history of hawaiian language

The history of the Hawaiian language is a captivating journey through
centuries of Polynesian migration, cultural development, and significant
societal shifts. From its ancient roots to its modern resurgence,
understanding the evolution of ‘Olelo Hawai‘i offers profound insights into
the resilience and spirit of Hawaiian culture. This article delves into the
origins of the Hawaiian language, its golden age, the impact of Western
contact, its near demise, and the remarkable efforts undertaken to revitalize
this precious linguistic heritage. Explore the fascinating story of how the
history of Hawaiian language shaped a nation and continues to thrive today.
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The Ancient Origins of the Hawaiian Language

The history of the Hawaiian language, or ‘Olelo Hawai‘i, is inextricably
linked to the grand saga of Polynesian migration across the vast Pacific
Ocean. This linguistic lineage traces back to a common ancestral tongue, a
testament to the shared heritage of seafaring peoples who navigated the seas
using sophisticated knowledge of stars, currents, and winds. Understanding
these ancient origins is crucial to appreciating the unique character and



development of Hawaiian.

Polynesian Roots and Migration

The story of ‘Olelo Hawai‘i begins with Proto-Polynesian, the hypothetical
ancestor language from which all Polynesian languages are believed to have
evolved. This proto-language itself emerged from Proto-Austronesian, a much
older language family that spread from Taiwan across Southeast Asia and the
Pacific. The ancestors of the Hawaiian people are thought to have originated
in Southeast Asia, migrating eastward through Melanesia and eventually
reaching the Marquesas Islands. From the Marquesas, a second wave of
migration, occurring perhaps around 300-500 CE, brought settlers to the
Hawaiian Islands. These early voyagers carried with them their language,
which, over centuries of isolation, began to diverge and develop into the
distinct Hawaiian language we know today.

Early Development and Oral Tradition

In the millennia before Western contact, the Hawaiian language flourished as
a vibrant oral tradition. Knowledge, history, genealogy, religious beliefs,
and practical skills were meticulously passed down through generations via
chanting, storytelling, and epic poetry. The language itself was rich and
nuanced, capable of expressing complex ideas and emotions. Without a written
script, the mastery of oral performance was paramount, with specialized
chanters (haku mele) holding esteemed positions within society. These oral
traditions served as the primary means of cultural preservation and
transmission, embedding the language deeply within the fabric of Hawaiian
life and identity.

The Golden Age of Hawaiian Language and Culture

The period before extensive Western influence is often referred to as the
"golden age" of Hawaiian culture and language. During this time, ‘Olelo
Hawai‘i was the sole language of the islands, used in all aspects of life —
from daily conversations and governance to religious ceremonies and artistic
expressions. The complex social structure and spiritual practices of the
Hawaiian people were intimately woven into the language. The ali‘i (chiefs)
and kahuna (priests) were masters of oratory, and the language was a powerful
tool for maintaining social order and spiritual connection. The depth of the
Hawaiian worldview, with its intricate concepts of mana (spiritual power),
pono (righteousness), and aloha (love, compassion, affection), is profoundly
embedded within the nuances of ‘Olelo Hawai‘i.



The Arrival of Missionaries and the Written
Word

The arrival of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions
(ABCFM) in 1820 marked a pivotal turning point in the history of the Hawaiian
language. Their primary goal was to convert the Hawaiian people to
Christianity, and to achieve this, they recognized the necessity of
translating the Bible and other religious texts into the vernacular. This
endeavor led to the development of a written form for ‘Olelo Hawai‘i.

Developing the Hawaiian Alphabet

Prior to the missionaries' arrival, Hawaiian had no standardized written
script. The missionaries, led by figures like Hiram Bingham, worked closely
with Hawaiian scholars and chiefs to create an alphabet. They systematically
analyzed the sounds of the spoken language and devised a system of Roman
letters to represent them. This process involved difficult decisions about
which sounds to include and how to represent them. The resulting alphabet was
remarkably concise, consisting of only twelve letters: five vowels (a, e, 1i,
o, u) and seven consonants (h, k, 1, m, n, p, w). The glottal stop, or
‘okina, was also recognized as a distinct sound and was eventually
incorporated into written Hawaiian, often represented by an apostrophe-like
symbol. This creation of a written system was a monumental achievement that
would have far-reaching consequences.

Translation of the Bible and Other Literature

With the alphabet established, the missionaries embarked on the ambitious
task of translating the Holy Bible into Hawaiian. This project, completed
over several decades, was a collaborative effort that involved significant
input from native Hawaiian speakers and scholars. The translation of the
Bible was not merely a religious undertaking; it was also a profound act of
linguistic preservation and dissemination. It provided a foundational text
for the written language and spurred the development of a literate Hawaiian
population. Beyond religious texts, the missionaries also produced grammars,
dictionaries, newspapers, and educational materials in Hawaiian, further
solidifying its written form and expanding its use in formal contexts.

The Impact of Western Contact on ‘Olelo Hawai‘i

The influx of Westerners — traders, whalers, missionaries, and eventually,
government officials — brought about profound and often disruptive changes to



Hawaiian society, and consequently, to the Hawaiian language. While the
missionaries initially contributed to the written form of the language, their
cultural influence and the subsequent political and economic shifts had a
complex and ultimately detrimental impact on its widespread use.

The Rise of English and the Decline of Native Tongue

As Western economic and political power grew in the Hawaiian Islands, so too
did the influence of the English language. Commerce, administration, and
increasingly, education began to shift towards English. This created a dual-
language environment where proficiency in English became a marker of social
and economic advancement. For many Hawaiians, especially those interacting
with the burgeoning Western business and governmental sectors, English became
the language of opportunity, leading to a gradual decline in the everyday use
of ‘Olelo Hawai‘i in certain domains.

Political and Economic Pressures

The political landscape of Hawai‘i underwent dramatic changes throughout the
19th century. The overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom in 1893 and the
subsequent annexation by the United States in 1898 had a devastating impact
on the Hawaiian language and culture. The new government, dominated by
American interests, implemented policies that actively suppressed Hawaiian
language and cultural practices.

The Banning of Hawaiian in Schools

One of the most significant blows to the Hawaiian language was the official
ban on its use in public schools. Following the overthrow of the monarchy,
the new Provisional Government, and later the Republic of Hawaii and the
Territory of Hawaii, enacted laws that mandated English as the sole medium of
instruction. This policy was a deliberate attempt to assimilate Native
Hawaiians into American culture and to eradicate their distinct language and
identity. Children were often punished, sometimes severely, for speaking
Hawaiian in school, leading to a sense of shame and a reluctance to pass the
language on to younger generations. This policy effectively severed the
intergenerational transmission of ‘Olelo Hawai‘i for many families.

The Near Extinction of the Hawaiian Language

The cumulative effects of Western contact, economic pressures, and the ban on



its use in education brought the Hawaiian language to the brink of
extinction. By the mid-20th century, the number of native speakers had
dwindled dramatically. The once vibrant and ubiquitous language was relegated
to a few remote communities and the elderly. It was estimated that by the
1970s, fewer than a thousand people, most of whom were over the age of 70,
could speak Hawaiian fluently. The dominance of English in all spheres of
public life, coupled with the historical trauma of suppression, had created a
critical situation for the survival of ‘Olelo Hawai‘i. The future of the
language looked bleak, a tragic testament to the impact of colonial policies.

The Hawaiian Language Renaissance

Despite the dire circumstances, a powerful movement for the revitalization of
the Hawaiian language began to emerge in the latter half of the 20th century.
Fueled by a renewed sense of cultural pride and a deep commitment to
preserving their heritage, Native Hawaiians and their supporters embarked on
a concerted effort to save ‘Olelo Hawai‘i from extinction. This renaissance
was a testament to the enduring strength and resilience of Hawaiian culture.

Cultural and Political Activism

The Hawaiian sovereignty movement, which gained momentum in the 1970s, played
a crucial role in the language revival. Activists recognized that the
reclamation of their language was inseparable from the reclamation of their
political and cultural identity. This era saw increased advocacy for Native
Hawaiian rights, including the right to speak and teach Hawaiian. Cultural
practitioners, scholars, and community leaders worked tirelessly to promote
the language through cultural events, music, and art.

Immersion Schools and Educational Initiatives

A cornerstone of the language renaissance was the establishment of Hawaiian
language immersion schools. In 1984, the first Punana Leo (language nest)
preschool was founded, offering a total immersion environment for young
children. This innovative approach, inspired by similar successful models in
other indigenous communities, proved highly effective in creating new
generations of fluent speakers. Following the success of Punana Leo,
immersion programs expanded to elementary and secondary levels, culminating
in the establishment of Kula Kaiapuni, Hawaiian immersion schools, within the
public school system. These schools provided a comprehensive education in
Hawaiian, ensuring that children received instruction in their ancestral
language from an early age. University programs also began to offer degrees
and certifications in Hawaiian language and studies, training new teachers
and scholars.



The Role of Media and Technology

Modern technology and media have also played a vital role in the language
revitalization efforts. The creation of Hawaiian language websites, apps,
social media content, and broadcast media has made the language more
accessible and visible. This digital presence helps to normalize the use of
‘Olelo Hawai‘i in contemporary society and allows for broader engagement,
reaching younger audiences and connecting dispersed communities. The
development of online dictionaries, language learning tools, and digital
archives has been instrumental in supporting both learners and fluent
speakers.

Modern Revitalization and Cultural Preservation

Today, the Hawaiian language is experiencing a remarkable resurgence,
although the journey toward full recovery is ongoing. The efforts initiated
during the renaissance have fostered a growing community of speakers and
learners, with ‘Olelo Hawai‘i being taught in universities, community
centers, and homes across the islands and beyond.

Increased Public Awareness and Usage

There is a palpable increase in public awareness and usage of the Hawaiian
language. Many government signs, public documents, and educational materials
are now bilingual, featuring both English and Hawaiian. The Hawaiian language
is increasingly heard in public spaces, at cultural events, and within
families. This increased visibility and normalization are crucial for the
continued growth of the language.

The Legal Recognition of Hawaiian Language

The efforts to revive the Hawaiian language also led to significant legal and
political recognition. In 1978, the Hawaiian language was officially
recognized as a second official language of the State of Hawaii, alongside
English. This constitutional amendment was a landmark achievement,
acknowledging the historical and cultural importance of ‘Olelo Hawai‘i and
providing a framework for its official use and promotion. This legal backing
has been instrumental in supporting immersion education and ensuring the
language's presence in public life.



Challenges and Future Directions

Despite these successes, significant challenges remain. The number of fluent
native speakers, while growing, is still relatively small compared to the
total population. Ensuring the continuous and robust intergenerational
transmission of the language is a primary goal. Continued investment in
immersion education, teacher training, and community-based language programs
is essential. Furthermore, fostering environments where Hawaiian is naturally
and comfortably used in everyday life is crucial for its long-term vitality.
The ongoing journey of the Hawaiian language is a powerful example of
cultural resilience and the profound impact of dedicated revitalization
efforts.

The Future of the Hawaiian Language

The history of the Hawaiian language is a dynamic narrative of survival,
adaptation, and rebirth. The dedication and passion of countless individuals
have transformed ‘Olelo Hawai‘i from a language on the brink of extinction to
a vibrant, growing, and increasingly visible part of Hawaiian society. The
future of the language depends on continued commitment to education, cultural
practice, and the creation of opportunities for its use in all aspects of
life. The legacy of the ancient voyagers and the resilience of the Hawaiian
people ensure that ‘Olelo Hawai‘i will continue to echo through the islands
for generations to come, a testament to its enduring spirit and cultural
significance.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the Hawaiian
Language

The history of the Hawaiian language is a profound chronicle of cultural
heritage, resilience, and a triumphant revival. From its ancient Polynesian
origins, nurtured through rich oral traditions, to the critical challenges
posed by Western contact and suppression, ‘Olelo Hawai‘i has navigated a
complex and often arduous path. The concerted efforts of the Hawaiian
language renaissance, particularly through immersion education and renewed
cultural activism, have brought this precious linguistic treasure back from
the precipice of extinction. Today, the growing number of speakers, its
official recognition, and its increasing presence in public life signify a
powerful and hopeful future for the Hawaiian language, ensuring its enduring
legacy for generations to come.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the origins of the Hawaiian language?

The Hawaiian language, ‘Olelo Hawai‘i, is a Polynesian language, belonging to
the Maayo-Polynesian subgroup. Its closest linguistic relatives are other
Polynesian languages like Tahitian, Samoan, and Maori, with its ancestral
roots tracing back to Proto-Polynesian and ultimately to Proto-Austronesian
languages spoken thousands of years ago in Taiwan.

When did the Hawaiian language begin to decline?

The decline of the Hawaiian language began in the late 19th century.
Following the overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom in 1893 and the establishment
of a republic, English became the official language, and its use was enforced
in schools and public life. This led to a significant suppression of Hawaiian
language use among native speakers.

What was the impact of the overthrow of the Hawaiian
Kingdom on the language?

The overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom in 1893 had a devastating impact. The
new government banned the use of Hawaiian in schools and public institutions,
actively discouraging its transmission across generations. This created a
generation gap where parents, educated in English-only schools, often did not
teach Hawaiian to their children, leading to a rapid decline in native
speakers.

When was the Hawaiian language officially banned in
schools?

While not a single 'ban' on a specific date, the prohibition of Hawaiian as
the primary language of instruction in schools began with the establishment
of the Republic of Hawaii in 1894 and was solidified with the Territory of

Hawaii in 1900. English was mandated as the language of education, actively
suppressing the use and teaching of Hawaiian.

What is the ‘Aha Punana Leo and its significance?

The ‘Aha Punana Leo (meaning 'nest of voices' or 'language nest') is a
significant Hawaiian language revitalization initiative established in 1983.
It created preschools where Hawaiian was the primary language of instruction,
immersing young children in the language and its culture. This was a crucial
step in reversing the decline and fostering a new generation of Hawaiian
speakers.



When did Hawaiian become an official language again?

The Hawaiian language was officially recognized as one of the state's
official languages alongside English in 1978 when the Hawaii State
Constitution was amended. This was a landmark achievement in the language's
revitalization efforts, giving it legal standing and promoting its use.

How is the Hawaiian language being revitalized
today?

Hawaiian language revitalization today involves a multi-pronged approach.
This includes immersion schools (like Punana Leo and Kula Kaiapuni),
university programs, community language classes, media production (radio, TV,
online content), literature, music, and cultural events. There's also a
strong emphasis on passing the language down through families.

What is the current number of fluent Hawaiian
speakers?

Estimates vary, but current figures suggest there are around 24,000 people
who can speak Hawaiian, with approximately 1,000 to 2,000 being fluent,
native-like speakers. While the number of fluent speakers is still relatively
small compared to the past, the number of learners and semi-speakers is
growing significantly due to revitalization efforts.

What are some common challenges in reviving the
Hawaiian language?

Key challenges include the ongoing dominance of English, limited resources
and funding for immersion programs, the need for more qualified teachers, the
difficulty of creating a fully immersive environment outside of formal
educational settings, and the societal perception that the language is not
practical for economic advancement. However, the growing pride and cultural
connection are powerful driving forces.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the history of the Hawaiian language, with
descriptions:

1. Na Mele Wakea: Songs of the Sky Father

This collection offers a window into the rich oral traditions of Hawai‘i,
showcasing chants and mele that preserve ancient narratives and genealogical
connections. It highlights how the Hawaiian language was intrinsically linked
to cultural practices, spirituality, and the transmission of knowledge across
generations. The poetic structures and vocabulary offer insights into the
evolution of expression and worldview.



2. The Polynesian Languages: A Linguistic Study

While broader in scope, this book dedicates significant attention to the
Hawaiian language as a key member of the Polynesian language family. It
delves into the linguistic origins, phonological changes, and grammatical
structures that connect Hawaiian to other Austronesian languages.
Understanding these relationships illuminates the historical migration
patterns and cultural exchanges that shaped the language.

3. Hawai‘i: The Royal Land

This historical account explores the Kingdom of Hawai‘i, detailing the
political and social landscape where the Hawaiian language flourished and
underwent significant changes. It examines the impact of Western contact, the
introduction of literacy, and the eventual decline of the language's
dominance. The book provides context for understanding the forces that
influenced the language's historical trajectory.

4. The Sacred Books of Polynesia: Volume 1: Hawaiian Texts

This volume presents translated Hawaiian oral traditions, religious texts,
and historical accounts. It demonstrates the sophisticated grammatical
structures and extensive vocabulary of the language in its native form. The
texts provide direct evidence of the language's richness and its role in
conveying complex spiritual and historical concepts.

5. Kamehameha: The Conqueror of Hawaii

This biography of Kamehameha I offers a historical narrative of the
unification of the Hawaiian Islands, a period of immense cultural and
linguistic significance. It describes the role of the Hawaiian language in
governance, warfare, and the establishment of a unified Hawaiian kingdom. The
book illustrates how the language adapted and was used in a time of profound
change.

6. ‘Olelo Hawai‘i: A Living Language

This work focuses on the revitalization efforts of the Hawaiian language in
the modern era. It traces the history of the language's suppression and the
subsequent movements to revive its use and teach it to new generations. The
book highlights key figures, educational initiatives, and the resilience of
the language.

7. The Hawaiian Kingdom: A Transformation

This history examines the period from the arrival of Captain Cook to the
overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom. It details the socio-political shifts that
profoundly affected the Hawaiian language, including the role of
missionaries, the introduction of the printing press, and the establishment
of English as the language of commerce and government. It chronicles the
challenges faced by the language.

8. Songs of the Sea: Hawaiian Oral Literature

This collection of traditional Hawaiian chants and songs focuses on themes
related to the ocean, fishing, and navigation. It showcases the beauty and
expressiveness of the Hawaiian language through poetic imagery and rhythmic
patterns. The book emphasizes the deep connection between the language, the



environment, and the cultural practices of the Hawaiian people.

9. Lua‘olelo: Echoes of the Ancestors

This scholarly work delves into the linguistic evolution of Hawaiian,
examining historical phonological shifts and grammatical changes. It analyzes
early written records and oral traditions to reconstruct the development of
the language over time. The book provides a deeper understanding of the
historical processes that shaped the modern Hawaiian language.
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