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Understanding the
Hawaiian Islands: A
Pivotal Moment in
American History

The question when was the
annexation of Hawaii is more than
a simple date on a calendar. It
represents a transformative period
for both the Hawaiian Islands and the
United States, marking the end of a
sovereign kingdom and the beginning
of a new chapter in the Pacific. To
understand this pivotal event, one
must look beyond a single moment
and explore the complex political,
economic, and social forces that led
to the formal incorporation of Hawaii
into the United States. The official
date is July 7, 1898, when President
William McKinley signed the
Newlands Resolution, but the journey
to that date was long and deeply
contested. This article will explore
the timeline, the key players, and the
lasting implications of this significant
historical event.

The Precise Answer:
When Was the
Annexation of Hawaii?

The most direct answer to the
question when was the
annexation of Hawaii is July 7,
1898. On this day, the United States
Congress passed the Newlands

formally annexed the Republic of
Hawaii as a U.S. territory. However,
the actual transfer of sovereignty
occurred a little over a month later.
The formal ceremony marking the
handover of power took place on
August 12, 1898, at the lolani Palace
in Honolulu. During this ceremony,
the flag of the Republic of Hawaii was
lowered, and the Stars and Stripes
were raised, officially incorporating
the islands into the American fold.

It is important to note that this was
not a voluntary merger between
equal nations. The path to
annexation was paved by political
intrigue, economic pressure, and a
controversial coup d'état that
overthrew the Hawaiian monarchy
five years earlier. Therefore, while
the date itself is clear, the context
surrounding it is essential for a
complete understanding.

Before the Question: The
Kingdom of Hawaii

To fully grasp when was the
annexation of Hawaii and why it
happened, one must first understand
the nation that existed before. Hawaii
was not a collection of undiscovered
islands when Americans first arrived.
It was a unified, sovereign kingdom
recognized by major world powers,
including the United States, Great
Britain, and France.

e Unified Monarchy: King
Kamehameha | unified the
Hawaiian Islands in 1810,
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establishing a single kingdom
with a structured government
and legal system.

¢ International Relations: The
kingdom engaged in
international diplomacy, signed
treaties, and maintained
embassies abroad. The United
States formally recognized
Hawaiian independence in
1842.

e Economic Growth: The
Hawaiian economy thrived on
sandalwood trading, whaling,
and later, the sugar industry.
American and European
businessmen established large
plantations on the islands.

¢ Constitutional Government:
By the late 19th century,
Hawaii had a constitutional
monarchy with a legislature, a
supreme court, and a system of
laws designed to protect its
sovereignty.

The Hawaiian people, known as
Kanaka Maoli, had their own rich
culture, language, and traditions that
had flourished for centuries before
Western contact. The kingdom was a
modern, independent state, not a
primitive outpost waiting to be
claimed.

The Overthrow: The
Prelude to Annexation

The direct answer to when was the
annexation of Hawaii cannot be
separated from the events of 1893.
The monarchy was overthrown in a
coup d'état orchestrated by a small
group of mostly American and
European businessmen, many of
whom were descendants of
Protestant missionaries. These men,

known as the "Committee of Safety,"
were motivated primarily by
economic self-interest.

The Bayonet Constitution

In 1887, a previous group of
businessmen had forced King
Kalakaua to sign what became known
as the "Bayonet Constitution." This
document stripped the monarchy of
much of its power and imposed
voting rights based on wealth and
race, effectively disenfranchising
most Native Hawaiians and Asian
immigrants while giving
disproportionate power to wealthy
white landowners.

Queen Liliuokalani's Stand

When King Kalakaua died in 1891, his
sister, Queen Liliuokalani, ascended
to the throne. She was a strong,
intelligent leader who sought to
restore power to the monarchy and
the Hawaiian people. In January
1893, she attempted to promulgate a
new constitution that would restore
voting rights to Native Hawaiians and
diminish the power of the wealthy
oligarchy. This was the catalyst the
opposition needed.

The Coup of 1893

In response to the Queen's actions,
the Committee of Safety moved
quickly. With the backing of John L.
Stevens, the U.S. Minister to Hawaii,
they called for a landing of U.S.
Marines under the pretext of
protecting American lives and
property. The Marines landed on
January 16, 1893, and the following
day, the monarchy was declared
overthrown. Queen Liliuokalani,
yielding to the authority of the United
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States government to avoid
bloodshed, surrendered under
protest.

The Blount Report

President Grover Cleveland, who took
office  shortly after the coup,
investigated the situation. The Blount
Report, commissioned by Cleveland,
concluded that the overthrow had
been illegal and was carried out with
the connivance of the U.S. Minister
and the unauthorized use of
American military force. Cleveland
attempted to restore the monarchy,
but the provisional government, now
in control, refused to step down. The
Queen was offered reinstatement
only if she granted amnesty to the
revolutionaries, which she initially
refused, and the opportunity was
lost.

The Republic of Hawaii:
A Government in Waiting

After the failed attempt to restore the
monarchy, the provisional
government established the Republic
of Hawaii on July 4, 1894, with
Sanford B. Dole as its first and only
president. The primary goal of this
republic was to secure annexation to
the United States. The leaders of the
republic knew they could not
maintain power indefinitely without
the protection and integration offered
by becoming American territory.

For the next five years, the republic
functioned as a de facto government,
but its existence was precarious. It
was propped up by the sugar trade
and the tacit support of American
diplomatic officials. The debate over
when was the annexation of

Hawaii would become a major
political issue in the United States
during this period.

The Role of the Spanish-
American War

The most significant factor that
finally answered the question of
when was the annexation of
Hawaii was the Spanish-American
War in 1898. This conflict drastically
shifted American public opinion and
political priorities regarding the
Pacific.

During the war, the strategic
importance of Hawaii became
undeniable. The islands served as a
crucial coaling station and supply
depot for American naval vessels
traveling to the Philippines, another
major theater of the war.
Commodore George Dewey's
decisive victory at the Battle of
Manila Bay in May 1898 highlighted
the need for a strong American naval
presence in the Pacific, with Hawaii
as a vital link.

Suddenly, the opposition to
annexation that had stalled efforts
for five vyears collapsed. The
argument for national security and
strategic necessity overrode previous
concerns about imperialism and the
illegal overthrow of a sovereign
government. The question shifted
from "should we?" to "we must."

The Newlands Resolution:
The Final Step

With the political landscape
transformed by war, Congress moved
quickly. A joint resolution requires
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only a simple majority in both houses
of Congress, unlike a treaty which
requires a two-thirds majority in the
Senate. This made it the preferred
method for annexation.

The Newlands Resolution, named
after Representative Francis G.
Newlands of Nevada, was passed by
the House on June 15, 1898, with a
vote of 209 to 91. It passed the
Senate on July 6, 1898, with a vote of
42 to 21. President McKinley signed it
into law on July 7, 1898. This is the
definitive answer to the question,
when was the annexation of
Hawaii.

Key Provisions of the
Resolution

1. Annexation of the Republic:
The resolution formally
annexed the Republic of Hawaii
and all its territorial
possessions.

2. Establishment of a
Territorial Government: It
created the Territory of Hawaii,
with all laws of the U.S. to
apply. The existing laws of the
republic were to remain in
effect unless they conflicted
with U.S. law.

3. Public Lands: All public lands,
former crown lands, and
government property of the
Republic of Hawaii became the
property of the United States.

4. Debt Assumption: The United
States assumed the debt of the
Republic of Hawaii, which was
estimated at around $4 million.

5. Citizenship: All citizens of the
Republic of Hawaii who were
citizens at the time of
annexation automatically
became citizens of the United

States.

The Formal Transfer:
August 12, 1898

While the legal date for when was
the annexation of Hawaii is July 7,
the emotional and symbolic date is
August 12, 1898. On this day, a
formal ceremony was held on the
steps of lolani Palace in Honolulu.
Queen Liliuokalani was not present;
she remained in her private home,
lolani Palace having been turned into
a government building. The
ceremony was brief. The Hawaiian
flag was lowered, and the American
flag was raised, accompanied by a
21-gun salute. Prince Kuhio, the
nephew of the Queen, reportedly
stepped forward to address the
crowd, but many accounts state that
the ceremony was quiet and somber
for many Native Hawaiians who
witnessed the end of their monarchy.

The Legacy and
Aftermath

Understanding when was the
annexation of Hawaii is only the
beginning of understanding its
legacy. The annexation had profound
and lasting consequences.

* Loss of Sovereignty: The
Kingdom of Hawaii was
permanently extinguished. The
Native Hawaiian people lost
their independent nation and
were subjected to a legal
system that did not recognize
their prior sovereignty.

e Economic Transformation:
Annexation solidified the power
of the sugar oligarchy. The
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islands' economy became even
more deeply integrated into
and dependent on the United
States, with the plantation
system continuing for decades.

e Cultural Suppression: The
Hawaiian language was banned
from schools, and traditional
cultural practices were
discouraged or suppressed.
This led to a significant decline
in the number of native

Conél h]and the practice of
traditional arts.

e Strategic Importance:
Hawaii became a critical
military outpost for the United
States, culminating in the
attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941
and its role as a staging ground
for the Pacific theater of World
War Il

e Statehood: The question of
when was the annexation of
Hawaii eventually led to its
statehood. On August 21, 1959,
Hawaii became the 50th state
of the Union, a status that
remains a source of pride for
many but also a point of
contention for those who
believe the annexation was
illegal.

e The Sovereignty Movement:
Today, a vibrant and active
Hawaiian sovereignty
movement exists. Many Native
Hawaiians argue that the
annexation was a violation of
international law and that they
have a right to self-
determination and the
restoration of their
independent nation.

To answer the question when was
the annexation of Hawaii requires
more than a single date. It is a story
of a thriving kingdom, a controversial
overthrow, a strategic war, and a
complex political process. While the
official date is July 7, 1898, with the
signing of the Newlands Resolution,
the events that made that date
possible began years earlier and their
consequences are still felt today. The
annexation of Hawaii transformed the
Pacific, reshaped American power,
and left a lasting, deeply nuanced
legacy for the people of the islands.
Understanding this history is
essential to understanding both the
United
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