules 

and regulations, but also, in the process of acquiring Hawaiian debt, gave foreign nations 

justification to engage in militarized diplomacy in the islands.  For example, Rifkin cites 

military orders instructing commanders of a United States Naval Squadron to “to report 

‘such suggestions as may seem useful for its protection and encouragement’ and adding, 

‘you will communicate to the government of the islands the intention of sending 

occasionally one of our public ships there, with a view to the protection of our 

interests.’”
xi

  Rifkin does not engage with Hawaiian documents or sources in this article 

to explain the changes that occurred within the Hawaiian government at this time, but this 

article is valuable in that it demonstrates the great interest of foreign powers, especially 

the United States, in the Kingdom of Hawai’i, and the very cosmopolitan nature of the 

Kingdom itself.  In addition, the article clearly documents the threat the Pacific colonial 

powers posed to the Kingdom of Hawai’i, and the awareness the leaders of the Kingdom 
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had of this problem, given their interaction with foreign merchants and military 

diplomats. 

 In 2002, noted Hawaiian scholar Jonathan Osorio published a work entitled 

Dismembering Lahui, in which he documented the changes that occurred within the 

Hawaiian Kingdom from 1795 until 1887.  Osorio identifies several factors which 

contributed to the development of the 1840 Constitution.  Specifically Osorio points to 

the missionary education received by a new literate class of Hawaiian society and the 

increasing number of non-Hawaiians in Hawai’i.  Osorio writes that “the expanding 

presence of foreigners…prompted the remaining Ali’i Nui and Moi’i to consider ever 

more radical changes in the political system to achieve the respect of foreign residents 

and their governments for Hawaiian laws.”
xii

  These changes would be carried and 

created by the newly educated literate class of Hawai’i, who “may have been ambivalent 

or even contemptuous of the Native past, but they also bore an equally strong 

apprehension of haole in their future.”
xiii

  Osorio’s text draws from a mix of Hawaiian 

and non-Hawaiian sources and provides a fascinating new analysis which describes a 

Hawai’i not only in flux due to the arrival of non-Hawaiians, but the development of a 

new class of leaders as well, who Osorio asserts served as intermediaries between the 

uneducated majority of Hawaiians and the aliʻi who constituted the ruling elite.  This 

text’s strong reliance on documents produced by David Malo and Samuel Kamakau 

demonstrates the author’s willingness to rely on Hawaiian sources, by drawing on the two 

most prominent Hawaiian authors and historians of this period, as well as the few written 

Hawaiian sources which have survived to this period.  Osorio’s story begins after the 
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creation of the Constitution and only describes it in brief, choosing instead to focus on the 

effects of written constitutional government after around 1845. 

 Another recent text exploring the development of constitutional law in the 

Kingdom of Hawai’i was written by Sally Merry in 2000, entitled Colonizing Hawai’i: 

The Cultural Power of Law.  In Colonizing Hawai’i, Merry attributes the adoption of the 

Constitution to not only a search for a way to settle religious-political power, in the way 

that Kashay identifies, but also “the crisis caused by the substantial debts…to resident 

merchants and consequent threats to take over the islands,” as well as foreign government 

demanding “special legal treatment for their subjects.”
xiv

 According to Merry, under these 

pressures, the Kingdom of Hawai’i adopted a Constitution which was a blending of 

Hawaiian and Euro-American legal systems.  Well researched, and relying on many of 

the sources which Osorio uses, Merry’s text represents another foray into the expanding 

world of post-colonial Hawaiian histories. 

 Perhaps the academic who has completed the most comprehensive work in this 

area, and who’s writing this project will most overlap with, is Kamanamaikalani Beamer.  

In his dissertation Na wai ka mana? ʻŌiwi Agency and European Imperialism in the 

Hawaiian Kingdom, Beamer “challenges a colonial analysis of the Hawaiian Kingdom 

and its aliʻi, while illustrating the agency of aliʻi in grappling within and against Euro-

American Imperialism.”
xv

  Beamer’s work is thoroughly researched and makes full use of 

the author’s understanding of Hawaiian to access texts unavailable to an English-only 

reader.  Further, Beamer is well-versed in historic methods of Hawaiian governance and 

provides a clear analysis of how such forms of government were preserved or altered in 



22 

 

the Hawaiian Kingdom.  However, Beamer’s work, while thorough, covers a period of 

history until 1893, devoting just several pages to the Constitution of 1840 itself.  While 

his expertise could certainly produce an excellent in-depth exploration of all of the 

structures within the Constitution, Beamer did not devote the resources to such an 

exploration as he moved on to study later Hawaiian laws and legal structures. 

 

Where This Work Falls 

 

 This thesis is an effort to write in the vein of authors like Osorio and Beamer.  It 

attempts to be post-colonial by recognizing the agency of the Hawaiian aliʻi and 

understanding their actions as the actions of a strong and resilient people.  I have worked 

to learn as much as I could through the words of the Hawaiian people themselves and to 

read critically the narratives produced by the missionaries and those who have relied on 

missionary accounts.  It expands and builds upon recent post-colonial works, especially 

those of Osorio and Beamer, by focusing on the Constitution of 1840 specifically, 

allowing for greater analysis of various structures and laws passed at this time that those 

authors did not analyze.  Much is owed to those authors who have truly pioneered post-

colonial scholarship on this subject.  In particular, this thesis’ focus on tax law is unique, 

as is the use of certain primary source documents from the journal of William Richards 

and Kauikeaouli’s correspondence.  This thesis also gives greater focus to contemporary 

efforts of the Hawaiian aliʻi to defend their sovereignty through diplomacy to 

contextualize their efforts in developing the Constitution of 1840 than previous works.  In 
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addition, this thesis hopes to broaden the horizons of the academic discipline of American 

Indian Studies.  American Indian Studies can often waver in its concentration, leading to 

debates as to whether the field should concentrate solely on American Indians (people 

Indigenous to North America) or embrace Indigenous populations all over the globe.  By 

conducting research related to the history of Native Hawaiians, this thesis will contribute 

to the growing movement towards wider Indigenous Studies.  As the struggle for 

Indigenous rights grows ever more global, it is important for the academic disciplines 

which also claim to support these communities to grow more global as well.  More 

generally, this thesis seeks to bring attention to Hawaiian history within the continental 

United States, an area very few academics outside of Hawai’i have chosen to devote their 

time to. 

 I acknowledge my limitations in writing a document such as this.  As a non-

Hawaiian I certainly lack the cultural knowledge that comes from being raised within a 

community where this history is your own.  I also possess no Hawaiian language skills 

beyond the Hawaiian words associated with government that I have learned through 

personal study and coursework.  This has limited my analysis to those texts which can be 

read in English and, where mistranslations have occurred, I have no way of knowing.  

However, I hope that this thesis proves that it is possible for a non-Indigenous person to 

conduct scholarship on Indigenous history with respect and understanding.   I believe that 

as an American it is my responsibility to gain a complete understanding of my history, of 

which the story of the colonization of Hawai’i is a bleak chapter indeed.  Only by 
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understanding the true effects of our actions and policies can Americans truly begin to 

live up to the values of liberty and freedom that we so strongly espouse. 

 

Research 

 

Research for this project was conducted mainly through archival work at the 

Hawaiian State Archives, the Bishop Museum, and the University of Hawai’i libraries.  

These archives were accessed during July 2012 when I studied at the University of 

Hawai’i.  While pre-1840 written works by Native Hawaiians from Hawai’i do not 

survive in large amounts, some works are available, such as various writings of 

Kauikeaouli (Kamehameha III) and other royal documents.  Research also focused on 

contemporary newspapers and missionary records.  In addition, there is much information 

available about the nature of Hawaiian government prior to the Constitutional Monarchy 

from which comparisons may be drawn to the government formed under the 1840 

Constitution.  Works written by the Native Hawaiian historians Samuel Kamakau, 

Davida Malo, and John Ii are frequently cited in this thesis and offer fascinating primary 

insight into the period.     

As part of my research, I completed introductory coursework in Hawaiian history  

at the University of Hawai’i during Summer 2012 in order to gain a fuller understand of 

the history and culture of Hawai’i.  Coursework was led by noted Native Hawaiian 

scholar and activist Jonathan Osorio.  Osorio’s passionate teaching of his people’s history 

not only provided excellent context for this work, but was an inspiration as well.   In 
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addition, spending significant time in Honolulu gave me a better understanding of the 

islands themselves.  It was an important experience to be able to research and write on 

the very lands where my research focused.  Being able to walk through ʻIolani Palace, an 

excellent example of defense against colonialism through the use of Euro-American 

imagery, was an incredible experience as was simply seeing the effects of American 

colonialism on the islands.   

 

The Chapters 

 

 Chapter 1 will describe the structure of Indigenous Hawaiian society and 

government prior to the rise of Kamehameha, the aliʻi who unified the Hawaiian Islands 

in the early 1800s.  In an effort to provide a solid grounding in Hawaiian history and 

show respect for the Hawaiian people, the chapter will begin with the origins of the 

Hawaiian people.  The chapter describes class divisions in Hawaiian society and the kapu 

system which bound Hawaiian society together.  Central to this chapter will be 

demonstrating that Hawaiian society changed and developed over time with the intention 

of arguing that later Hawaiian adoption of a constitutional form of government was part 

of a process of adjustment that had been occurring for thousands of years.  Chapter 1 will 

also prove important to later analysis as it would be impossible to examine what changes, 

if any, the Constitution of 1840 made to Hawaiian government and society, without an 

understanding of the society it was affecting.   
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 Chapter 2 will cover the changes brought about by increasing aliʻi adoption of 

European goods and people for their benefit and Kamehameha’s eventual rise to power 

and unification of the Hawaiian nation.  It will begin by describing Kamehameha’s birth 

and upbringing then proceed to document the arrival of Europeans.  Following, it will 

relate Kamehameha’s quest to unification of the Hawaiian Islands through military 

conquest and diplomacy.  The chapter will conclude by demonstrating that Hawaiian use 

of European goods and advisors for military and political gain was directed and made to 

incorporate these foreigners into a Hawaiian worldview.  The information provided in 

Chapter 2 will serve several purposes.  First, it will demonstrate that Hawai’i during 

Kamehameha’s time was a changing space in which the Hawaiians were adjusting their 

worldviews to incorporate significant interactions with Europeans and Americans for the 

first time.  Further, Hawaiian responses to these interactions, it will be argued, were not 

the typical story of “god” recognition but rather an attempt to fit a phenomenon into a 

specific worldview.  Finally, this chapter will continue to develop the background 

information provided in Chapter 1 to assert that no matter what changes occurred to the 

structures of Hawaiian society the principles which undergirded Hawaiian political 

continued to be important and valued and were ensconced in the Constitution of 1840. 

 Chapter 3 will deal with the decades following Kamehameha’s death in 1819.  In 

the 21 years following Kamehameha’s death until the Constitution was signed, the 

Hawaiian aliʻi abolished the kapu system, advanced diplomacy with European and 

American nations, and created a written system of laws to govern Hawai’i.  This chapter 

will demonstrate that the Constitution of 1840 was a part of systematic efforts by the 
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Hawaiian aliʻi to defend against increasing European and American colonialism in the 

Pacific.  Chapter 3 will prove this through primary sources documenting the writing of 

the Constitution, as well as through contemporary laws and foreign policy initiatives 

undertaken by the Hawaiian government.  Structural analysis of the Hawaiian 

constitution will show that it preserved many aspects of traditional Hawaiian government.  

Analysis will also cover the changes which occurred as a result of the Constitution, some 

of which did prove to be revolutionary.  To prove these points, Chapter 4 will first 

describe the changes which occurred immediately after Kamehameha’s death, focusing 

on the abolition of the kapu system in 1819 and the appointment of the Kaʻahumanu as 

the Kuhina Nui.  Next, the chapter will document the arrival of American missionaries in 

1820 and Hawaiian aliʻi’s use of their non-religious teachings.  Hawai’i’s diplomatic 

relations with foreign nations will be discussed next, with an emphasis placed on the 

increasingly militarized nature of such contact.  The chapter will conclude by examining 

the efforts of the aliʻi to educate themselves on European and American styles of 

government.   

 

A Note on Constitutions 

 

 This thesis describes the creation of the first written constitution for the state of 

Hawai’i, while simultaneously arguing that the 1840 Constitution did not revolutionize 

Hawaiian government.  This of course begs the question, what is a constitution and did 
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the Hawaiians have constitutional government prior to 1840?  For the sake of this 

writing, the term constitution is defined as:  

“The organic and fundamental law of a nation or state, which may be written or 

unwritten, establishing the character and conception of its government, laying the 

basic principles to which its internal life is to be conformed, organizing the 

government, and regulating, distributing, and limiting the functions of its different 

departments, and prescribing the extent and manner of the exercise of sovereign 

powers.”
xvi

 

 

This definition was taken from a contemporary to the era version of Black’s Law 

Dictionary and has remained mostly unchanged to the present day.    It is useful because 

it shows that even during the 19
th

 century European and American legal scholars 

recognized that constitutions could be unwritten.  The essence of a constitution was that it 

defined government, the roles and responsibilities of the governors and the governed.  

The Hawaiians certainly had a system that did this.  The kapu system, which evolved 

over hundreds of generations, created a system based upon reciprocal responsibilities.  If 

each member of Hawaiian society fulfilled their responsibilities then Hawaiian society 

would continue to function in a prosperous manner.  Each member of society, from the 

highest aliʻi to the lowest makaʻāinana had duties to fulfill.   In many ways, Hawaiian 

society could be interpreted to have been governed by an unwritten constitution prior to 

1840. 

 However, in this work, such an assertion will not be made.  Too often there has 

been an imposition of outside ideas and words on Indigenous cultures; this is just one 

facet of colonialism.  Admittedly this work is in English, but all references to Hawaiian 

structures of government, classes, etc. prior to the writing of the Constitution are made in 

Hawaiian.  This is not only out of respect for the Hawaiian people but also out of a belief 
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that words inherently contain certain ideas and concepts.  To apply the term constitutional 

to Hawaiian government prior to the 1840 Constitution might be to give a different 

meaning or understanding than the Hawaiians themselves would have had.   

 That does not make Hawaiian government prior to the 1840 Constitution any 

more or less valid than constitutional government.  As noted, Hawaiian government 

easily fit the definition of being governed by a constitution.  The system was different, 

more holistic than Anglo-American conceptions in that in incorporated the spiritual as 

well as the secular into one system, but it served its people and allowed them to prosper.  

It had the consent of the governed; even after the introduction of the concepts of 

Christianity and written law there were no revolts by the makaʻāinana in favor of those 

new ideas.  It was a system that, whatever its faults, was the system that the Hawaiian 

people had created, developed, and maintained.  
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CHAPTER ONE – HAWAI’I BEFORE KAMEHAMEHA 

 

Introduction 

 

 Chapter 1 will describe the structure of Native Hawaiian society and government 

prior to the rise of Kamehameha, the aliʻi who unified the Hawaiian Islands in the early 

1800s.  In particular, this chapter will focus on the class divisions within Hawaiian 

society, the responsibilities of each class, the kapu system which bound Hawaiian society 

together, and land division.  This chapter will also briefly discuss the origins of the 

Hawaiian people and how their society developed over time.  A description of Hawaiian 

history and socio-political organization is important for several reasons.  First, it would 

be impossible to delve into and analyze the Constitution of 1840, and what changes it 

made to Hawaiian government and society, without an understanding of the society it 

changed.  Chapter 1 will establish a baseline for comparison and will allow the reader to 

understand how Hawaiian institutions were preserved when moving from an oral to a 

literary record.  Second, this information is provided in the hopes of writing from a non-

colonial perspective and showing respect for the Hawaiian people.  It is provided to 

acknowledge the Hawaiian people as Indigenous to their land and impress upon the 

reader the generations of history which precede this text.  Third, it is used to demonstrate 

that Hawaiian society was not the static idyllic paradise it is often described of in the 

colonial narratives which dominate the academic texts on Hawaiian history.  Rather, 
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Native Hawaiian society and government will be shown to have been dynamic and 

changing, with Hawaiian people cleverly adapting their society to meet their needs since 

the beginning of their history. 

 Finally, it should be noted that there will be no mention of European or American 

contact in this chapter, though it admittedly occurred before the rise of Kamehameha, the 

subject of the next chapter.  This is a conscious decision which has been made in an 

attempt to preserve a narrative that is Hawaiian-centric.  The arrival of Europeans and 

Americans has nothing to do with the development of Hawaiian society and, as shall be 

argued in following chapters, their influence was not as it has been portrayed by most 

previous scholars.  For this chapter, the story is one of Hawaiians developing a Hawaiian 

society. 

 

The Origins of Native Hawaiians 

 

 Written Hawaiian histories have offered multiple narratives of the origins of the 

Hawaiian people.  Even perhaps the two most famous and most cited Hawaiian historians 

in the written form, David Malo and Samuel Kamakau
xvii

, both writing in the nineteenth 

century, acknowledge the variety of Hawaiian origin stories.  Malo writes “it is very 

surprising to hear how contradictory are the accounts given by the ancients of the origin 

of the land here in Hawaii.  It is in their genealogies that we shall see the disagreement of 

their ideas.”
xviii

  However, the fact that differences between various Hawaiian genealogies 

and histories exist does not make them untrue.  One needs merely to look at the volumes 
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of history written about the United States to see how greatly varied the takes on 

American history can be.  Abraham Fornander, a Swede who took up residence in the 

Kingdom of Hawai’i in the 1840s and later served in various positions within the 

Hawaiian government, argued “we believe the Icelandic folklore which tells of exploits 

and voyages to far distant lands; why then discredit the Polynesian folklore which tells of 

voyages between the different groups.”
xix

  Though Fornander was writing with regards to 

ancient migratory stories, the point is a valid one.  It is important to overcome the biases 

which influence academic writing about Indigenous peoples and give credence and value 

to the histories they tell of themselves.  What the Hawaiian histories tell us is that for 

dozens of generations, perhaps forever, the Hawaiian people have lived on the Hawaiian 

Islands. 

 In his version of Hawaiian history Malo states that the Hawaiian race was birthed 

from Lailai, and that she was of the night.  Her husband, Kealiiwahilani, was from the 

heavens.  The first kanaka, human being, was Kahiko.  Kahiko’s wife was called 

Kupulanakehau, and their child was Wakea.  Wakea in turn married Papa, and the two 

formed a common beginning for most genealogies of the aliʻi.
xx

  Kamakau’s history of 

the origin of the Hawaiian people begins somewhat differently.  Kamakau writes that “a 

man called Hulihonua and a woman called Keakahulilani are said to be the first man and 

the first woman in the very ancient past.”
xxi

  However, Kamakau too identifies Papa and 

Wakea as the common ancestors of many aliʻi. 

 Many academics, including Fornander, identify the Hawaiian people as having 

migrated across the Pacific to reach the Hawaiian Islands.  It is important to note that this 
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is something identified not only by Euro-American academics, but Hawaiian academics 

too, and in the Hawaiian origin stories themselves.  In his history of the Hawaiian people, 

Malo argues that the earliest Hawaiians named in the genealogies were probably born in 

foreign countries, but that there genealogies were preserved in Hawai’i.  Malo cites the 

fact that certain places where Hawaiian ancestors are indicated as having lived do not 

exist in Hawai’i.  Kamakau also states that it is possible that the Hawaiian ancestors 

actually lived in another place prior to coming to Hawai’i.   

 The arrival of the Hawaiian people on the Hawaiian Islands has been dated to as 

early as 100-300 C.E. or possibly as late as 800-1000 C.E.
xxii

  Fornander, who bases his 

work on Hawaiian genealogies and generational time keeping, argues that the Hawaiian 

Islands were peopled in the 400s C.E., following Polynesian migration throughout the 

Pacific (which he identifies as beginning in the late 100s C.E.).
xxiii

  Migratory theory 

argues that the Hawaiians travelled a path from the west, something also found in 

Hawaiian legends, probably from the Polynesian islands of the Marquesas or Tahiti.   

 

Change Over Time 

 

 Hawaiian society did not remain static following the peopling of the Hawaiian 

Islands.  Hawaiian society has often been described as idyllic in the words of historians 

like Ralph Kuykendall, who wrote “the Hawaiian people, who dwelt close to nature in 

this ‘paradise of the Pacific,’ were a healthy, robust, intelligent and good tempered 

folk.”
xxiv

  While such language might appear flattering on face, the reality of what it 
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implies is far different.  To such historians, who continued to dominate the academic 

American historical narrative on Hawai’i until well into the 1980s and 1990s, Hawaiians 

were considered “a primitive folk, having faults as well as merits common to people in a 

primitive state.”
xxv

  Historians of Hawai’i have often only provided a cursory overview of 

Hawaiian government, one that was static and unchanging, befitting of a “primitive 

people.”  This language of primitivism and nature play into Lockesian theories of 

beneficial use of land and social development which are used to justify colonialism to this 

day.  In reality Hawaiian socio-political structures were vibrant and changing, developing 

new ways of organizing to fit the needs of the time.  This is a vitally important 

observation to make and understand, as it helps to ground the argument that later change 

in Hawaiian government were led by Hawaiians who were continuing a process that had 

begun with their earliest ancestors.  It is also why this work identifies those changes in 

this era as beginning with Kamehameha and his successors, not the arrival of Europeans 

which happened to coincide with these changes, and were incorporated into them.
xxvi

   

 One of the major changes identified with Hawaiian society was the development 

of a class system.  This occurred sometime after the Papa and Wakea generation.  Prior to 

that generation the Hawaiian people lived as one society in common, without distinction 

between the aliʻi and the makaʻāinana.  Kamakau asserts that this was probably due to the 

low number of people living on the Hawaiian Islands.  Since each group was divided by 

family, the parents maintained mastery over internal relations within their familial group.  

As long as the groups were small and divided along family lines there were few quarrels 

and none which could not be resolved by the parents of each group.  According to 
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Kamakau, during this time the kahuna orders began to develop into a separate and 

distinct class, and also began to gain some form of supremacy over the families.
xxvii

  

Malo makes no mention of the kahuna orders being created during this time period, 

simply asserting that after the time of Papa and Wakea, the aliʻi and the makaʻāinana 

separated.
xxviii

  Despite this discrepancy, both Malo and Kamakau agree that it was some 

time after the generation of Papa and Wakea that the aliʻi and makaʻāinana separated.  

Kamakau writes that the change took several hundred years, Malo writes that it probably 

took 25 generations.  The Hawaiian tradition therefore makes clear that over the course of 

many generations, and hundreds of years, the Hawaiian people evolved from a family-

centric population, one that was small and relatively conflict-free, to a society that was 

organized into three distinct classes. 

 Adaptation and change did not stop with the development of the class system.  

Hawaiian history records a period of extensive migration between the Hawaiian Islands 

and other Polynesian societies, including the Marquesas, Tahiti, and New Zealand.  This 

period of migration brought new ideas about government and religion to the Hawaiian 

people, and the Hawaiians spread their ideas to other societies as well.  A prominent 

example of the changes wrought upon Hawaiian society by this Polynesian exchange is 

found in the story of Pāʻao, who came to the Hawaiian Islands from a land in the south.  

Pāʻao left his home because of a dispute between himself and his brother and travelled 

across the ocean to arrive on the island of Hawaii.  Upon his arrival, he discovered that 

Hawaii was without an aliʻi, because they had merged into the makaʻāinana and no one 

ruled.  Pāʻao returned home and brought an aliʻi named Pili with him to rule Hawai'i.  
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Pāʻao, after confirming Pili in his rule, became the kahuna nui, the chief religious 

advisor, to Pāʻao.  Pāʻao brought his religion with him, established heaius, temples, to his 

gods, and his family remained the kahuna nui for the aliʻi nui of Hawaii until 

Kamehameha I.  The example of Pāʻao is just one way in which the migratory period 

affected Hawaiian society.  Fornander asserts that the migratory period modified “the 

ancient customs, creed, and polity.  It even affected the speech of the people.”
xxix

 

 While this period of migration eventually came to an end, Hawaiian society 

continued to evolve and adapt.  The changes adopted during the migratory period 

strengthened as time went on, and the hardening of societal divisions is especially 

prominent.  In addition, two important governmental bodies were developed during this 

time period.  The first was the ʻaha aliʻi, which has been described by Fornander as a 

“committee on nobility” and Beamer as “the council of chiefs.”  The ʻaha aliʻi was the 

body to which those who claimed to be aliʻi nui must present themselves and defend their 

claim.  This defense would be a recital of the aliʻi in question’s genealogy.  A genealogy 

informed all who heard it of the individual’s descent and would have been considered a 

sound defense, since these genealogies were memorized for hundreds of generations to 

establish who had claims to rank and prestige. This applied to every individual, from the 

lowest aliʻi to the highest, even the mōʻi of Hawaii is said to have had to appear before 

this committee when travelling to Oahu.  However, the ʻaha aliʻi was more than just a 

body which confirmed one’s pedigree.  In fact, it had many aspects of a governing body.  

It established the conditions for an aliʻi to rule, “in other words for one to become mōʻi, it 

would be a requirement to be recognized by the ʻaha aliʻi.”
xxx
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The position of mōʻi was another which arose during this time period, and 

represented a shift in Hawaiian societal and political organization.  Prior to the 

development of this position, each individual aliʻi had ruled with independent authority 

over their possessions.  Occasionally an aliʻi would be able, through conquest, marriage, 

or some other means, to gain possession of the land of several aliʻi, possibly an entire 

island.  An aliʻi who did so would be referred to as the aliʻi nui.  However, the concept of 

mōʻi was different, as it indicated that an aliʻi not only ruled over an entire island but that 

the other aliʻi owed him fealty and allegiance.
xxxi

 While the position was sometimes 

hereditary, it was possible for a mōʻi to be deposed by the ʻaha aliʻi if the mōʻi performed 

poorly as a leader or did not uphold the kapu.   

 

The Native Hawaiian Class System 

 

 As has been stated throughout the previous sections, Hawaiian society was 

divided into classes.  That this system developed over time has been demonstrated, and 

thus it should be noted that the relationships which will be described in the following 

paragraphs is not a complete description of the class system throughout Hawaiian history.  

Rather it is a description of the class system as it would have existed prior to 

Kamehameha’s rise to power, so that the reader might understand the organization of 

Hawaiian society and government during that time. 

 The largest class in Hawaiian society was the makaʻāinana, the common class.  

The makaʻāinana were the producers of Hawaiian society.  They were farmers, 
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craftspeople, fisher people, and more.  Each trade had a different term by which it was 

called, further dividing the makaʻāinana class into subdivisions.  According to Malo, the 

“condition of the common people was that of subjection to the chiefs, compelled to do 

their heavy tasks, burdened and oppressed, some even to death.”
xxxii

  More recent 

Hawaiian scholars, such as Jonathan Osorio, have suggested that Malo’s recollections 

about the conditions of the makaʻāinana and their interactions with the aliʻi were colored 

by his missionary education.   Indeed, even Malo admits that there were dangers for the 

aliʻi who oppressed the makaʻāinana, writing “many kings have been put to death by the 

people because of their oppression of the makaʻāinana.”
xxxiii

  More recent historians, such 

as Trask, have suggested there was a bit more freedom in the lives of the makaʻāinana, 

stating that they were free to move if they were mistreated by their aliʻi, forcing the aliʻi 

to respect the people and treat them with kindness, if they wished to be successful 

leaders. 

 The second distinct class in Hawaiian society was the kahuna, the spiritual leaders 

of the people.  Like the other classes in Hawaiian society, the kahuna were not one single 

bloc, but were divided into sub-classes.  The papa kahuna pule, the priests, were actually 

related to the aliʻi and were of the papa aliʻi class.  The papa kahuna pule were 

responsible for caring for the gods of the aliʻi as well as maintaining spiritual order and 

carrying out religious ceremonies.  They also advised the aliʻi and were responsible for 

the maintenance of the kapu.  Other kahuna classes included the papa kaula, the prophets.  

The papa kaula were responsible for foretelling important future events and the outcomes 

of those events.  According to Kamakau, the papa kaula were independent and spoke 
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without fear before the aliʻi, because they spoke with the voices of the gods.  Other 

Kahuna classes included the papa hulihonua, the land experts, papa kilokilo lani, 

individuals who read omens in the sky, and the kilo hoku, individuals who studied the 

stars.
xxxiv

 

 The third distinct class in Hawaiian society was the aliʻi, the chiefs.  To become 

an aliʻi one needed a certain genealogy.  This genealogy would be traced back through 

the various mele, chants, which preserved the descendancy of the aliʻi.  In addition, as 

societal divisions hardened as they evolved over time, the aliʻi developed certain physical 

signs to differentiate themselves from the other classes.  One of these signs was 

circumcision.  According to Hawaiian history, the first circumcision was greeted by 

omens in the sky, such as thunder and lighting, red mist and rain, and other signs, all of 

which indicated that the gods were pleased by the decision.  Future circumcisions were 

also met by fortuitous signs, announcing to all that an aliʻi had been circumcised. Another 

important sign of the aliʻi was the ʻaha kapu, the sacred cord.  The ʻaha cord was a long 

braided rope or cord which was stretched between the posts outside an aliʻi’s home.  If 

the ʻaha cord were to fall at the approach of another aliʻi, then the approaching aliʻi 

would be recognized as superior to the aliʻi in residence.
 xxxv

 

 

Societal and Governmental Organization 

 

 The three central classes of Hawaiian society existed together by performing 

various roles and fulfilling various responsibilities.  David Malo has described the 
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organization of the Hawaiian kalaimoku, the civil polity, as that of a body.  According to 

Malo,  

“the king was the real head of government; the chiefs below the king, the 

shoulders and the chest.  The priest of the king’s idol was the right hand, the 

minister of the interior (kanaka kalaimoku) the left hand, of the government . . . 

the soldiery were the right foot of the government, while the farmers and 

fishermen were the left foot.  The people who performed the miscellaneous 

offices represented the fingers and toes.”
xxxvi

 

 

Malo’s use of body imagery is significant because it represents how interdependent 

Hawaiian society truly was.  While the mōʻi was clearly the head of the government, it 

could not exist unsupported without the other aliʻi.  In turn, the aliʻi could not accomplish 

anything without the extremities, the kahuna and the makaʻāinana.  Like a true human 

body, each part requires the others to make the whole survive.  It is a truly reciprocal 

relationship.  Further, the concept of the government as a body is important because it 

can be thought of in both intimate and abstract terms.  Such an understanding allows for 

change to occur, while still maintaining the same metaphor.
xxxvii

 

 The mōʻi was the head of the government, and, as ruler, virtually all of the 

important roles of state were invested in the mōʻi.  In times of war the mōʻi was expected 

to gather the population together and direct the island’s military forces.  In times of 

peace, the mōʻi answered questions of state, directing the island’s diplomatic and 

production efforts.  As will be discussed in the section on land use and land division, the 

mōʻi held the ultimate title to land, and was allowed to reclaim and redistribute it as they 

saw fit.  The mōʻi also assessed taxes on land and production, consecrated heiaus, and 

oversaw the performance of religious ceremony.  When the Constitution of 1840 was 

written these powers were, for the most part, explicitly given to the mōʻi.  While the mōʻi 
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held great power, their authority only survived as long as they fulfilled their duties.  

There are several instances of mōʻi who failed to live up to the expectations of their 

position and who were replaced by the other aliʻi. 

 The mōʻi was counseled in principal by two advisors.  One was the kahuna nui, 

chief priest, and the other the kalaimoku.  In the words of David Malo, “these two were 

the ones who controlled the government and led its head, the king.”
xxxviii

  The kahuna nui 

advised the mōʻi on matters of religion, especially on the following of the kapu.  Highly 

religious mōʻi were greatly esteemed and were believed to have great success in rule, and 

it was important the mōʻi be seen to be appeasing the gods and following their advice.  

For example, in times of war, the kahuna nui would advise the mōʻi on building a heiau 

to learn if it was acceptable to go to war.  

 The kalaimoku advised the mōʻi on matters of state, administrating the 

government and caring for the makaʻāinana.  Just as there were strict rules governing 

religious behavior that the mōʻi received guidance on from the kahuna nui, there were 

strict rules governing the behavior of the mōʻi with regards to foreign dignitaries and 

domestic policy that the kalaimoku helped the mōʻi to follow.  For example, when 

touring their island, the mōʻi was advised not to leave the main path, as doing so would 

bring all of the mōʻi’s followers as well, who would help themselves to crops and goods 

along the path, generally from the farms of the makaʻāinana.  The kalaimoku was also an 

expert in warfare and advised the mōʻi in battle.   

 In Hawaiian Antiquities Malo also mentions a formal organization called the aha 

olelo o na lii, the parliament of chiefs.  Such an organization is not mentioned in 
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Kamakau’s translated works.  It may be the same organization that Beamer mentions in 

his work, the ʻaha aliʻi, but I do not have the necessary Hawaiian language skills to 

discover if this is true.  However, whether or not they are the same, it is clear that the 

mōʻi consulted with other aliʻi prior to making decisions.  While a mōʻi had supreme 

authority, they were not beyond review.  If they failed to live up to the expectations of the 

aliʻi they could be removed from power, and if they failed to impress the makaʻāinana, 

then they would find themselves with an unmotivated populace and viewed as failed 

leaders, again opening themselves up for removal from power. 

 

The Kapu System 

 

 The Hawaiian system of societal organization was bound together by the kapu 

system, which has been translated in some past works as the taboo system.  The kapu 

system was a strict set of rules which governed many aspects of Hawaiian life, including 

relations between the classes and the responsibilities and duties of members of Hawaiian 

society.  The kapu do not have a clear reference in the Euro-American socio-political 

tradition, as Euro-American systems have traditionally separated the state and religion (at 

least in theory).  The kapu system did provide the rites for religion.  It governed worship 

days, consecration of temples, and more.  However, the kapu also governed the ways in 

which individuals were allowed to interact with each other, a realm that is governed in 

Euro-American traditions by secular law.  The kapu system must be understood in its 

own distinct sense, as a set of rules which governed the actions of Hawaiian individuals 
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and, if followed properly, ensured the continuance of a healthy and wholesome society.  

Furthermore, the kapu system, in conjunction with the concept of pono, dictated the 

reciprocity of good behavior among Hawaiians. 

One of the prominent aspects of the kapu system, and one that has received much 

attention in previous scholarship on Hawai’i, was the division between sexes, especially 

the ʻai kapu.  Under the ʻai kapu, men and women could not eat together, nor could their 

food be prepared together.  In addition, women could not eat certain foods, such as pork, 

bananas, coconuts, certain fish, sea turtles, and more.  The kapu covered far more than 

eating, however.  The kapu system also designated certain days as kapu, to be dedicated 

to religious ceremonies and worship.  According to Malo, there were four kapu periods in 

each moon cycle, during an 8-moon cycle.  During the other four moons, ceremony was 

dedicated to the observances associated with the Makahiki festival (except for prayers by 

those kahuna in charge of certain gods).
xxxix

 Also central to the kapu system were the 

rules it dictated for interactions between aliʻi and makaʻāinana.  These kapu were very 

strict and very severe.  According to some historians the penalty for breaking these kapu 

was always death.  For example, if a shadow of a man fell upon the dwelling, back, robe, 

or anything that belonged to an aliʻi who ranked highly enough to be guarded by kapu, 

the individual was put to death.  If a kapu aliʻi was eating, all in his presence must kneel.   

 The kapu were maintained by the kahuna, the spiritual leaders, who proclaimed 

kapus and led religious ceremonies.  It was vitally important to the kahuna that not only 

were violators of the kapu punished, but that the aliʻi fulfilled their duties to the kapu 

system and to the gods in general.  While the kahuna declared and taught the kapu, they 
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relied on the aliʻi to enforce it.  In addition, aliʻi had a number of religious kapu that only 

they followed, including recitation of prayers and the construction of heaius. This was an 

important aspect of the reciprocal nature of the Hawaiian kapu system.  The makaʻāinana 

were expected to not violate the personal kapu of the aliʻi and the aliʻi were expected to 

fulfill their religious duties to the gods.  If the people believed their mōʻi and his aliʻi to 

be righteous, “they devoted themselves with diligence to their farms and their fishing…if 

the people saw that a king was religiously inclined…that king gained great popularity.”
xl

  

All of the Hawaiian people were expected to maintain the ʻaikapu and other kapu as well.   

 Undergirding the kapu system and Hawaiian society in general was the concept of 

pono, which generally means good and proper behavior.  Hawaiians were expected to 

behave and carry out their actions in a pono way; however there was not a set code that 

defined pono in the way that the kapu did.  Pono behavior was generally considered to be 

behavior that was fair, honest, and bettered society.  Actions that were considered pono 

were, “for a man to take a wife, to bring up his children properly, to deal squarely with 

his neighbors and his landlord, to engage in some industry.”
xli

  Worship was also 

considered a pono action, as was upholding the kapu.  Behaving in a pono manner “was a 

great means of bettering one’s self in this life and was of great service.”
xlii

  Pono behavior 

and the kapu system worked hand in hand to ensure the proper continuance of Hawaiian 

society.  By behaving properly to one another and serving the gods, the Hawaiians 

ensured a stable society and that they would enjoy the pleasure and protection of the 

gods. 
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Land Use 

 

 Like the socio-political organization of Hawaiian society, the patterns of land use 

and land division in Hawai’i changed over time.  Originally, the land was not divided at 

all.  As the population grew it was no longer possible to maintain this land management 

system without conflict and scarcity, so different aliʻi began to draw boundaries around 

their territory.  During these times boundaries were still fairly fluid and dynamic.  Each 

aliʻi and their family would claim a certain territory and settle the boundaries based upon 

agreements with surrounding aliʻi.  When the population continued to increase and the 

political structure continued to change to support a mōʻi more precise boundaries were 

developed.  This was necessary for two reasons.  First, the increasing population 

(estimated at between 400,000 and 800,000 prior to epidemic European disease), would 

have been substantial enough that it “required a high degree of order placed over the 

ʻĀina…to support the population and maintain civility among its inhabitants.”
xliii

 Second, 

the development of the mōʻi position created a more centralized government which could 

coordinate the division of land between aliʻi, as opposed to the old process of the aliʻi 

forming these agreements and divisions themselves, a much more fluid dynamic, 

especially as each new aliʻi would seek to adjust their boundaries. 

 The largest land division in Hawai’i contemporary to Kamehameha I was the 

ʻaina, island.  Each island was in turn divided into a moku, these were the most basic 

division on each island.  The moku varied in size and shape, in some cases moku could 

include smaller islands separated from the larger islands.  Many scholars have argued that 
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the moku referred to the same division as the kalana and ʻokana, which are also 

mentioned in Hawaiian sources.  Others have argued that these are all in fact different 

divisions, though all of large scale.   

 The ahupuaʻa was the next division of land.  It was smaller than a moku, kalana, 

or ʻokana, but larger than an ʻili.  The ahupuaʻa was a critically important division 

because of its role in the makahiki procession.  The makahiki procession was a period 

where the mōʻi and kahuna led a procession around the island, during which they 

collected tribute and spiritually refreshed each ahupuaʻa by performing ceremony at their 

heaiu.  The ahupuaʻa were also important because their boundaries defined which 

resources the citizens of that ahupuaʻa had access to.  They therefore also became a 

significant identifier for personal identity.  Ahupuaʻa were complex divisions and like the 

moku they varied greatly in size and shape. 

 ʻIli were subdivisions of the ahupuaʻa divisions.  There were three types if ʻili.  

The ʻili ahupuaʻa were held in tribute for the aliʻi which controlled the larger ahupuaʻa 

and the produce of the land went to the aliʻi.  ʻIli kūpono were basically independent; 

aside from a small labor tax to the aliʻi, they were outside of the aliʻi’s jurisdiction.  The 

third type of ʻili was the ʻili lele.  ʻIli lele actually crossed boundaries, physical and legal, 

and were not bounded by the ahupuaʻa.
xliv

 

 Ultimately all title in the land resided in the mōʻi.  It was under these auspices that 

a mōʻi had the authority to order a kālaiʻāina, or land carving.  During a kālaiʻāina the 

mōʻi had to reward their supporters while not upsetting their rivals so much that they 

went into open revolt.  Both factions would be present at a kālaiʻāina, as the division took 
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place before the entire council of aliʻi.  It required skillful diplomacy to manage all of the 

factions and prevent civil war, and thus the mōʻi often relied on their kalaimoku for 

guidance.  Beamer argues that having pre-established boundaries on each island were 

highly important for a kālaiʻāina, “because if there were not pre-established boundaries 

over the lands that were being redistributed…it would be nearly impossible to appease all 

the aliʻi.”
xlv

  Since the lands were already divided into districts, the aliʻi would have 

understood what they were receiving, and that the divisions were traditional.  Thus, later 

conflict would not arise over boundaries of assigned lands.  The entire process was vitally 

important if a mōʻi was to rule successfully, and helped to establish the mōʻi as 

paramount, with ultimate authority over the aliʻi and the land.   

 

Conclusion 

 

 This chapter has attempted to provide the reader with the necessary background 

on the Hawaiian socio-political structure that existed just prior to the vast changes that 

begin with Kamehameha I’s rise to power, and continued with the actions of his 

successors.  Hawaiian society in the late 1700s was a strictly regimented one, governed 

by kapus which dictated to individual Hawaiians their roles and responsibilities in 

society.  The kapus, especially those which ruled interactions between makaʻāinana and 

aliʻi, could be very strict, breaking them might very often be punishable by death.  

However, the kapu were strict for a reason.  Following the kapus, respecting the gods, 

and doing one’s duty helped all Hawaiians to prosper and society to continue.  In 
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addition, though the consequences of breaking the kapu were most strict for the 

makaʻāinana, they demanded reciprocity.  If an aliʻi followed the kapu and was especially 

religious than it ensured prosperity for his people, and they worked harder in response.  

Were an aliʻi disrespectful of the gods, broke the kapu frequently, and was in other ways 

a poor leader, their people would respond in kind and other aliʻi might even remove them 

from their post. 

 Hawaiian society has often been described as feudal, yet this neglects to 

understand Hawaiian socio-political organization on its own terms.  Hawaiian land use 

was complex, and sometimes land division did not conform exactly to the overlapping 

political jurisdictions.  In addition, lands were not necessarily hereditary, and often when 

a new mōʻi ascended to power they redistributed lands in a complex political process.  It 

is also important to understand the integration of religion and government in the 

Hawaiian system.  Unlike the division of the secular and the religious in the Euro-

American tradition, Hawaiian society incorporated the two together.  Hawaiian leaders 

were strengthened by their mana, their religious power earned from their genealogy, and 

were expected to maintain religious rule.  In return, religious classes would perform the 

proper ceremonies to ensure society’s continuance.   

 It would be neglectful and disrespectful to the Hawaiian people to not point out 

that despite the rigidity described here, and in many texts on Hawaiian history, Hawaiian 

socio-political organization was fluid and adaptable.  Indeed, not only was change driven 

from within, to match the particular needs of Hawaiian society, but it incorporated non-

Hawaiian culture as well.  Polynesia was an incredibly cosmopolitan space, and like all 
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peoples, the Hawaiians took beneficial parts of other cultures and made them work for 

their own. 

 The next chapter will discuss Kamehameha I’s rise to power and the actions taken 

by his successors.  This chapter will include the arrival of Europeans and subsequently 

Americans to the islands.  This arrival has often been described as causing a period of 

change for the Hawaiian Islands.  Chapter 2 will demonstrate that Europeans and 

Americans arrived in Hawai’i coincidentally at the same time as dramatic change was 

already taking place and that while their arrival clearly caused change within Hawaiian 

society and politics, the Hawaiian people had a great deal of agency in this process and 

incorporated Europeans and Americans into the Hawaiian world-view for their own 

benefit.   
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CHAPTER TWO – KAMEHAMEHA AND HIS SUCCESSORS  

 

Introduction 

 

 Kamehameha I and his successors would fundamentally alter the socio-political 

structure of the Hawaiian kingdom.  When Kamehameha first ascended to a position of 

authority, several aliʻi nui ruled the Hawaiian Islands and were engaged in open 

competition with each other.  By the time of his death, Kamehameha would unite all of 

the islands, through military conquest as well as diplomacy, and rework the structure of 

Hawaiian government.  His successors would take his alterations even further, abolishing 

the kapu system shortly after his death and overseeing a massive expansion of trade and 

diplomatic relations with European and American foreigners.  At no point was this path 

for Hawai’i’s future set in stone.  Kamehameha experienced numerous setbacks on his 

quest for power, and almost gave up his ambition to rule a united Hawaiian Island chain.  

His successors also faced difficulties in the changes they proposed, and on at least one 

occasion faced and overcame the threat of civil war.  It was a dynamic process with an 

outcome, it will be seen, that was never clear. 

 This chapter will begin by discussing Kamehameha’s birth and upbringing.  Next, 

it will document the arrival of Europeans and describe Kamehameha’s quest to unify the 

Hawaiian Islands.  Then it will cover the growing Hawaiian use of European goods and 

advisors for military and political gain with special attention paid to Kamehameha’s 

foreign and domestic policy initiatives.  This chapter serves several purposes.  First, it 
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will demonstrate that Hawai’i during Kamehameha’s time was a rapidly changing place.  

Not only were the Hawaiians themselves instituting changes in their government, but 

their increased interactions with Europeans and Americans significantly altered their 

worldview.  Second, this chapter will show that the arrival of Europeans was not the 

typical story of “god” recognition; rather it was an attempt to fit a phenomenon into a 

specific worldview.  Further, it will be demonstrated that as relations increased between 

Hawaiians and Europeans, Hawaiians actively engaged with the early European explorers 

for their own benefit and purposes.  Finally, this chapter will help to develop the 

background for later analysis which asserts that while the Hawaiian kapu system was 

abolished, the principles which undergirded Hawaiian political organization, such as land 

ownership and religious right of rule, continued to be important and valued and were 

ensconced in the Constitution of 1840. 

 

Kamehameha’s Birth and Upbringing 

 

 Kamehameha was born at Kapakai, located in Kohala, Hawaii (the Big Island) 

probably between 1736 and 1740.
xlvi

  According to John Papa Ii, a Native Hawaiian 

member of the House of Nobles and Hawaiian Supreme Court Justice, upon his birth 

Kamehameha was carried away from his mother and was raised by the aliʻi Naeole.  

Some years later, probably around the age of 5, Kamehameha was taken in by his great 

uncle Alapai, who was also the mōʻi of Hawaii.  Alapai had a long and notable rule, and 

is well known in Hawaiian history for having a deep respect for the kapu and upholding 
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them even when against his own best interest.  In 1752, when Kamehameha would have 

been around 12 or 16, his father died, and suspicions were raised that Alapai was the 

murderer.  Kalaniopuu, Kamehameha’s uncle, went into revolt and attempted to kidnap 

his nephew, which he failed to do.  However, despite this aggression, Alapai did not 

pursue hostilities against Kalaniopuu and passed away two years later in 1754.  

Following his death, war broke out between Keoua, the son of Alapai and Kalaniopuu.  

As a result of the civil war, rule of Hawaii passed to Kalaniopuu, who became mōʻi.   

This history is necessary because it establishes Kamehameha’s genealogy.  Not 

only was he seen as “a ruling chief, though he was not yet ready to rule,”
xlvii

 by his birth, 

but through the actions taken by highly ranked aliʻi around him.  He was raised in the 

household of two mōʻi of Hawaii, and related to both of them.  This birth bestowed him 

with great manna, which not only assured him recognition as a powerful aliʻi, but his 

manna was increased by the favor shown him by the ruling mōʻi.  This manna gave him a 

right to rule, but also demanded that he live a life of service to his people, as was 

expected of all aliʻi.   

 Kamehameha’s manna would continue to grow as he developed into a young 

leader and warrior under the guidance of his uncle and new mōʻi, Kalaniopuu.  

Kamehameha was reportedly gifted with extraordinary physical attributes, “he was a man 

of powerful physique, agile, supple, fearless, and skilled in all the warlike and peaceful 

exercises suitable for an alii.”
xlviii

  His physical prowess was further developed in training 

at the mōʻi’s court.  Kamehameha frequently trained with other young aliʻi and became a 

well-known master of arms, especially dodging spears.
xlix

  Swimming, surfing, and 
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sailing were other physical skills which Kamehameha learned to master.  In addition to 

the physical skills required of an aliʻi Kamehameha learned the skills of governance.  He 

apparently was gifted with a great intelligence, he “exhibited much curiosity in regard to 

new things and new ideas,” a skill which he would use to his great advantage in adopting 

European technology for his ends.
l
  Diplomacy was a skill taught to Kamehameha at this 

time, and he was apparently adept enough at it to serve as a representative on behalf of 

Kalaniopuu during negotiations with Captain Cook.   

 Kamehameha’s skills and manna were acknowledged when he was given care of 

Kalaniopuu’s war god, Kukailimoku, sometime around between 1779 and 1780.
li
  This 

was an extremely important position, as Kamehameha became expected to honor the god, 

keep its heiaus in repair, and thus ensure the future success of Hawaii in war.  At this 

same time, Kamehameha’s cousin and Kalaniopuu’s son Kiwalao was named successor 

to the throne.  Through a combination of genealogy and skill, Kamehameha had become 

second in line to rule Hawaii, and given responsibility for the powerful war god of the 

island’s rulers. Shortly after assigning these responsibilities and before his death, 

Kalaniopuu suppressed a rebellion in the southern part of Hawaii.  The rebel aliʻi was to 

be sacrificed and Kiwalao began the ceremony, as his father’s successor and heir to the 

throne.  However, at some point during the ceremony, Kamehameha took the body of the 

slain rebel aliʻi and offered it in sacrifice, out of turn.  Kamehameha’s reasons for doing 

so are unclear.  It has variously been asserted that he was advised to do so by other 

rebellious aliʻi or that Kamehameha felt slighted by not being asked to perform a 

ceremony he saw as his right as guardian of the war god.  Whatever the reasons, the 
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incident resulted in a great deal of hostility towards Kamehameha and Kamehameha left 

the court at the advice of Kalaniopuu.  In addition, the incident “caused an estrangement 

between the two cousins [Kamehameha and Kiwalao],” which would later break out into 

a full civil war following the death of Kalaniopuu.
lii

 

 

The Arrival of Europeans 

 

 The arrival of Europeans on the Hawaiian Islands has often been described with 

two major fallacies.  The first is that Europeans were the first foreigners the Hawaiians 

had ever seen.  As was clearly demonstrated in the previous chapter, this is simply untrue.  

Hawaiians had been in contact with foreigners across Polynesia for generations prior to 

the arrival of Europeans, trading and conducting diplomacy with communities in Tonga, 

New Zealand, and Tahiti, to name a few examples.  The second mistake often made in 

describing the arrival of Europeans to Hawai’i is that Captain Cook was the first 

European seen by the Hawaiians, a narrative which conveniently supports the history of 

simple Hawaiians being astounded by the arrival of a white man and mistaking him for a 

god.  In fact, European records indicate that Hawaiians had met Europeans, specifically 

Spaniards, as early as 1555, and probably had visits from Spanish ships on more than one 

occasion following that initial encounter.
liii

  Kamakau tells of nā haole, white foreigners, 

visiting Hawai’i and intermarrying with the population on several occasions.  He dates 

their arrival prior to 900 A.D.
liv

  It is important to understand this history in order to write 

from a non-colonial perspective.  While Cook’s arrival did spark a significant growth in 
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European interest in the Hawaiian Islands, he was not the first foreigner the Hawaiians 

had seen, nor the first white foreigner.  As shall be seen, their reaction to Cook was a way 

of incorporating him into their value and belief system, not an overwhelmed reaction to 

seeing a non-Hawaiian. 

 On January 18, 1778 Captain Cook’s ships first sighted the Hawaiian Islands.  He 

was in the midst of his third prolonged voyage as a navigator and sailing north from the 

Society Islands with the goal of making landfall on the Pacific Northwest coast of North 

America.  Some have argued that Cook was aware of the Hawaiian Islands position based 

on old Spanish records, but most historians agree that he happened upon the Hawaiian 

Islands purely by chance.
lv

  The first island sighted by Cook was Oahu, followed shortly 

by Kauai.  On the 20
th

 of January, Cook sent men ashore on Oahu to gather water, and the 

officer in charge murdered a Hawaiian.  Fortunately, despite how Cook’s voyage would 

end, violence was not the norm during his stay in Hawai’i.  The transmission of disease, 

specifically sexually transmitted infections, was.  According to Fornander, Cook was 

aware to some extent of this possibility, giving order to limit contact so that “I [Cook] 

might do everything in my power to prevent the importation of a fatal disease into this 

island…with the same view I ordered all female visitors to be excluded from the ships.”
lvi

  

Cook failed to enforce his orders however, and his own journals “leave no doubt that the 

dreadful disease was propagated among the native people by sailors of the exploring 

squadron.”
lvii

  Hawaiian history also recounts that Cook himself slept with several 

Hawaiian women during his time on the islands.  Other items besides disease were 

exchanged between the Hawaiian and sailors and a vibrant trade developed with the 
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Hawaiians providing goods plentiful on the islands, water and pork especially, in return 

for iron, a resource highly valued by the Hawaiians but impossible to mine there.   

 Cook left the Hawaiian Islands after two weeks without having traveled to every 

island but when he returned with his squadron eight months later, in November, word of 

his visit had spread throughout the whole island chain.  When Cook reached Maui and 

Hawaii, two islands he had not visited on the first leg of his trip, he was welcomed as the 

god Lono.  There are three possible reasons why this occurred.  First, the sails of Cook’s 

ships resembled the tapa, a cloth hung from a cross, a symbol of the god Lono.
lviii

  

Second, Cook’s ships sailed in a counter-clockwise direction around the islands, the same 

direction that the Lono idols, including the tapa, were carried around the islands.
lix

  

Finally, Cook arrived during the time of the makahiki festival, when Lono was honored 

and the idols carried around the islands.  The Hawaiians had just reason for considering 

Cook to be Lono; his arrival fit their historical and religious narratives and his actions 

appeared to mirror those practiced in their own religion.  This was a clear attempt to 

make an unexpected outsider a part of a living and working cosmology.  Beamer argues a 

step further, writing that as opposed to being seen as a god “Cook was rather seen and 

treated diplomatically, as a representative of someone with great mana…which in those 

days would be infused with certain metaphysical assumptions.”
lx

 

 Hawaiians were not fearful to interact with these newcomers.  As has already 

been noted, a thriving trade developed between the sailors, who generally offered iron, 

and the Hawaiians, who generally offered pigs and water.  Cook was also honored by the 

leaders that he met, especially Kalaniopuu, the mōʻi of Hawaii, who offered him feather 
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cloaks, plumed rods, and other items which indicated the great prestige owed to Cook as 

Lono.  Hawaiians also spent much time exploring Cook’s ships.  Kamehameha himself 

spent a night aboard Cook’s vessel.  The Hawaiians learned a great deal about European 

metal working and weapons.  They gained first-hand experience with the abilities of 

European weapons when they were fired upon by Cook’s officers and were also given the 

opportunity to see the crew’s blacksmiths at work.  Throughout his stay on the islands, 

which lasted almost four months, Cook was continuously supplied with food and water in 

such generosity that it overwhelmed his officers.   Despite this generosity, Cook did not 

respond in kind.  Cook’s officers repeatedly fired weapons at Hawaiians enforcing a kapu 

on sailing in the bay where Cook’s ship was anchored.  Cook also did practically nothing 

to enforce his rules against sexual liaisons (even sleeping with several women himself), 

and even gifted Kalaniopuu with just a linen shirt and cutlass in return for numerous 

feather cloaks and helmets (gifts worthy of the highest nobility).
lxi

    

After staying for almost four months in Hawai’i, Cook departed on February 4, 

1779.  However, while at sea the squadron went through a massive storm which damaged 

one of the ships’ masts.  Cook returned to Hawai’i for repairs.  Relations were not as 

smooth this time between the sailors and the Hawaiians, particularly when some of the 

sailors struck an aliʻi, violating to the extreme the kapu against touching.  In retaliation, 

the Hawaiians stole a boat from Cook’s men.  Cook came ashore to attempt to retake the 

boat and demanded that the mōʻi Kalaniopuu come aboard his ship until the boat was 

restored.  During this meeting news reached the mōʻi and his people that another aliʻi had 

been shot attempting to enter the bay where these actions were taking place.  The 
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situation between Cook and Kalaniopuu swiftly deteriorated, and while Cook was 

attempting to make his way back to his ship shots were again fired and in the subsequent 

violence, Cook was killed.  The violence perpetrated against the Hawaiians and the 

attempted kidnapping of Kalaniopuu by Cook were simply the final result of strains 

which had been increasing for some time.  Captain King, a member of the voyage, wrote 

that the aliʻi “had for some days past been very inquisitive about the time of our 

departure.”
lxii

  According to King, the Hawaiians believed that the English had come 

from a land where there was no food and “if our enormous consumption of hogs and 

vegetables be considered, it need not be wondered that they should wish to see us take 

our leave.”
lxiii

  Indeed, between the disrespect shown to the aliʻi by Cook, the enormous 

drain his men made on the resources of the islands, and the venereal disease transmitted 

by the men of the squadron, it is no wonder tensions were running high when Cook 

returned and promptly violated the kapu of the aliʻi and attempted to kidnap the mōʻi. 

It is important to study the arrival of Captain Cook for two reasons.  First, it helps 

to humanize what has at times become an almost mythical event in Hawaiian history.  

Various writers have written of Cook as “the man who first tore the veil of isolation that 

for centuries had shrouded the Hawaiians in deeper and deeper growing darkness,”
lxiv

 or a 

man who failed the moral demands of a “great and acknowledged superiority” over the 

Hawaiians.
lxv

  It is clear from the history of the event that both sides made decisions that 

made sense in their worldview.  The Hawaiians accepted Cook as the god Lono, but this 

did not stop them from encouraging him to leave when he began to overburden their 

production capacities, nor did it stop them from moving to defend their mōʻi when 
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threatened.  They Hawaiians understood that the men around Cook, and eventually Cook 

himself, were mortal.  Cook took advantage of the resources offered to him, resources 

which would help him to accomplish the goals set before him by his sponsors and further 

his career.  It is also important to study this encounter to understand what the Hawaiians 

learned from Cook and his men.  Obviously they learned of the vast amount of iron that 

Cook’s men carried, and they learned of the capabilities of firearms.  Perhaps more 

important is that the Hawaiians clearly recognized that they had goods which Cook’s men 

desired.  The pork, water, and other products they supplied Cook gained them a great deal 

of worked metal, an item of high value, and at the rate at which Cook’s men consumed 

the items traded to them, it was obvious that there was a need for goods that could be 

supplied by the Hawaiians. 

  

Kamehameha’s Conquest Begins 

 

 Roughly three years after Cook’s visit to the islands, in January of 1782, the mōʻi 

of Hawaii died.  Following Kalaniopuu’s death the traditional division of lands took place 

among the aliʻi.  However, for some reason, Kiwalao, the son of Kalaniopuu and his 

successor, divided the lands poorly.  In particular, Kiwalao’s handling of land divisions 

within the district of Kona caused problems and in addition Kiwalao did not distribute 

lands to his brother, Keoua, which befitted his station.  As a result, in July of 1782 Keoua 

moved into open revolt against his brother.  Kamehameha, urged on by the Kona aliʻi his 

family associated with, did as well.
lxvi

  In the very first battle between Kamehameha and 
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Kiwalao, Kiwalao was killed.  The island then became divided between Kamehameha, 

Keoua, and Keawemauihili, the uncle of the recently deceased mōʻi and arguably the 

highest ranked aliʻi on the island by genealogy.
lxvii

  For the next four years, until 1786, 

the three aliʻi nui were engaged in several major campaigns against one another and 

many skirmishes between their forces took place. 

 Other important developments were occurring throughout the rest of the islands as 

well.  The Maui mōʻi Kahekili was busy expanding his rule, attacking Kahahana, the 

mōʻi of Oahu.  After conquering Oahu, Kahekili succeeded to the rule of Molokai and 

Lanai as well, islands which had been under the domain of the Oahu mōʻi.  Unification of 

the islands was a Hawaiian idea from the start.  Indeed, for much of his rule Kalaniopuu 

had concentrated on expanding his kingdom on the island of Maui.  Since 1759, at least 

the district of Hana on Maui had been part of the state of Hawaii, and various Hawaiian 

rulers had attempted to bring more of the island under their control.   

 

Europeans as Resources 

 

In 1786, the first Europeans to visit the Hawaiian Islands since Captain Cook 

arrived.  This arrival occurred at a rather interesting time in Hawaiian politics.  Rule over 

the islands of Maui, Oahu, Molokai and Lanai was united and peaceful.  Kauai was also 

united under a single ruler and Hawaii, though divided among three different rulers, was 

in a state of truce, as the individual aliʻi nui needed time to strengthen and rest their 
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forces.  It was a perfect storm, and became “an era of wonder, delight…it was an El 

Dorado of iron and destructive implements.”
lxviii

  

The Hawaiian aliʻi had no qualms about using non-Hawaiian tools and 

implements.  Firearms in particular were of interest to the aliʻi and were highly sought 

after.  In 1789, for example, Kamehameha purchased a sizable amount of muskets and 

ammunition, even acquiring a swivel gun to mount to the front of a war canoe.
lxix

  

Evidence given to George Vancouver during his 1791 visit to the islands suggested to 

him that every European or American boat anchored at Hawaii at that time was trading in 

firearms.
lxx

  The Hawaiian aliʻi were also interested in ships designed in the European 

tradition.  For example, in 1788 Kamehameha attempted to have a carpenter left behind 

by one of the trading ships so that the carpenter could build a sloop for Kamehameha.  

Hawaiian ingenuity in adapting European technology was not limited to goods acquired 

in trade, they also manufactured European-style goods domestically.  In 1789 a double-

canoe was rigged as a schooner and seen in action at Waikiki, in Oahu.
lxxi

  Hawaiian aliʻi 

were also interested in recruiting European and American advisors.  Kalaniopuu is 

reported to have asked Captain Cook to leave one of his officers behind and eventually, 

“it became quite fashionable for every chief of note to have one or more of 

these…foreigners in his employ.
lxxii

   

Due to the location of Kamehameha’s land, he benefited enormously from 

increasing trade with Europeans and Americans.  Hawaii, the island Kamehameha lived 

on, is the eastern most island in the Hawaiian island chain.  European and American trade 

ships during this era would round Cape Horn and then usually sale to the Pacific 
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Northwest coast of North America to acquire furs for trade in Asia or sale straight to 

Asian carrying manufactured goods.  These ships then crossed the Pacific travelling east 

to west carrying European trade goods.   Hawaii was naturally the first island in the chain 

that they would encounter and the Hawaiian Islands were the only major land mass and 

population center that these ships could stop at.  Kamehameha’s control of the western 

half of the island of Hawaii gave him an enormous advantage in pursuing trade with 

Europeans.  Kamehameha’s land on the western half of the islands was an area with 

smooth seas, strong navigable breezes, a large population, and an abundant food 

supply.
lxxiii

  Kamehameha was therefore not only able to offer a location which was easy 

to access, but he had access to the resources which Europeans at the time desired: people 

power to repair their ships and food to replenish their stores.  Kamehameha was quick to 

not only gain access to industrial trade goods, but also Europeans and Americans who 

could advise the Hawaiians on how to gain complete mastery of these goods.  Two sailors 

in particular, John Young and Isaac Davis, would become close advisors to Kamehameha 

following their kidnapping in 1790 and would later even be recognized as aliʻi of some 

sort.  Though they joined Kamehameha involuntarily, Kamehameha treated them well, 

and relied upon them to lead his artillery in battle and even govern in his name.  

Kamehameha also used the events which led to their kidnapping to actually acquire the 

sloop The Fair American, bringing into his possession the European style ship he had 

coveted for some years. 

 A deliberate examination of the trade which the Hawaiians engaged in 

demonstrates that the Hawaiians “looked upon them [white foreigners] as serviceable, 
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though valuable materials to promote their interests and to execute their commands.”
lxxiv

  

Hawaiians traded goods which were readily available to them, such as meat, vegetables, 

water, and more, in return for goods which were highly valuable due to their scarcity on 

the islands.  Though the European and American traders at the time viewed this as a sign 

of the Hawaiians’ simplicity in reality it is simply nothing more than following the most 

basic rules of supply and demand.  In fact, the Hawaiians were probably trading from a 

surplus.  Pigs appear to have been one of the most frequently traded goods and they were 

incredibly abundant on the islands.  Estimates place the amount of pigs gathered in yearly 

tribute to the aliʻi on the island of Hawaii at 2,000 prior to 1819 and yet only 1,289 pigs 

were traded between 1786 and 1800.
lxxv

  There is no indication that there was any 

difficulty in obtaining these pigs for trade or that trading them away had a negative 

impact on the Native Hawaiian population.  Produce as well probably came from a 

surplus, from the aliʻi’s own personal stores which were given as tax from the 

makaʻāinana.
lxxvi

  One must therefore question really how advantageous or one-sided this 

trade was in favor of the non-Hawaiians.  It appears that the Hawaiian aliʻi were 

acquiring a great deal of their desired implements, mainly firearms, in return for goods 

which were already being produced at surplus levels.  The dynamics of this trade become 

more tilted in the Hawaiians’ favor when one realizes how quick they were to learn the 

value that the goods held in the non-Hawaiian world.  While emissaries such as 

Vancouver, who represented foreign leaders directly, were still lavished with gifts, 

European and American traders were forced to underbid each other and conform to their 

own rules of supply and demand, especially as more traders started to visit the islands at 
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the same time.
lxxvii

  The agency demonstrated by the Hawaiian aliʻi in this trade is the 

same agency they would demonstrate in writing the first written constitution for the 

kingdom, intelligently adapting European and American processes for their own benefit. 

 

Kamehameha Unifies the Islands 

 

 Following the years of relatively little conflict, which had begun in 1786, 

Kamehameha opened hostilities again in 1790.  However, rather than attacking the other 

aliʻi on Hawaii, Kamehameha moved to invade Maui, and somehow convinced 

Keawemauhili to join him in his venture.   During Kamehameha’s absence Keoua 

attacked Keawemauhili’s forces and defeated him.  Kamehameha was forced to return to 

Hawaii to face Keoua’s renewed offensives, meaning he was unable to complete his 

conquest of Maui at the time.  After two years of fighting, Kamehameha was able to 

finally kill Keoua and unite Hawaii under his rule.  He did so not through direct force of 

arms, in battle, but by assassinating Keoua.  Kamehameha had been told that in order to 

unite all of Hawaii under his control, he would have to complete a heaiu.  When the heaiu 

was complete, Kamehameha invited Keoua to come and speak with him.  When Keoua 

arrived he was killed even before his feet touched the shore, and sacrificed at the heaiu.  

Thus, in 1792, Hawaii was united under Kamehameha’s rule.  Many authors, writing 

from a European or American perspective have either written of this event as the lowest 

form of treachery or simply written the event off as a product of its times.  Fornander 

writes “the candid and impartial historian will not fail to take into consideration the 
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political and social condition of the country  and the principles of right and wrong that 

governed men’s actions in that age.”
lxxviii

  Kuykendall too states “some accounts represent 

it as a bald act of treachery…it may have been such, but if it was, it simply shows that he 

belonged to the age in which he was born.”
lxxix

  The implication in both of these writer’s 

texts of course, is that prior to the coming of white foreigners, the islands operated under 

a failed moral code that was replaced by a more “civilized” one when Christianity 

arrived.  While clearly Kamehameha acted by the code of honor of the time, the full 

implications of his actions must be realized.   By assassinating Keoua, and those who 

accompanied him on that day, Kamehameha in fact limited the fatalities which could 

have occurred during coming engagements.  This is a justification for action often used 

by nations across the globe for acts of war which might seem morally ambiguous.
lxxx

  It 

would be remiss not to observe that on the morning he was to meet Kamehameha, Keoua 

prepared his own body for sacrifice and picked his companions based on who he wanted 

to accompany him into death.  He knew what was coming and still went.
lxxxi

   

 After spending about two years solidifying his rule over Hawaii and rebuilding 

the infrastructure of the island which had suffered during the civil war, Kamehameha 

invaded Maui in early 1795.  Kamehameha may have invaded sooner except for a 

message he had received in 1790 from Kahekili, the mōʻi of the other islands.  Kahekili 

and Kamehameha had communicated, with Kamehameha offering Kahekili two stones, 

one white and one black, the white to symbolize peace and the black to symbolize war.  

Kahekili responded to Kamehameha that he should wait until the black kapa (cloth) 

covered Kahekili’s body, and then he could take possession of the islands under his 
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control.  Kahekili died in 1794 and Kamehameha promptly invaded Maui.  Kamehameha 

won a convincing victory, conquering Maui and Molokai, and three months later invaded 

Oahu, winning another convincing victory.  While Kamehameha desired to conquer 

Kauai as well, he was unable to do so by force.  Various factors such as uprisings and 

epidemic disease delayed his plans to invade but, in 1811, he was able to convince the 

mōʻi of Kauai to accept a tributary role, giving Kamehameha ultimate sovereignty over 

the entire island chain. 

 

Foreign Policy and Domestic Governance under Kamehameha 

 

 Kamehameha and the other aliʻi’s abilities in negotiating trade agreements with 

individual ship captains have already been noted.  Beyond these individual negotiations, 

the aliʻi engaged in formal negotiations with representatives of foreign nations.  

Generally these were captains of military warships venturing into the Pacific.  This 

section will focus almost exclusively on Kamehameha’s negotiations because after 1795 

he became virtually the sole sovereign in the Hawaiian Islands and it was not until this 

period that foreign diplomacy with Europeans and Americans began to escalate.  

Kamehameha’s negotiations with foreign powers demonstrate that the Hawaiian aliʻi 

were not only aware of European expansion and colonialism in the Pacific, but were 

actively attempting to engage with these powers for Hawai’i’s benefit. 

 In 1794, George Vancouver conducted the third of his three visits to Hawaii.  

Vancouver conducted foreign policy with various mōʻi during his three visits, but it is 
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during his third visit that the reported “cession” of Hawaii to Great Britain took place.  

According to Vancouver, on February 25, 1794, Kamehameha entered into a voluntary 

cession of the island of Hawaii.
lxxxii

  As Beamer notes, there is a lack of sources 

surrounding this event outside of Vancouver’s notes, but it seems highly unlikely that 

Kamehameha believed that he was surrendering his sovereignty to Vancouver.  First, 

there is simply the fact that the cessation never took place, there was never formal 

declaration by the British government that it had assumed control over the state of 

Hawai’i.  This probably indicates that even the British government did not view it as a 

surrender of sovereignty.  Second, Fornander notes that Kamehameha reserved the rights 

of domestic governance, writing that though Kamehameha and the aliʻi “became willing 

to acknowledge King George as their suzerain, in expectation of his defending them 

against foreign and outside foes, they expressly reserve to themselves the autonomous 

government of their island in their own way and according to such laws as they 

themselves might impose.”
lxxxiii

  Such a reservation clearly does not indicate a full 

cessation of a nation’s sovereignty.  Finally, and perhaps most importantly, proof that 

Kamehameha did not consider this a cession but rather an alliance can be found in a letter 

written from Kamehameha to King George III in 1810.  In that letter Kamehameha writes 

as an equal to King George III, requesting that Great Britain ensure the neutrality of the 

ports of Hawai’i and signs the letter “devoted Friend & Servant.”  Another letter written 

by Kamehameha to King George III in 1810 does refer to Kamehameha as a subject of 

Great Britain but “from the context it is clear that he turned to the King of England for 

assistance only in relations with foreigners,” a relationship of equals that is justified by 
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responses from the British Prime Minister which in no way indicate a possessory 

relationship over Hawai’i.
lxxxiv

  It therefore becomes clear that the “cession” of Hawai’i 

was in reality an alliance of sorts, in which the British government agreed to protect 

Hawai’i from other foreign powers.  

 Kamehameha also conducted extensive relations with the Russian Empire.  The 

Russians had an interest in Hawai’i as a rest and resupply point for the Empire’s trade 

vessels operating out of its outposts in Alaska and the Pacific Northwest, as well as 

simply a trade partner.  Russians visited the islands as early as 1804, but formal 

negotiations did not begin until around 1806.
lxxxv

  Russian attention on Hawai’i 

intensified in 1815 when a German doctor by the name of Georg Scheffer was dropped 

off on the islands with the goal of creating a permanent settlement.  Scheffer approached 

the mōʻi of Kauai for an alliance, knowing that he was a tributary to Kamehameha, and 

received permission to build a fort at Honolulu, on Oahu.  Relations deteriorated as 

Scheffer’s goal of permanent settlement became clear and over the next four years 

Kamehameha forced Scheffer off the islands, actually ordering the mōʻi of Kauai to use 

force to drive the Russians away for good in 1819.  Kamehameha engaged with other 

Russian emissaries sent to the islands during this time to complain about Scheffer’s 

actions and receive assurances that his actions did not indicate a desire of the Russian 

Empire to annex the islands.  There is even some indication that Tsar Alexander I was 

aware of the Hawaiian alliance with Great Britain and ordered his commanders to engage 

only in peaceful trade and diplomacy with Hawai’i, and denied Scheffer’s requests to 

return to the islands as a result.
lxxxvi
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 Kamehameha’s foreign policy elucidates the changing awareness of the Hawaiian 

people in the latter part of the 18
th

 century and the beginning of the 19
th

.  The Hawaiians 

had always known themselves to be a part of a wider world.  They had significant contact 

with other Polynesian nations and their history preserved records of their contact with 

other cultures.  However, now the Hawaiians had definite knowledge of cultures distinct 

from their own,
lxxxvii

 with vastly different world views and different technological 

capabilities.  In addition, the Hawaiians were very aware of the expansionist desires of 

these foreigners: “they felt an apprehension that at any unlooked-for moment some one of 

those other powers might pounce upon and take possession of their island.”
lxxxviii

  The 

Hawaiians also witnessed firsthand the propensity of Europeans and Americans to 

violence, through actions on the Hawaiian population, but also through fighting which 

took place between American and British vessels off of Hawai’i during the War of 1812.  

Yet the Hawaiians, under Kamehameha’s leadership, were not overwhelmed by these 

changes in their worldview.  Kamehameha engaged with these powers as an equal, 

seeking out alliances which strengthened the Hawaiian position militarily and pursued 

trade which built up the defensive capabilities of the Hawaiian Islands.   

 Kamehameha also proved to be an adept domestic head of state.  For the most part 

Kamehameha maintained the system of Hawaiian governance which had been in place 

for generations.  However, certain subtle changes took place under Kamehameha’s 

leadership, which he undertook in order to govern more effectively.  It is important to 

understand these changes, as they affected the organization of government under the 

Constitution of 1840 and it will be seen that the Constitution in fact preserved many of 
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these aspects of inherently Hawaiian governance.  First, Kamehameha increased the 

importance of the aha ali, the advisory council, and its make-up.  As before, this was not 

an institution in the sense of a parliament or congress, but it was a body which met to 

deliberate and advise Kamehameha.  The members were selected by Kamehameha for 

their expertise in certain areas, not necessarily their rank based upon birth.
lxxxix

  

Kamehameha was well known for consulting closely with the council and though the 

ultimate decisions in government remained with him, Kamehameha sought out their 

advice and relied upon their expertise.  Kamehameha also began the practice of assigning 

governors over each island, a position which had not existed before.  Kamehameha 

appointed men to these positions who were not necessarily aliʻi of the highest ranks.  In 

fact Kamakau asserts that Kamehameha originally “appointed commoners lest a chief stir 

up rebellion,” though he later appointed aliʻi to be governors.  Appointing aliʻi based 

upon ability and not solely on birth not only ensured that Kamehameha had his strongest 

and best leaders in positions of authority, but also may have assured continued allegiance 

to Kamehameha as it was he who was responsible for their rise to power.  Further,   this 

practice was probably an extension of the Native Hawaiian practice of supporting aliʻi 

who not only had great manna from their genealogy, but from their leadership abilities as 

well. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 This chapter has detailed the rise of Kamehameha and the actions he took while 
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mōʻi of Hawaii and eventually all of the Hawaiian Islands.  This history has been related 

for a number of reasons.  First, to provide the reader with an understanding of the 

situation which faced Hawai’i prior to the numerous changes that would follow 

Kamehameha’s death in 1819.  Specifically, Hawai’i has been shown to be a nation in 

frequent contact with Europeans and Americans, frequent enough contact that the 

Hawaiians had a very good understanding not only of the colonial designs of these other 

nations, but the military capabilities of these foreigners to accomplish their goals.  

Second, this history demonstrated that the Hawaiian people were quick to adopt 

strategies, both military and diplomatic, to defend their sovereignty.  Whether through 

alliances with Great Britain or by forcing Russian invaders out of Hawai’i, the Hawaiians 

were able to interact with foreigners on their own terms to preserve their independence.  

Finally, this chapter has provided further evidence that the Hawaiian people were not 

static but rather were adaptive, making changes in their society and government to fit 

changing circumstances, and incorporating not only foreign goods but foreign people for 

the benefit of Hawai’i.  These are the same abilities that will be seen in the coming 

chapter as the changes which shook Hawaiian society from 1819 until 1840 are 

documented.  Ultimately, the ability of the Hawaiian people to adapt foreign concepts 

and ideas into their worldview as a way of protecting themselves from outside influences 

was manifested in the Constitution of 1840. 
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CHAPTER THREE – DECADES OF CHANGE 

 

Introduction 

 

 The years 1819-1840 saw a stunning amount of changes take place in the 

Hawaiian Islands.  In just 21 years the Hawaiian aliʻi would abolish the kapu system, 

vastly increase the amount of trade conducted with Europeans and Americans, and create 

a written system of laws to govern Hawai’i.  In fact, by 1840, the nation of Hawai’i 

would become the Kingdom of Hawai’i, a constitutional monarchy with ambitious 

foreign and domestic policy.  Chapter 3 will demonstrate that the Constitution of 1840 

was a deliberate attempt by the Hawaiian aliʻi, under the leadership of the mōʻi 

Kauikeaouli, to force encroaching colonial powers to recognize Hawai’i as a state, with 

all the inherent rights and sovereignty attached to that term.  This chapter will 

demonstrate this not only through the documents and records surrounding the writing of 

the Constitution itself, but through foreign policy initiatives undertaken by the Hawaiian 

government during the same period.  This is not to ignore the domestic changes which the 

Constitution wrought.  Like all constitutions, the Constitution of 1840 certainly changed 

the society which it governed in distinct ways.  However, analysis conducted in Chapter 4 

will show that the Constitution preserved so many aspects of Hawaiian government as it 

had been practiced previously that the Hawaiian aliʻi may have simply seen it, for 

domestic purposes, as a codification of existing practices, not a revolutionary change.  

Indeed, analysis in this chapter will show that growing domestic disturbances from non-
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Hawaiians may have been one of the more significant target audiences domestically for 

the Constitution. 

 First, this chapter will describe the changes which occurred following 

immediately after Kamehameha’s death, focusing primarily on the abolition of the kapu 

system in 1819 and the appointment of the Kaʻahumanu as the kuhina nui.  Next, the 

chapter will discuss the arrival of American missionaries in 1820 and their subsequent 

ingratiation to the aliʻi.  Following, it will review the increase in trade between Hawaiians 

and foreigners, including increasing debt to non-Hawaiians and a growing permanent 

foreign population.  Accompanying this will be a review of increasingly militarized 

contact with the representatives of foreign countries.  Finally, the chapter will conclude 

by examining the efforts of the aliʻi to educate themselves on European and American 

styles of government.  Here it will be shown that while the mōʻi and his advisors had 

clearly been affected by contact with non-Hawaiians, their desire for a constitution was 

one that grew out of wishing the best for Hawai’i, as it entered into a new phase of 

contact with Europe and the United States.   

 

The Kapu System Abolished  

 

 Kamehameha ruled the Hawaiian Islands from 1811 until his death on May 8, 

1819.  His appointed successor, his son Liholiho, departed the site of his father’s death 

for ten days for a ritual cleansing of both himself and the area in accordance with the 

kapu.  While Liholiho was gone the practice of ʻai noa, free eating, was instituted, 

effectively breaking the ʻai kapu, the kapu which governed the practice of eating and 
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food preparation.  According to Kamakau, this was not an unusual practice following the 

death of an aliʻi nui.  Kamakau writes that “in old days the period of mourning at the 

death of a ruling chief who had been greatly beloved was a time of license.  The women 

were allowed to enter the heiau, to eat bananas, coconuts, and pork, and to climb over the 

sacred places . . . free eating followed the death of the ruling chief; after the period of 

mourning was over the new ruler placed the land under a new tabu following old lines.”
xc

  

It is here that the practice of Liholiho differed, for he did not reinstate the ʻai kapu upon 

his return.   

 In fact, when the aliʻi first requested that Liholiho return to Kailua, Oahu, where 

they were gathered, Liholiho refused.  He was advised not to return at the time by his 

cousin Kekuaokalani, who had been given care of the war god by Kamehameha.  

However, upon a second request Liholiho agreed to return, but was warned by 

Kekuaokalani to refuse to join in ʻai noa.  When Liholiho returned to Kailua he was 

proclaimed mōʻi, but he was unable to assume full control of the government.  The last 

wishes of Kamehameha were presented by his kapu wife, Kaʻahumanu, who stated to 

Liholiho, "O heavenly one! I speak to you the commands of your grandfather. Here are 

the chiefs, here are the people of your ancestors; here are your guns; here are your lands. 

But we two shall share the rule over the land."
xci

  There have been questions raised by 

non-Hawaiian authors as to whether or not this was the actual wish of Kamehameha.  

However, there is nothing in the writings of the Hawaiian historians Kamakau or Ii, both 

of whom were alive during this period, to suggest that this was anything but the wishes of 

Kamehameha.  Indeed, there is no record whatsoever of Liholiho objecting to this plan, 
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nor to any of the other aliʻi objecting to the plan either.  Under this arrangement, 

Kaʻahumanu became the kuhina nui to the mōʻi, Liholiho.   

 The position of kuhina nui was a new innovation within Hawaiian government.  

While it has been translated by non-Hawaiian historians as “prime minister,” that is a 

mistranslation.  A kuhina nui was in fact equal to the mōʻi in the rule of government.  

This applied to every aspect of government, including “the distribution of land, 

negotiating treaties and other agreements, and dispensing justice,” all aspects of 

government previously recognized as the sole purview of the mōʻi.
xcii

  Perhaps then a 

better English translation would be co-ruler.  This position became an exceedingly 

important one in Hawaiian society, not only when held by Kaʻahumanu, but continuing 

on with her successors as well.  The position was preserved in the Constitution of 1840 as 

a position well beyond that of a prime minister, and as will be argued in Chapter 4, is an 

excellent example of how the Constitution of 1840 preserved modes of Hawaiian 

governance.  The position of kalanimoku, the special advisor to the mōʻi on matters of 

state, continued to exist, but the authority of that position in no way compares to that of 

the kuhina nui.
xciii

 

 Normally once a new ruler was recognized, they would rescind the practice of ʻai 

noa and reinstate the ʻai kapu.
xciv

  According to Kamakau, “the ruler who did not 

proclaim the tabu had not long to rule. If he attempted to continue the practice of free 

eating he was quickly disinherited.”
xcv

  However, on this occasion, after Liholiho was 

proclaimed mōʻi, his mother Keopuolani, one of the highest, if not the highest kapu aliʻi 

there, signaled that Liholiho should eat with her, an act that would be one of ʻai noa.
xcvi
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Liholiho apparently did not eat with her at this time, though Keopuolani did eat with her 

other son Kauikeaouli.
xcvii

  Liholiho returned to visit his cousin, Kekuaokalani, who he 

found in prayer and joined him.  In fact, at the heiau where they prayed, Liholiho and 

Kekuaokalani practiced the ʻai kapu, a fact which probably indicates that at that time 

Liholiho intended for the ʻai kapu, and the kapu system in general, to remain in place.
xcviii

  

However, whatever his intentions, Liholiho did eventually end the ʻai kapu.  Sometime 

during August of 1819, following the departure of a French vessel which baptized an 

aliʻi, Liholiho joined in ʻai noa and consented when Kaʻahumanu declared the kapu to be 

ended across Hawai’i.  The move was met with resistance by Kekuaokalani who declared 

himself in revolt against Liholiho, but following a battle in which Kekuaokalani was 

killed, the ending of the kapu was accepted by the aliʻi. 

 Trying to understand why the kapu system was abolished has baffled scholars for 

many years, Hawaiian and non-Hawaiian alike.  Some have suggested that the abolition 

was driven by Kaʻauhmanu’s desire to consolidate political power by driving out 

Kekuaokalani.  Kaʻahumanu may have believed that the lack of familial relation between 

the two of them, as well as Kekuaokalani’s custody of the war god made Kekuaokalani a 

threat to her political power.
xcix

  Another theory centers around the spiritual effects of 

epidemic disease on the islands.  It is estimated that between 1778 and 1823 the 

population of Hawai’i decreased between 40-80%.
c
  Proponents of this theory argue that 

the Hawaiians could not reconcile the fact that they were following the kapu yet still 

suffering from such traumatic loss of life.  This problem, according to the theory, was 

exacerbated by the presence of European and American traders who did not follow the 
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kapu and did not suffer from these diseases. Seeing the inability of the kapu to protect 

them from death and disease, the Hawaiian decided to abolish the system.
ci
  Perhaps the 

best argument is made by Kamakau, who wrote that “God alone knows what brought 

about this abolition of the old and the introduction of the new form of worship.”
cii

   

 One might expect the effects of the abolition of the kapu to be extreme.  After all, 

government of Hawai’i had been undergirded by the kapu for generations.  The kapu 

governed behavior and dictated the roles and responsibilities of society.  They were, if 

such an English term can be applied, the laws.  Aliʻi could only expect to be successful 

rulers if they followed the kapu and fulfilled their duties to the gods.  Now, suddenly, and 

with seemingly little planning, the kapu system was gone.  Authors like Jennifer Kashay 

have argued that “cultural dissolution progressed rapidly after the overthrow of the 

akua.”
ciii

  Kashay in particular points to the reported excessive drinking of Liholiho as an 

expression of a culture adrift.  Kuykendall also writes about the “vacuum in the social life 

of the nation,” with individuals unsure of how to carry on in the absence of formal 

religious services.
civ

  Kuykendall also hints at further rebellious plots following the death 

of Kekuaokalani.  Yet there seems to be little evidence of the social collapse, partial or 

complete, that these authors identify.  Both Kamakau and Ii provide no such mention of 

any difficulties in their writings.  Certainly it is very clear that even if the change affected 

the social life of the people, as Kuykendall posits, the political structure of the Hawaiian 

nation remained unchanged.  The aliʻi continued to rule and there was no push by the 

makaʻāinana to seize power now that the kapu no longer defined their behavior or the 

right of the aliʻi to rule.   
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Missionaries Arrive 

 

 On March 30, 1820, at most seven months after the abolishment of the kapu 

system, Protestant missionaries arrived in Hawai’i.  Their arrival so soon after the end of 

the kapu was coincidental. Missionary work to Hawai’i had been planned since at least 

1816 by the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, and the mission 

left Boston on October 23, 1819.
cv

  When the missionaries arrived, they were greeted first 

by Kalanimoku, one of the highest ranked aliʻi and an advisor to Liholiho.  As further 

proof that the systems of government remained in place despite the abolition of the kapu, 

the missionaries pressed Kalanimoku hard for permission to land and begin their work 

yet Kalanimoku, obeying the rule of land which dictated all foreigners had to receive 

permission from the mōʻi to stay in Hawai’i, referred the missionaries to the Liholiho.
cvi

 

 A decision on the missionaries was stalled.  The aliʻi were “afraid of the white 

men who had already come into the country, not the runaway sailors who worked under 

the chiefs, but those who were doing things injurious to the welfare of the people.”
cvii

  

Clearly the aliʻi understood that unlike the single haole who had come before, who had 

assimilated to a large extent to Hawaiian culture to better their own positions in life, like 

John Young and Isaac Davis, the missionaries came as a group and with a different 

purpose.  The aliʻi wanted to assure themselves that they would be able to control this 

new group of individuals and make them a beneficial part of Hawaiian society.  The 

Hawaiians were also aware that allowing such a large group of Americans to settle in 

Hawai’i could cause difficulties in international relations.  Many aliʻi expressed concerns 
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that Great Britain, who Kamehameha had carefully constructed an alliance of protection 

with, would object to the presence of American missionaries.  After observing first-hand 

the conflict between British and American vessels during the War of 1812 off the coast of 

Hawaii, this was an astute observation on the part of the aliʻi.
cviii

  In addition, Liholiho 

demonstrated his awareness of colonial expansion in the Pacific, telling the missionaries 

when they asked to stay on Oahu, “white men all prefer Oahu.  I think the Americans 

would like to have that island.”
cix

  Eventually Liholiho agreed to allow the missionaries 

to stay provisionally for one year, and declared that if their work pleased the aliʻi the 

missionaries could stay. 

 The missionaries spread throughout the islands and immediately began their 

work.  According to Kamakau, the conversion work progressed exceedingly well, with 

many people converting within the first three to five years of the mission.
cx

  Other 

authors have argued that conversion took place at a much slower rate. For example, 

Hiram Bingham, one of the original missionaries, only counted 24 aliʻi as even nominal 

converts to Christianity by 1823, the fourth year of the mission.
cxi

  Whatever the rate of 

conversion, what cannot be denied is the speed at which the aliʻi learned and encouraged 

the skills of writing and reading.  Bingham began a school almost immediately after 

arriving in Hawai’i that taught the aliʻi how to read, write, and speak English.  Liholiho 

not only monitored the progress of students at this school but begin to receive instruction 

himself.  For all of the negative race-based commentary which the missionaries ascribed 

to Liholiho, they were forced to admit that “he acquired learning rapidly, and his 

knowledge of geography, the customs, productions, and governments of other countries 
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was considerable.”
cxii

 After witnessing how quickly the other aliʻi progressed in their 

lessons as well, Liholiho sent his wives and younger aliʻi to go and learn from the 

missionaries.  Among these younger aliʻi was the mōʻi’s brother, Kauikeaouli.  After 

three months Bingham’s school alone had increased in attendance from ten students to 

forty regular students, receiving instruction 5 to 6 hours per day.  Bingham also writes of 

another school of at least 30 students on Kauai.  Compared with Bingham’s own 

estimates of Christian conversion, just 24 aliʻi over the course of 4 years, it is very clear 

what the aliʻi valued learning from the missionaries. 

 In 1823, the missionaries began to convert the Native Hawaiian language into a 

written language.  Beamer argues that the basis for their work actually came from a 

Hawaiian named ʻŌpūkaha’ia in 1814-1815, while he was in residence in Cornwall, 

Connecticut.  The missionaries used an adaptation of his grammar for two years, and it 

seems likely that “its usage provided a foundation for further developments of the written 

language.”
cxiii

  The beginning of Hawaiian as a written language seems only to have 

increased the Hawaiian belief in the usefulness of the missionaries.  As the aliʻi saw their 

own language being used to read and write, it became common practice for them to take 

missionaries into their own households as teachers.
cxiv

  The second wave of missionaries 

arrived in 1823.  An important member of this group was William Richards, a missionary 

who would later be hired as a teacher of political science by the aliʻi and who was 

instrumental in the writing of the Constitution. 

  

Increasing Contact with Haole 
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 Not only did Hawaiian contact with haole increase with the arrival of the 

missionaries, but the amount of traders and military representatives arriving in Hawai’i 

increased greatly over the years following the abolition of the kapu.  Traders, who had 

previously seen the Hawaiian Islands as simply a rest and resupply point, were attracted 

in larger numbers after the discovery of sandalwood on the islands, a product they could 

trade in China.  While haole traders had been aware that sandalwood grew on the 

Hawaiian Islands since at least 1790, the trade in sandalwood did not take off until after 

1815, when British and American traders (the two most frequent visitors to Hawai’i) 

could travel the Pacific without fear of attacks from opposing warships.
cxv

 While the 

height of the trade would only last about 15 years, ending in 1830, it brought enormous 

haole wealth to Hawai’i.  This was wealth not only in cash but goods of haole 

manufacture, especially ships.   The trade also brought debt, however, and haole traders 

were not afraid to ask their governments to intervene on their behalf to resolve these 

debts.  The result of those interventions will be discussed shortly. 

 As the sandalwood trade began to diminish, another trade arose to take its place.  

Hawai’i once again assumed a prominent spot as a rest and resupply point in the Pacific 

Ocean, this time for the whaling trade.  As early as 1823, forty to fifty whaling ships were 

counted in Honolulu harbor, to say nothing of ships which may have stopped at other 

locations in Hawai’i.
cxvi

  By 1832, there were at least 200 whalers who stopped in 

Hawai’i and that number remained high.  At least 130 whalers visited in 1837, and 

following a lull created by an economic panic in the United States in 1837, the number 
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began to climb back towards pre-panic levels.  The whaling trade was very different from 

the trades which preceded it.  First, whalers were likely to stay in Hawai’i longer, as their 

rest stops were determined by the migration pattern of whales, not on the need to get 

goods to market as quickly as possible.  Second, the greater amount of whalers visiting 

the islands demanded a larger supply of goods for their ships.  This in turn increased the 

foreign population on the islands to service the whalers.  In fact, Hawai’i became a 

central site for shipping all over the Pacific, with goods being brought to the islands not 

only for sale to the whalers and the Hawaiian aliʻi but to be repackaged and sold in other 

locations.
cxvii

  Finally, the whaling trade, and the increase in demand for trade goods 

which accompanied it, vastly increased the foreign population in Hawai’i.  Not only was 

Hawai’i now home to missionaries, but the aliʻi were forced to allow trade establishments 

in the harbors to deal with the increase in trade, and desertions from ships led to a 

growing haole population as well (to say nothing of the vast impermanent population of 

ship crews).   

 The aliʻi of Hawai’i also maintained diplomatic relations with foreign nations 

after the fall of the kapu.  A significant diplomatic achievement was Liholiho’s trip 

London to meet with King George IV in 1823.  Liholiho’s decision to visit England may 

have been sparked by the delivery of a warship to him from the Prince of Wales in 1822.  

He may also have wanted to investigate Hawai’i’s only European ally or to further his 

own interest in politics and geography.
cxviii

  The death of Liholiho’s mother in September 

of 1823 may have also engendered a desire to travel because it was while Liholiho was 

on Maui following her death that he formally announced his intention to travel.  
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Whatever the reasons, foreign policy was certainly a central concern of Liholiho’s when 

he made these travel decisions.  Bingham writes that “the conception that his pleasures 

might be increased, his political and commercial knowledge promoted, his alliances 

strengthened, and some special favor from King George secured to himself as a brother 

monarch, were doubtless among the reasons which led him to this step.”
cxix

  James 

Jarves, another missionary, concurs, writing that “besides the natural curiosity for 

viewing foreign lands, he was desirous of an interview with the governments, and 

regulating the relations between countries, particularly in regard to England.” 
cxx

  Prior to 

leaving, Liholiho announced that if he did not return, his brother, Kauikeaouli, would be 

the proper heir to the throne. 

 Unfortunately, Liholiho was unable to complete his mission in person.  After 

leaving Hawai’i on November 27, 1823 and arriving in London on the May 18, 1824, 

Liholiho died on July 14, 1824.  The aliʻi had been treated lavishly throughout their stay 

in London, with a personal attendant assigned to them by the Secretary of Foreign Affairs 

and all of their expenses paid by the British Crown.  Just prior to Liholiho’s death from 

measles, a meeting had been arranged with King George IV, which the surviving aliʻi 

attended in his stead on September 11, 1824.  When asked why Liholiho had arranged the 

trip to London, the aliʻi replied that it was to reaffirm the promises Vancouver had made 

to Kamehameha, that England would watch over Hawai’i and protect it from foreign 

invaders.  King George IV affirmed that it was so, specifically saying that he would not 

take possession of the islands but that he would defend them from invasion and foreign 
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enemies.  The aliʻi were then given passage back to Hawai’i on a man-o-war of the Royal 

Navy and arrived in Hawai’i on May 4, 1825.  

 

Kauikeaouli’s Hawai’i 

 

When he was proclaimed mōʻi in 1825, Kaukeaouli was just 10 years old.  

Kaʻahumanu, still the kuhina nui, thus became the regent until Kaukeaouli reached 

maturity.  Kaʻahumanu had become an avowed Christian and believer in living her life 

according to the Bible.
cxxi

   Under Kaʻahumanu, the aliʻi began to issue laws which were 

based on the Christian religion, referred to by scholars as the probationary laws.  The 

laws were issued as proclamations and placed in public for all to read.  These laws 

focused primarily on governing the behavior of foreigners, though some were meant for 

Hawaiians, and demonstrate the growing concern of the aliʻi with governing the behavior 

of the growing foreign population.  For example, in the very first two notices, seamen 

were notified that if they disturbed the peace they would be jailed in the fort or expelled 

from Hawai’i.
cxxii

  Further laws were passed during Kaʻahumanu’s regency governing the 

behavior of foreigners, including laws outlawing prostitution, murder, theft, and adultery.   

 Kaʻahumanu died on June 5, 1832.  Her successor to the post of kuhina nui was 

Kinau.  Kinau was a daughter of Kamehameha and a sister to Kauikeaouli.  Due to 

Kauikeaouli’s youth it appears that Kinau not only became kuhina nui, but regent as well, 

until Kauikeaouli attained his majority.  The two issued statements alerting the residents 

of Hawai’i as to the succession.  It is interesting to note that in both statements the mōʻi 
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and the kuhina nui spoke to the foreign residents of Hawai’i to tell them to obey the 

Hawaiian laws.  Kauikeaouli stated that “ye men of foreign lands, let not the laws be by 

you put under your feet.  When you are in your own countries, there you will observe 

your own laws.”
cxxiii

  Kinau told the haole “I make known to you; according to law [or for 

the violation of law] shall be the loss or dispossession of land.  We are now endeavoring 

to make our minds mature.”
cxxiv

  These statements appear to speak to the concerns of the 

rulers that the haole might take advantage of the death of the strong-willed Kaʻahumanu 

and the change in leadership to challenge the laws she had put in place.  The statement of 

Kauikeaouli also shows a belief in the sovereignty of Hawai’i as a nation on par with the 

United States and England, reminding the haole that in their own countries, they followed 

their own laws and in Hawai’i they were to follow Hawaiian law.  Kinau’s statement 

indicates an awareness of the haole belief in the inferiority of the Hawaiians, telling them 

that the Hawaiians were still learning but Hawaiian law needed to be respected. 

 In early 1833, Kauikeaouli announced the regency over and assumed all the 

powers of the mōʻi.  As Kauikeaouli played a central role in the creation of the 

Constitution, it is important to understand his background and upbringing since they 

made him a markedly different ruler than his predecessors.  Kauikeaouli was the first 

mōʻi to have lived primarily in a time when the kapu did not exist.  He was born on 

March 17, 1814 and was just five years old when his mother broke the ʻai kapu by eating 

with him in front of his brother Liholiho.  While Kauikeaouli certainly knew of the kapu 

and that they had been used to govern Hawai’i, he would never have truly seen them in 

action during his lifetime.  Further, while he was raised in his early youth by a Hawaiian 
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prophet, Kauikeaouli began receiving education from the missionaries from about the age 

of six.  Though he never became a Christian, Kauikeaouli certainly was instructed in 

Christian values and the missionaries were also eager to teach the importance of written 

moral codes.
cxxv

   Kauikeaouli did have a period of time when he was raised under Boki, 

the governor of Oahu.  During this period of his life Kauikeaouli was known to consume 

alcohol frequently and surrounded himself with young men who the missionaries viewed 

as rebellious and engaged in morally questionable behavior.  However, during his adult 

life, Kauikeaouli was a serious and engaged leader who brought much change to his 

country. 

These aspects of Kauikeaouli’s upbringing have never truly been examined as a 

part of the history of the Constitution of 1840, but they clearly differentiate him from 

previous rulers and explain in part why he was comfortable with a written Constitution.  

Unlike his father and brother, as previously stated, Kauikeaouli was not brought up 

within the kapu system; it did not dictate his morals or his behavior.  Instead he was 

brought up in a country led by two women, his mother and his aunt, who were Christian 

converts and dedicated to spreading the religion to the other aliʻi.  He grew up being able 

to read and write, and was thus not brought up in a solely oral society.  Reading and 

writing would have been just as familiar to him as oral history.  Kauikeaouli also grew up 

in a Hawai’i within an increasing and permanent haole population.  Unlike his father and 

brother who mostly dealt with transient haole, Kauikeaouli lived from the age of seven in 

a world where resident haole were subject to the laws of Hawaiian leaders and several 

haole served as prominent advisors to the aliʻi.  These differences in his upbringing did 
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not make Kauikeaouli any less Hawaiian.  His rule, the longest of any mōʻi after 

unification, was marked by his constant dedication to his people and his efforts to ensure 

that they would be able to led peaceful and prosperous lives.  As will be demonstrated in 

Chapter 4, even when Kauikeaouli made changes to Hawaiian government or society, he 

ensured that traditional Hawaiian values and structures took precedence.  Whether he was 

successful in doing so is a matter for a different investigation.   

After asserting his majority, Kauikeaouli ruled as mōʻi with Kinau as his kuhina 

nui.  Kauikeaouli’s early rule was fraught with conflict with the haole, both domestic and 

foreign.  These repeated encounters demonstrated to Kauikeaouli that without a written 

constitution and the trappings of Euro-American republican rule, Hawai’i would continue 

to be considered an “uncivilized” country, which is indicated by the number of messages 

given to the mōʻi by haole living in Hawai’i.  For example, in an undated letter written to 

Kauikeaouli, some of the haole residents offered multiple complaints about the laws in 

place on the islands and explicitly stated that “such a state of things [lack of consistent 

rule of law] is never allowed in other countries,” and that they “wish to be allowed such 

liberties as are given to sailors in all ports of civilized nations.”
cxxvi

  Complaints were also 

made against Hawaiian law in one of the haole newspapers published in Hawai’i, the 

Sandwich Island Gazette. The Gazette, openly degrading and hostile to the aliʻi, wrote 

that “the Sandwich Islands we believe can never become a place of importance, whilst 

the present race of inhabitants are 'Lords of the Isle;' when another class of beings shall 

people these shores, or the government be administered by rulers from more enlightened 

nations, we may expect a change for the better, till then we dare not anticipate that these 
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Polynesian Isles will recover from their present fallen condition.”
cxxvii

 The sentiments 

expressed in these documents are clear and would have been understood by the mōʻi and 

other aliʻi who read and spoke English.  It is very clear that even the haole who lived in 

Hawai’i, and profited in their residence there, had very little respect for the laws of 

Hawai’i and viewed them as backwards and uncivilized. 

In addition to this domestic disrespect for the laws of the Hawaiian government, 

the aliʻi faced pressure to make changes from outside forces as well.  From 1836 to 1841, 

for example, 35 warships visited Honolulu from at least three different countries.
cxxviii

 

These ships and their captains were not afraid to express their belief that the Hawaiians 

were uncivilized and in need of improvement.  During an 1829 visit from the U.S.S. 

Vincennes, the Captain told Kauikeaouli that “the improved state of your people has also 

been so interestingly described . . . as to awaken among my countrymen at large, great 

benevolence of feeling towards you.”
cxxix

  The Captain also advised Kauikeaouli that 

"When your government is better established, and your people more informed, your 

characters will be better protected from aspersions . . . laws of some kind are necessary 

every where, particularly for your exterior relations; the fewer, and the more simple, the 

better; and the sooner you set about making an attempt, the sooner, of course, you can 

perfect a system.  Wise laws are the highest achievements of the human mind.”
cxxx

  Not 

all of these visits were diplomatic in nature.  In 1839, the Hawaiian government was 

faced with the biggest haole threat to its sovereignty it had seen.  A French frigate under 

the command of Captain Laplace arrived to protest the expulsion of Catholic 

missionaries.  Captain Laplace made several demands of the Hawaiian government and 
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warned them that if the demands were not met, war would immediately commence with 

the bombardment of Honolulu.  Though Hawai’i had rudimentary defenses and small 

ships, it had nothing which could withstand a battle with a 60-gun French frigate.  Forced 

at gunpoint to sign a treaty with the French, the Hawaiians yielded their authority to try 

French citizens in Hawaiian courts and to block certain imports, like liquor.  Perhaps as 

equally unsettling to the Hawaiian aliʻi were the actions of certain haole living in 

Honolulu at this time who wrote to Captain Laplace that in the event of military conflict 

they were willing to take up arms on behalf of the French.  They requested of the Captain 

only “fifty muskets, one hundred pistols, and fifty cutlasses, as, many of the Foreign 

Residents are already possessed of the necessary arms and accoutrements.”
cxxxi

  Not only 

were the Hawaiian aliʻi faced   with the threat of violence from outside powers, but there 

was an armed portion of the populace hostile to the government as well. 

Obviously the 1830s represented a period of substantial pressure on the Hawaiian 

government to reform their laws and to make their laws more accepting of haole 

standards of culture and behavior.  Not only was their significant domestic agitation for 

change, but there was concerted and focused pressure from the outside as well.  

Throughout this entire unsettled period of Hawaiian history, the Hawaiian system of 

government and law were criticized by outsiders as uncivilized.  At the same time that 

this pressure was growing, the missionary educators to the aliʻi were also stressing the 

importance of change.  An 1836 letter written by William Richards states that Richards 

“had a full and free discussion with the King and chiefs on the subject of internal 

improvement and they all appear gratified with our proposals . . . there was a full 
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explanation of the plan surrounding to our conversation, except that the final end . . . to 

undermine and subvert their present system was not alluded to; though I think that even 

the king perceives it will end thus.”
cxxxii

  Previous scholarship has focused on the 

missionaries’ writings as proof that it was the missionary influence which led to the 

adoption of the Constitution.  While Richards’ letter clearly shows that the missionaries 

were beginning to push for governmental change, this does not eliminate the agency of 

the aliʻi.  In fact, it was the aliʻi who, in 1836, specifically requested the missionaries help 

in procuring a teacher of political economy to educate the aliʻi on how other nations 

governed themselves. 

Two years after their request was made, the aliʻi hired Richards to instruct them 

on political economy.  Richards began teaching the aliʻi on July 3, 1838 and lectured on a 

variety of subjects.  His lessons were widely attended and often became more lively 

discussion than lecture.  Richards reports that he found “them [the chiefs] uniformly 

ready to listen to instruction, and they have manifested a becoming wish to reform the 

government in those particular where it is inconsistent with true Political Economy.”
cxxxiii

  

Richards account is, of course, biased given his interest in promoting an American style 

democracy.  He writes that in his lessons he “endeavored as much as possible to draw 

their minds to the defects in the Hawaiian practices, and often contrasted them with the 

government and practices of enlightened nations . . . The conversation frequently took so 

wide a range that there was abundant opportunity to refer to any and to every fault of the 

present system of government."
cxxxiv

  However, if one is to really analyze Richards’ 

words and attempt to understand what is happening in his classroom from the point of 
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view of the aliʻi, a much different picture arises.  Certainly Richards lectured with a 

specific goal in mind, but even he admits that his lectures more generally became 

discussions between the aliʻi, with questions occasionally directed towards Richards.  It is 

very clear that the aliʻi actively engaged with the lecture subjects in an attempt to 

analyze, decipher, and adapt it for their own benefit.  As much as Richards believed that 

he was pointing out the faults of the Hawaiian system, the fact that the Constitution 

embodied so much of traditional Hawaiian government indicates that he failed in his 

attempts.   

 

Conclusion 

 

 This chapter has documented the vast changes which occurred between 1819 and 

1840.  It has been consistently demonstrated that the Hawaiian aliʻi adapted their society 

and government to meet their changing situation.  In particular, this chapter has shown 

that the aliʻi were faced with growing demands for change in the 1830s, and they were 

clearly aware of how the Pacific colonial powers viewed their government.  In an effort 

to change that view and defend their sovereignty, the aliʻi asked William Richards to 

instruct them in political economy, so that they might learn more about how other 

countries viewed “civilized” behavior.  The lessons learned in this instruction helped the 

aliʻi to develop the Constitution of 1840.  Chapter 4 will examine the development of the 

Constitution to continue to argue that it was a Hawaiian idea which allowed the Hawaiian 

nation to continue to be governed by Hawaiian structures.  Personal correspondence of 
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Hawaiian aliʻi as well as other contemporary documents will prove that the process was 

run with Hawaiian oversight and served a Hawaiian purpose. 
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CHAPTER FOUR – THE CONSTITUTION 

 

Introduction 

 

 The previous chapters have detailed the changes which occurred in Hawaiian 

society beginning with the unification of the islands under Kamehameha.  In the two 

decades following Kamehameha’s death in 1819, those changes appeared to accelerate 

with the kapu system being abolished in 1819, conversion to Christianity beginning to 

take place among the aliʻi, and the growing aliʻi adoption of European trappings of 

government.  In 1840, these changes seemed to come to a head with the formal issuing of 

a written constitution.  This Constitution made Hawai’i into a constitutional monarchy 

and marked the beginning of the Hawaiian Kingdom.  However, this change was not, as 

many historians have argued, simply the result of Christian conversion and an “increase” 

in civilization.  Rather, it was a result of changing beliefs of the aliʻi and a need for a 

defense against expanding colonialism in the Pacific.  Certainly the missionaries had 

stressed the importance of constitutional government in their teachings, yet to assign 

them the sole credit for the Constitution would ignore the information which has been 

laid out in the previous chapters and will be presented in this chapter. 

 Chapter Four will first document the actual writing process of the Constitution 

itself.  While William Richards, the former missionary and eventually teacher of political 

economy to the aliʻi, was deeply involved in this process, the oversight of the mōʻi and 

his deep interest in its progression will show it to be a Hawaiian project at its core.  
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Further, this chapter will investigate the involvement of Hawaiians in the writing project 

through contemporary documentation by Hawaiian historians and newspapers.  Next, this 

chapter will investigate the structures embodied in the Constitution.  A proper analysis 

will demonstrate that the majority of institutions and the philosophies binding those 

elements of government together were truly Hawaiian in nature.  Certainly, the 

Constitution did change certain aspects of Hawaiian government. To ignore these 

changes would be unfair, but ultimately this chapter will demonstrate that the 

Constitution enshrined Hawaiian thoughts and ideas on government. 

 

The Source of Law 

 

 The publication of the Constitution of 1840 was preceded in 1839 by the 

publication of the Source of Law.
cxxxv

  This document eventually became the preamble for 

the Constitution of 1840, so analysis of its text will not take place here.  However, it is 

important to understand how it was written, and the orders under which it was written as 

it demonstrates that the document was a Hawaiian production.  The Hawaiian Spectator, 

a newspaper published by the missionaries and the allies in Hawai’i, recounts the writing 

of the Source of Law.  It states that: 

 

They [the Source of Law] were written by a graduate of the Seminary at the 

direction of the King, but without any definite instructions as to what he should 

write.  He in the first instance wrote about one third of the present quantity of 

matter, and that was read to the King and several of the chiefs, who met and spent 

two or three hours a day for five days in succession, in the discussion of the laws, 

and the various subjects which they treated.  In some particulars the laws were 
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pronounced defective, in others erroneous, and the writer was directed to rewrite 

them, and conform them to the views that had been expressed.  This was done, 

and they were thus considerably enlarged, and then passed a second reading at a 

meeting of the King and all the important chiefs of the Islands.  At this reading a 

longer time was spent than at the first.  They were still pronounced defective, and 

further additions and corrections were made in the same manner and by the same 

person as before.  They then passed their third and last reading, at which the King 

inquired of the chiefs if they approved, and on their saying, yes, he replied “I also 

approve,” and then rose and in their presence affixed his name.
cxxxvi

 

 

 Most prominently in this recounting of the writing of the Source of Law is the 

information that the mōʻi specifically directed it to be written.  This is supported by 

Richards’ private reports to the Mission Board in which he again states that the writer 

“was directed by the King to confirm them to the principles of Political Economy which 

they had learned.”
cxxxvii

   While the mōʻi did not write the document himself, this is not 

surprising.  Delegation of a task to an expert aliʻi was a common practice in Hawai’i and 

demonstrates that the aliʻi were continuing to use traditional Hawaiian practices while 

changing their government.
cxxxviii

  In fact, the authorship of the Source of Law only 

further supports the point that the creation and writing of such a document was a part of 

conscious efforts by the aliʻi to learn more about European and American philosophies on 

government and use them for their own benefit.  The author of the Source of Law was 

Boaz Mahune.
cxxxix

  Mahune was one of the aliʻi who studied under Richards in the 

missionary schools.  When Richards began to operate his school, Mahune was one of the 

students sent there by Kauikeaouli “to learn deeper wisdom and become leaders in the 

affairs of the government.”
cxl

  Further, Mahune was also a member of a group of aliʻi 

who “met regularly with the Mōʻī and his privy council, which included the highest-

ranking chiefs and haole missionary advisors such as Richards, Gerrit Judd, and Richard 
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Armstrong.”
cxli

  Clearly, Mahune had been groomed by Kauikeaouli specifically as an 

expert in political economy so that he would have a Hawaiian advisor to participate in 

these discussions.  Possibly Mahune was expected to be able to combine traditional 

Hawaiian values with the trappings of European and American constitutional 

government. 

It is also clear that while the mōʻi did not write the Source of Law, he and the 

other aliʻi exercised diligent oversight of the project.  The Source of Law was subject to 

three rounds of review with the first and second rounds of review lasting more than five 

days each.  Not only were the aliʻi reading the document, they were editing it, making 

sure that it matched their ideas of what government should be.  There is no indication of 

any help from Richards or other missionaries during this review process.
cxlii

  Kauikeaouli 

also continued traditional Hawaiian practice in this process through conferring with his 

council of aliʻi.
cxliii

  While the final decision on the approval of the laws remained with 

the mōʻi, he inquired of his aliʻi if they supported the laws and used their input to direct 

the edits which Mahune made to the Source of Law. 

 

Writing the Constitution 

 

 Quickly following the 1839 publication of the Source of Law, the Constitution 

was issued on October 8, 1840.  It seems that the Constitution of 1840 was written with 

much greater involvement from William Richards.  Kamakau states that it was Richards 

who wrote the Constitution.  He was assisted by Boaz Mahune, representing the mōʻi, 
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and Jonah Kapena, representing the kuhina nui.  Again, Hawaiian practice is at work in 

this situation.  Most source material dealing with this time period views the Constitution 

as a reform of the mōʻi; however, the presence of Jonah Kapena during the writing of the 

Constitution reflects a different reality.
cxliv

  It was impossible for Kauikeaouli to enact 

any changes in government without the agreement of the kuhina nui and in this situation 

her representative is in fact present.  This probably indicates not only her awareness of 

the project but her approval as well.  This is supported by a letter written by Kekauluohi, 

who had succeeded Kinau to the position of kuhina nui following Kinau’s death in 1839, 

to Kekuanaoa, then the Governor of Oahu.  In it, Kekauluohi writes that “we are holding 

meetings frequently with the Chiefs on the laws” and that “we have had a council with 

the Chiefs and the teacher, and they wish me to make a circuit of Maui for the purpose of 

explaining the laws just as the word of God is being done."
cxlv

  The kuhina nui not only 

had a representative present during the drafting of the Constitution but was present in 

numerous meetings as well and was preparing to explain the document to the 

makaʻāinana.  Neither she nor any of the aliʻi would have been able to take these actions 

without a thorough understanding of the Constitution. 

Richards’ role as the primary author of the Constitution has been put forth as 

evidence that it was the missionaries who were the driving force behind the Constitution 

and were thus responsible for changing Hawaiian government and society.  This ignores 

the reality of the situation.  Beamer argues that while “missionaries were often times 

extremely critical of the aliʻi in letters . . . their actions on the ground likely required them 

to behave in manners that are not reflected in their letters . . . had people like Richards 
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not shown the aliʻi respect they would not be supported by the aliʻi.”
cxlvi

  Further, 

Richards’ own writings in his personal journal, which would not have been seen by the 

aliʻi even, indicate his changing perspective as a citizen of Hawai’i and advisor to the 

mōʻi.  While on a diplomatic mission to the United States, England, and France, which 

will be discussed further, Richards wrote, “now we must be treated as an independent 

nation, - that formerly we were without the pale of inter-national law - now within it.”
cxlvii

 

Richards’ use of “we” is telling.  Clearly he views himself as an agent of the Hawaiian 

government, possibly even as some sort of Hawaiian.  This evidence indicates that 

Richards probably conformed to the aliʻi’s wishes much more than has been suspected.  

With this understanding, the writing of the Constitution takes on a different character.  

Rather than one haole dictating a Constitution to two Hawaiian assistants, the drafting 

was probably much more of a collaborative effort with Mahone and Kapena advising 

Richards and editing his work to be more representative of Hawaiian values and systems. 

 There exists further evidence that the Hawaiian aliʻi viewed their laws as an 

independent creation and the missionary influence limited to their roles as teachers.  In 

October of 1839, the American consul wrote to the mōʻi that since “the opinion seems to 

be to some extent entertained, that American citizens residing in the Sandwich Islands as 

missionaries under the patronage of an incorporated institution of the United States, have 

exerted a controlling influence upon the framers of the laws of this country, I have very 

respectfully to inquire, if they have ever had any voice in the passage of laws affecting 

the interests of other foreigners.”
cxlviii

  Kauikeaouli’s response was clear, “that thing 

which you speak to me of, that they act with us, or overrule our acts, we deny it, it is not 
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so.”
cxlix

  The mōʻi’s letter also includes further evidence that the aliʻi made conscious 

choices about which laws to adopt and use as their own.  With regards to accusations that 

the missionaries forced the aliʻi to ban alcohol, Kauikeaouli writes that “a number of 

captains of whale ships commenced that thing; thousands of my own people supported 

them; and when my chiefs saw that it was a good thing, they requested me to do 

according to the petition of that company; and when I saw that it was really an excellent 

thing, then I chose that as a rule of my kingdom.”
cl
  Here one sees the aliʻi not only 

listening to missionaries but whaling captains as well and most importantly, his aliʻi. 

 

The Constitution 

 

 The Constitution created a truly Hawaiian government.  While the names and 

pieces may have appeared different, at its core not much had changed.  The document 

opened with The Source of Law, which became what could be called the preamble to the 

Constitution.  The Source of Law laid out the rights and responsibilities of each member 

of society.  The Source of Law stated that:  

 

God has also established government, and rule, for the purpose of peace; but in 

making laws for the nation it is by no means proper to enact laws for the 

protection of the rulers only, without also providing protection for their subjects; 

neither is it proper to enact laws to enrich the chiefs only, without regard to 

enriching their subjects also, and hereafter there shall by no means be any laws 

enacted which are at variance with what is above expressed, neither shall any tax 

be assessed, nor any service or labor required of any man, in a manner which is at 

variance with the above sentiments.
cli
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This is in many ways the same concept of reciprocity which was embodied in the kapu 

system.
clii

  Under the kapu all three classes of Hawaiian society had duties to fulfill in 

order to maintain balance.  If the makaʻāinana violated kapu, then the aliʻi were justified 

in punishing them.  Were the aliʻi to fail in their duties, then they could be deposed by the 

aliʻi under them or the makaʻāinana could move to another district.  The makaʻāinana 

were expected to produce goods for Hawaiian society, and the aliʻi were expected to 

direct the makaʻāinana in such a way that production was plentiful.  This is the same 

relationship which that was important enough for the aliʻi to use as an opening statement 

in the Constitution. 

 The use of Protestant Christian philosophy in the Source of Law has been cited as 

evidence of a change in the way that Hawaiian government operated.  The Source of Law 

opened with a biblical quote,  

 

‘God hath made of one blood all nations of men to dwell on the earth,’ in unity 

and blessedness.  God has also bestowed certain rights alike on all men and all 

chiefs, and all people of all lands.
cliii

 

 

Obviously neither this quote, nor the beliefs behind it are of Hawaiian origin.  However, 

the inclusion of such material does not indicate a forced change from the outside, but 

rather an internal movement among the Hawaiians, the aliʻi especially, to Christian 

conversion.  In the four years leading up to 1840, the missionaries recorded over 20,000 

conversions to Christianity, meaning that Hawai’i was becoming in many respects a 

Christian nation.  Even the use of Christian imagery in the Constitution, is an adaptation 

to serve Hawaiian purposes.  With the abolition of the kapu, it would have been difficult 
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for the aliʻi to continue to justify their divine right to rule.  By using Christianity as a 

basis for the rights of Hawaiian citizens, and stating that “God has also established 

government, and rule, for the purpose of peace,” the Hawaiian aliʻi were able to provide a 

religious justification for their rule.
 cliv

  

 Another Hawaiian institution that was maintained in the Constitution was the 

position of mōʻi, now also referred to as “King” in English texts.  The Constitution 

continued to hold that the mōʻi was the “sovereign of all the people and all the chiefs.  

The kingdom is his,” the same position that the mōʻi had held in pre-constitutional 

government.
clv

  The mōʻi also retained exclusive direction over war and diplomacy and 

was the executor of the laws.  The position of mōʻi continued to be filled in the way in 

which it had been filled since Kamehameha unified the islands.  The heir to the throne 

would be “the person whom he [the mōʻi] and the chiefs shall appoint, during his 

lifetime.”
clvi

  Though Kamehameha and Liholiho had named their successors, it was only 

after the aliʻi had met to confirm the appointments following their deaths that Liholiho 

and Kauikeaouli had been named mōʻi. 

 The position of kuhina nui was also enshrined in the Constitution in the statement 

“that important feature of the government, originated by Kamehameha I, shall be 

perpetuated in these Hawaiian Islands, but shall always be in subserviency to the law.”
clvii

  

Despite the switch to a constitutional form of government, which in European and 

American traditions has a single head of state, the kuhina nui retained their power as a 

co-ruler.  The kuhina nui, translated to “Premier” in the English text, was put in charge of 

all business of the kingdom and “all documents and business of the kingdom executed by 
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the Premier, shall be considered as executed by the King’s authority.”
clviii

  The tradition 

that required the mōʻi and the kuhina nui to act in concert was also preserved and each 

was given a veto over the other’s power. 

 

The King shall not act without the knowledge of the Premier, nor shall the 

Premier act without the knowledge of the King, and the veto of the King on the 

acts of the Premier shall arrest the business. All important business of the 

kingdom which the King chooses to transact in person, he may do it but not 

without the approbation of the Premier.
clix

 

 

 The mōʻi’s advisory council of aliʻi continued to exist as well, referred to as the 

House of Nobles in the English translation.  This was not a House of Nobles as someone 

versed in the English parliamentary tradition would understand it.  It was rather a group 

of aliʻi who the mōʻi was expected to “consult with the above persons respecting all the 

great concerns of the kingdom, in order to promote unanimity and secure the greatest 

good.”
clx

  The individuals named to the House of Nobles in the Constitution were those 

who already met in the mōʻi’s council, and their successors were to be named by law.  

The position of Governor was also maintained in the Constitution, with four Governors 

named to fill the Governorships established by Kamehameha, one for Hawai’i, one for 

Maui and adjacent islands, one for Oahu, and one for Kauai and adjacent islands. 

 Recognition of traditional Hawaiian values with respect to land is also found in 

the Constitution.  The first recognition of such rights is found in the section which states 

“protection is hereby secured to the persons of all the people, together with their lands, 

their building lots and all their property, while they conform to the laws of the kingdom, 

and nothing whatever shall be taken from any individual except by express provision of 



103 

 

the laws.”
clxi

  Under the previous land tenure system, the aliʻi were protected in their land 

holdings unless a land division occurred, an “expression provision” of Hawaiian law at 

that time and a universally accepted principal.  In addition, while the makaʻāinana had 

land which was subject to the rule of the aliʻi, and it is possible that some abuses of their 

tenure occurred, the makaʻāinana also held rights to land outside of the control of the 

aliʻi, which was protected by widespread understanding of land tenure rights.
clxii

  The 

Constitution also explicitly recognized and perpetuated the communal system of land 

tenure when it stated:  

 

The origin of the present government, and system of polity, is as follows. 

Kamehameha I, was the founder of the kingdom, and to him belonged all the land 

from one end of the Islands to the other, though it was not his own private 

property.  It belonged to the chiefs and people in common, of whom 

Kamehameha I was the head, and had the management of the landed property. 

Wherefore, there was not formerly, and is not now any person who could or can 

convey away the smallest portion of land without the consent of the one who had, 

or has the direction of the kingdom.”
clxiii

 

 

 

Thus, the Hawaiian constitution continued to enshrine the concept of the mōʻi as the 

ultimate land owner, though with restrictions on how far that power extended, just like 

the previous system which exempted division from aliʻi control.  This statement also 

helped to fight back against growing haole claims to land, which at that time were 

beginning to be brought against the Hawaiian government. 

 

Changes under the Constitution 
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 There were certainly changes to Hawaiian government found in the Constitution 

as well.  The most revolutionary change was the creation of a House of 

Representatives.
clxiv

  The House of Representatives was to be chosen by vote from the 

makaʻāinana in the same districts as the Governors were assigned.   The House of 

Representatives was to “have a voice in the business of the kingdom. No law shall be 

passed without the approbation of a majority of them.”
clxv

  This was the first time the 

makaʻāinana were to have a direct voice in the government of Hawai’i.   Under the kapu 

system, they could voice their displeasure with their aliʻi by moving or supporting a 

different aliʻi in a coup attempt, and they had certain rights to land and resources within 

their districts.  However, they had never been able to speak their opinions on government 

aloud and were never consulted by the aliʻi who governed.  

 Another change found in the Constitution was the institution of a court system, 

especially a Supreme Court.  Under the Constitution, each governor was now allowed to 

appoint at least two judges for their district to hold trials.  Individuals not satisfied with 

their trial could appeal their case to the Supreme Court, which consisted of four judges 

appointed by the representative body, the mōʻi, and the kuhina nui.  Decisions issued by 

the Supreme Court were final.  Under the kapu, a violator was identified by either a 

kahuna or an aliʻi and punished by the aliʻi.  While the aliʻi were sometimes forgiven for 

their crimes by the kahuna, no such appeal existed for the makaʻāinana.    

 

Accompanying Laws 
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 When the Source of Law was written, it was accompanied by several sections of 

actual law, beyond the opening paragraphs which became the preamble to the 

Constitution.  These laws remained in force when the Constitution was issued and it is 

important to analyze these laws as well, as they demonstrate other aspects of Hawaiian 

government in which traditional Hawaiian values and beliefs were embodied.  Under the 

kapu system, each class of Hawaiian society was supposed to fulfill their roles and 

responsibilities for the benefit of Hawaiian society as a whole, and one area in particular 

by which prosperity was measured was through production of the land.  Given the 

horrific depopulation of Hawai’i since Cook’s arrival, agricultural production had 

declined greatly, a problem that was compounded by the emigration of the makaʻāinana 

to growing ports like Honolulu.  In the Source of Law, the aliʻi were attempting to rectify 

this situation and create new laws which would continue a cycle of reciprocal production. 

The relationship between landlords and tenants was given close attention, declaring that 

“no man living on a farm whose name is recorded by his landlord, shall without cause 

desert the land of his landlord.  Nor shall the landlord causelessly dispossess his 

tenant.”
clxvi

 Further, each farm owner was encouraged, in the law, to “labor industriously 

with the expectation of there by securing his own personal interest, and also of promoting 

the welfare and peace of the kingdom.”
clxvii

  Thus, American concepts of rights to 

personal property were combined with Hawaiian concepts of reciprocity and communal 

production. 

 Recognition of traditional Hawaiian land values can also be found in the division 

of the fishing ground carried out in the law, as well as the division of land upon death of 
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the owner, areas also identified by Beamer as being indicative of the continuance of 

traditional Hawaiian practice.  With respect to the fishing grounds, the mōʻi divided them 

and gave one portion to the makaʻāinana, one to the aliʻi, and kept one to himself.  As 

noted previously, land and resources in Hawai’i had previously been recognized as 

communal with the mōʻi holding ultimate title to the land.  However, burgeoning trade 

with Europeans and Americans had led to an increasingly capitalistic society, and in 

order to properly develop Hawaiian resources in a way that was consistent with such 

changes, the Hawaiians began to recognize rights to private property.  By dividing a 

communal resource into three, the aliʻi were attempting to reconcile communal property 

with private property values and recognize that each class of individuals had a vested 

interest in that resource.  The position of the mōʻi as the ultimate sovereign of the land 

was also enshrined in the accompanying laws which ruled that one third of land must 

pass back to the mōʻi upon the death of the owner. 

 Taxes as well remained inherently Hawaiian in nature.  According to Kamakau, in 

the time before the Constitution, “taxes were imposed upon an island according to its 

yearly yield. The ancient tax was imposed annually during the Makahiki upon the 

different land divisions.”
clxviii

  In addition to this tax, paid for in agricultural production, 

the makaʻāinana were expected to provide labor to the aliʻi as well, as rent for the use of 

land.
clxix

  Under the laws passed with the Constitution, the citizens of Hawai’i were now 

expected to pay two forms of tax, “a poll tax, to be paid in money, the other a land tax, to 

be paid in Swine.”
clxx

  On face, the institution of a monetary tax would seem to be a 

substantial change to the Hawaiian tax system, previously based in agricultural output.  
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However, a further reading of this section reveals that “in the back part of the islands 

where money is difficult to be obtained, Arrow Root will be a suitable substitute . . . 

cotton is also another suitable article . . . sugar is another.”
clxxi

  Clearly the drafters of this 

law took into account the changes occurring in the Hawaiian economy allowing those 

who no longer farmed to pay their tax in cash, while still providing for the continuance of 

the traditional Hawaiian system, by allowing producers to continue tax payments in the 

produce of their land.   

The land tax also may appear on its face to be a significant change from 

traditional Hawaiian taxation models, as it taxes an individual based on the size of their 

land holding.  However, this tax, like the poll tax, is simply incorporating new ideas 

about personal land ownership into the Hawaiian model of taxation.  Since district wide 

production was now becoming less of the norm and private ownership recognized, and in 

some cases encouraged, the Hawaiian aliʻi can be seen here as adjusting their taxation 

accordingly.  The law includes resources to assess production and fault, if need be, for a 

lack of production and subsequent inability to pay the tax, thus truly assessing production 

as opposed to simply the size of the land holding. 

Hawaiians also continued to provide a tax in labor.  Under the new laws, the 

makaʻāinana would conduct two days of labor for the mōʻi and one day of labor for their 

aliʻi during the first week of the month, and then during the second week of the month 

they would perform one day of labor for the mōʻi and two days of labor for their aliʻi.  

Labor could be increased to three days a week, four weeks a month, if there was an 

important public project to be finished.  Penalties were established for workers who 
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arrived late or not at all, and rules were established governing how labor could be used.  

Those who directed labor were encouraged to “consider well what kinds of produce are 

suited to each particular land…landlords shall strive to stimulate the people to such kinds 

of labor as shall be profitable to the country.”
clxxii

  While the way in which the labor tax 

was carried out had certainly changed since before the Constitution, the concept behind 

it, that labor was owed to the aliʻi and that in return the aliʻi would carefully direct 

production throughout their territory for the benefit of the country, remained. 

 

Concurrent Diplomatic Efforts 

 

 The Constitution was not the only effort by the aliʻi at this time to counteract 

European and American colonialism in the Pacific.  Kauikeaouli continued the diplomatic 

efforts made by his predecessors to secure recognition of Hawai’i’s sovereignty by 

sending a diplomatic mission to the United States, Great Britain, and France for the 

purpose of obtaining formally signed treaties that would recognize the sovereignty of 

Hawai’i and its government.  The mission was led by William Richards, the trusted 

former missionary advisor and educator to the aliʻi, and he was accompanied by Timoteo 

Ha’alilo.  While the mission left on July 18, 1842, the planning for it had been going on 

for several years, at least since 1840.  This diplomatic effort was therefore concurrent 

with the aliʻi’s discussions over the Constitution.  In his March 17, 1840 instructions to 

Thomas Farnham, the original emissary chosen for the mission, Kauikeaouli instructed 

Farnham to:  
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make it your first and great object to establish a Treaty between this Government 

and each of the abovementioned Nations, which shall secure as far as may be 

done by Treaty, the perpetuity of the Kamehameha Dynasty…you will leave no 

honourable means untried to secure from each of those Nations an 

acknowledgment of the Independence of this, and also a Treaty stipulation from 

each that no other Nation shall interfere with our Independence.
clxxiii

   

 

Though Farnham never completed his mission, Richards and Ha’alilo did approach those 

three nations with a treaty guaranteeing the independence of Hawai’i.  They were unable 

to get the United States to sign the treaty but were successful in getting both England and 

France to acknowledge in a formal joint declaration the independence of Hawai’i.  This 

was especially important considering that Hawai’i had been occupied and the government 

seized by the British Navy in February of 1843.  Efforts by Richards and Ha’alilo in 

London following the seizure of the government therefore not only helped to earn the 

formal recognition of Hawaiian independence but actually ended the occupation of 

Hawai’i. 

 Another diplomatic document probably written in 1843 demonstrates how the 

Hawaiian aliʻi were using their Constitution, in conjunction with European and American 

concepts of sovereignty, to defend against colonialism.
clxxiv

  In it, the aliʻi state that  

 

the Rulers of the Hawaiian Islands not being certain of their position at this time 

in their relation with the great Commercial Nations, and being very desirous to 

obtain great benefits for their people, and also to help those of other countries 

who are doing business in this Country, they therefore wish to make known unto 

the Rulers of the Great Nations herein below mentioned and to Her Majesty 

Victoria Queen of Great Britain of their wishes.
clxxv
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It could not be clearer from this document that the aliʻi are not only aware that these 

nations were extending their reach throughout the Pacific, but that the Hawaiian situation 

was tenuous, at best.  The fact that France had threatened to destroy Honolulu through 

bombardment by a 60-gun frigate in 1839 and Great Britain had overthrown the 

Hawaiian government in 1843 only served to emphasize this point.  Hawai’i was also 

now home to formal representatives from these nations who were frequently becoming 

more involved in the domestic affairs of Hawai’i.  The British consul even helped to lead 

the overthrow of the Hawaiian government in 1843.  To counteract this ambiguous 

position the aliʻi asked that:  

 

the rulers of Great Britain enter into a treaty with the Rulers of France and with 

the Rulers of the United States of America, granting and allowing the Rulers of 

the Hawaiian Islands an independent Nation of their own governed as heretofore 

by a King and under a Constitution.
clxxvi

 

 

   

The Constitution thus had become the most prominent line of defense for the 

Hawaiians against colonialism.  Clearly they were no match militarily for these powers 

and were negotiating from a position of weakness in terms of hard power.  To make up 

for this, they appealed to European and American understandings of sovereignty and used 

their Constitution to show that they were a sovereign nation as those governments would 

understand it.  It is also probable that they were negotiating with the three nations with 

the most vested interests in Hawai’i in the hopes that each nation, to keep Hawai’i out of 

the hands or realm of influence of the others, would guarantee Hawaiian sovereignty. 
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Conclusion 

 

 This chapter has detailed writing of the Source of Law, a pre-Constitution of 

sorts, as well as the Constitution of 1840.  It has analyzed the governmental structures 

found in the Constitution as well as the accompanying laws passed with it to demonstrate 

that despite transition to a written Constitution based on European and American models, 

the Hawaiian government remained truly Hawaiian.  The chapter detailed concurrent 

efforts by the Hawaiian government to diplomatically engage with colonial powers such 

as Great Britain, France, and the United States to demonstrate that the Constitution was 

merely one part of an overarching effort to engage with those powers in ways that they 

would understand to defend against colonialism.  Above all else, it has been shown that 

the Hawaiian aliʻi adroitly managed the process of adopting European and American 

forms of government while remaining true Hawaiians.  Though there were certainly 

efforts by the missionaries to push these changes forward, the process was one that was 

consistently managed and overseen by the Hawaiian aliʻi and their agency can be seen at 

all times. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Chapters in Review 

 

This work documented the creation of the Constitution of 1840 which nominally 

made Hawai’i a constitutional monarchy.  Most previous scholarship, which has relied 

upon documents created by American missionaries during that time period, has described 

the writing of the Constitution as a result of “increasing civilization” of the Hawaiian 

people.  The missionaries have been seen as the true driving force behind the Constitution 

and the Hawaiian aliʻi as unwitting children being lead along by their much more 

educated teachers.  I argue that the creation of a written constitution was part of a broad 

effort to defend Hawai’i against European and American colonialism in the Pacific.  

Further, I believe that despite changing Hawaiian government from one based around 

religious rules passed down through oral tradition to a constitutional monarchy enshrined 

in a written constitution, the Hawaiian government remained, for the most part, Hawaiian 

in nature.  It continued to have the same structures and values and really served to 

enshrine existing practices rather than create new ones. 

I began this thesis by drawing extensively upon the writings of early Hawaiian 

historians to describe Hawaiian society as it would have looked prior to Kamehameha’s 

unification of the Hawaiian nation.
clxxvii

  This description provided a baseline for 

comparisons with the government created under the Constitution of 1840.  These 

historians were also used to demonstrate that change in Hawaiian society and government 
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was constant, even prior to unification.  This is a fundamental point to the thesis as a 

whole, as it proves that Hawaiian society was inherently dynamic and adaptable and that 

later Hawaiian aliʻi who created positions like the kuhina nui or island governors, or 

adopted Christianity or written government were continuing a tradition of innovation 

begun by their ancestors.  Hawai’i was not the unchanging idyllic paradise which 

changed only after Cook “discovered” it, as so many non-Hawaiian academics have 

described it to be.   

I next described the process of unification under Kamehameha.  While he was not 

the first aliʻi to make the attempt he was the first to complete it.  His rule also coincided 

with the first sustained contact with the haole.  I demonstrated that contact was beneficial 

to both sides, as Hawaiians traded surplus agricultural produce, to little effect on their 

internal economy, for high-demands goods such as firearms and ships.  In fact, after 

Hawaiians had a greater understanding of how haole traders valued goods, they quickly 

adjusted their pricing and forced traders to underbid each other. 

Chapter 3 covered the years following Kamehameha’s death until the writing of 

the Constitution.  In 1819 the Hawaiian government created a unique and new position, 

the kuhina nui.  A co-ruler to the mōʻi, the first kuhina nui was Kaʻahumanu, 

Kamehameha’s favorite wife.  She helped to break the ʻai kapu and convinced 

Kamehameha’s successor to the position of mōʻi, Liholiho, to abolish the kapu system 

entirely.  In 1820 Christian missionaries arrived in Hawai’i and though the aliʻi did not 

convert initially in great numbers, they did widely attend lessons on reading and writing.  

Liholiho’s reign was marked by his journey to England to meet with King George IV, 
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evidence of continuing Hawaiian efforts to ally themselves with colonial powers who 

could defend the militarily weak Hawaiian Islands from foreign incursions.  Chapter 3 

also examined some of the laws the Hawaiian government issued to keep control of the 

growing haole population in Hawai’i.  Primary source documents from missionaries were 

analyzed through a post-colonial lens to show that the aliʻi were actively engaging with 

the material they hired William Richards to teach them. 

Finally, Chapter 4 described the process behind the writing of the Constitution of 

1840.  Drawing on documents written by William Richards as well as Hawaiian 

historians and Hawaiian aliʻi, I argued that the aliʻi were not only much more involved in 

the writing process than most scholars have recognized but that even the aliʻi who 

weren’t involved in the writing itself were still in charge of the process and exercised 

significant oversight.  An analysis of the Constitution itself identified many traditional 

Hawaiian structures of government including the positions of mōʻi and kuhina nui, and 

traditional Hawaiian concepts such as communal property and the ultimate sovereignty of 

the mōʻi.  Chapter 4 also examined laws passed at the same time as the Constitution 

which showed Hawaiian government continuing to manage itself in traditional ways, 

through the division of formerly communal property among three classes of individuals 

and the tax code.  I used concurrent diplomatic efforts to show that the Hawaiian aliʻi 

were aware of colonialist interests in their country and using their constitution as a 

defense mechanism against these interests. 

 

Moving Forward 
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 Although the Hawaiian nation defended itself against colonialism adroitly, the 

mōʻi Liholiho proved prophetic when he told the missionaries “white men all prefer 

Oahu.  I think the Americans would like to have that island.”
clxxviii

  In 1893 the Queen 

Liliʻuokalani lost her throne in a coup led by the descendants of the missionaries, who 

were supported by the American consul to Hawai’i and a detachment of United States 

Marines from the U.S.S. Boston.  What has followed has been over 100 years of 

colonialism that has systematically disposed the Hawaiian people of their land and 

appropriated their culture for tourism revenue. 

 However, the Native Hawaiian rights movement today is perhaps more in the 

forefront of the wider American consciousness than at any time since the overthrow.  

Native Hawaiians today are fighting at all levels for their rights as a people and a nation.  

This has taken many forms, from Senator Akaka’s constant struggle to have the Native 

Hawaiian Recognition Bill introduced into Congress, to the legal battles over Office of 

Hawaiian Affairs Trustee elections, or to the Hawaiian national movement fighting for a 

free and independent Hawai’i. 

 As Americans I believe that we have a duty to understand these issues and the 

history that has led to this point.  We simply should consider ourselves honor-bound to 

learn the history of our own nation and how we have affected the communities and 

individuals whose land we have used to build our nation.  We must understand that 

Americans view history from a position of power.  It is very easy to dismiss different 

events as being in the past when they do not continue to affect your everyday life.  The 



116 

 

reality is very different if you are a member of a community that has been systematically 

disposed and oppressed.  The truth is that for the Hawaiian nation, despite meeting every 

standard set before them by Europeans and Americans for “civilized government,” it was 

not enough.  By remaining fundamentally Hawaiian and refusing to acquiesce to the 

demands of a wealthy minority population the Hawaiian government was overthrown and 

their people lost control of their own land.  Learning this history forces us as Americans 

to confront our own mistakes and begin to walk down a path of reconciliation, if we have 

the courage.  What the final solution is, I cannot answer at this point in time.  But I do 

know that we must do everything in our power to learn the history and contemporary 

issues of the nations we have dispossessed so that we can began to live up to the ideals of 

freedom and liberty that we claim to hold so dear. 

 I hope that is what I have done in this work.  I know that I can never tell this story 

from the perspective of a Hawaiian, nor would I ever want to.  What I have earnestly 

attempted to do is to demonstrate that it is possible to solemnly learn and educate oneself, 

as the first step on a never ending journey of education and earnest advocacy. 
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