
what was the annexation of hawaii

what was the annexation of hawaii refers to the historical event in which the United States formally
incorporated the Hawaiian Islands as a U.S. territory in 1898. This significant moment in American and
Hawaiian history marked the end of Hawaii’s sovereignty as an independent kingdom and the beginning of its
integration into the political and economic framework of the United States. The annexation followed a
complex series of political maneuvers, economic interests, and military considerations, often surrounded by
controversy and resistance from native Hawaiians. Understanding the context, motivations, and consequences
of this annexation sheds light on the broader themes of American expansionism and imperialism during the late
19th century. This article will explore the background leading up to the annexation, the key events and figures
involved, the legal and political processes, and the lasting impact on Hawaii and the United States.

Historical Background of Hawaii Before Annexation

Political and Economic Motivations for Annexation

Key Events Leading to the Annexation

The Annexation Process and Legal Framework

Impact and Consequences of the Annexation

Controversies and Native Hawaiian Response

Historical Background of Hawaii Before Annexation

Before the annexation, Hawaii was an independent kingdom with its own monarchy, legal system, and
international relations. The Hawaiian Islands were unified under King Kamehameha I in the early 19th century,
establishing a centralized monarchy that lasted until the late 1800s. During that period, Hawaii developed a
complex society blending native Hawaiian traditions with increasing foreign influences, particularly from
American and European settlers. The islands became a strategic point for maritime trade in the Pacific and a hub
for the sugar industry, which attracted foreign investment and settlers. The Hawaiian monarchy faced growing
pressure from foreign residents who sought greater political power and economic control.

The Hawaiian Kingdom

The Kingdom of Hawaii was recognized internationally as a sovereign nation, maintaining diplomatic relations
with major powers including the United States, Britain, and Japan. The monarchy, supported by a constitution,
governed the islands and sought to balance modernization with the preservation of Hawaiian culture and
autonomy. Monarchs such as King Kal�kaua and Queen Liliʻuokalani played pivotal roles in navigating the
challenges of increased foreign influence.

Economic Development and Foreign Influence

The Hawaiian economy was heavily influenced by the sugar plantation industry, which became the dominant
economic force by the late 19th century. American businessmen invested heavily in plantations and
infrastructure, gaining significant economic leverage. This economic influence translated into political
pressure, as these foreign stakeholders pushed for policies favorable to their interests, often at odds with
native Hawaiian priorities.



Political and Economic Motivations for Annexation

The question of what was the annexation of Hawaii cannot be separated from the motivations driving the
United States to pursue control over the islands. Strategic, economic, and political factors all contributed
to the eventual annexation. The U.S. government saw Hawaii as a valuable asset in expanding its influence
across the Pacific and securing naval power. Additionally, American sugar planters and investors sought to
eliminate tariffs on Hawaiian sugar and integrate the islands into the U.S. economic system.

Strategic Military Importance

Hawaii’s location in the central Pacific made it a crucial point for military and naval operations. The
establishment of a naval base at Pearl Harbor was a key strategic consideration for the U.S., especially as
global naval powers competed for influence in the region. Annexing Hawaii allowed the United States to
project power across the Pacific, protect its West Coast interests, and prepare for potential conflicts in
Asia.

Economic Interests of American Planters

American sugar planters in Hawaii were among the most vocal proponents of annexation. They advocated for
the removal of tariffs on sugar exports to the U.S. mainland, which were a significant barrier to profitability.
Annexation promised economic benefits by granting Hawaiian sugar duty-free access to American markets. This
economic incentive aligned closely with broader American expansionist policies.

Access to new markets for American goods

Elimination of trade tariffs on Hawaiian sugar

Protection of American investments in plantations

Securing a coaling station and naval base

Enhancing U.S. geopolitical presence in the Pacific

Key Events Leading to the Annexation

The path to Hawaii’s annexation was marked by a series of critical events involving political upheaval,
international diplomacy, and military intervention. Native Hawaiian resistance, the overthrow of the
monarchy, and subsequent provisional governments all played a role in shaping the outcome.

The Overthrow of the Hawaiian Monarchy

In 1893, a group of American and European businessmen, with the support of the U.S. Minister to Hawaii and a
contingent of U.S. Marines, orchestrated the overthrow of Queen Liliʻuokalani. This event ended the Hawaiian
Kingdom and led to the establishment of a provisional government dominated by American interests. The
overthrow was motivated by opposition to the Queen’s attempts to restore monarchical powers and reduce
foreign influence.



Provisional Government and Republic of Hawaii

Following the overthrow, the provisional government sought annexation by the United States. When initial
attempts failed, the government declared the Republic of Hawaii in 1894, with Sanford B. Dole as its president.
The Republic continued to advocate for annexation, working closely with U.S. officials and leveraging
political support in Washington.

The Annexation Process and Legal Framework

The formal annexation of Hawaii was a legal and political process that culminated in 1898. It involved
treaties, congressional acts, and presidential proclamations that transformed Hawaii from an independent
republic into a U.S. territory.

Initial Treaty Attempts

After the overthrow, the provisional government negotiated a treaty of annexation with the United States.
However, this treaty was met with opposition in the U.S. Senate and was not ratified. Concerns about
imperialism, native rights, and international relations delayed the process.

The Newlands Resolution

In 1898, during the Spanish-American War, strategic considerations heightened the urgency of annexing Hawaii.
The U.S. Congress passed the Newlands Resolution, a joint resolution that authorized annexation without a
treaty. President William McKinley signed the resolution, and Hawaii was officially annexed on July 7, 1898.
This legislative approach bypassed the need for a two-thirds Senate vote required for treaties.

Legal Status as a U.S. Territory

Following annexation, Hawaii became an organized U.S. territory with a territorial government established
under federal oversight. This status lasted until Hawaii’s admission as the 50th state in 1959. The
territorial period was marked by significant changes in governance, land ownership, and the rights of native
Hawaiians.

Impact and Consequences of the Annexation

The annexation of Hawaii had profound and lasting effects on the islands and the United States. It altered
Hawaii’s political landscape, economy, and cultural identity, while also influencing U.S. foreign policy and
military strategy.

Political and Social Changes

Annexation ended Hawaiian sovereignty and placed the islands under American jurisdiction. Native Hawaiians
experienced a loss of political power and faced challenges to their cultural traditions. American laws and
institutions replaced many Hawaiian systems, leading to social transformations and tensions between native
populations and settlers.



Economic Transformation

The integration of Hawaii into the U.S. economy accelerated the development of plantations, infrastructure,
and tourism. American corporations expanded their influence, and U.S. markets became central to Hawaii’s
economic life. This shift brought prosperity to some but also entrenched economic inequalities.

Military and Strategic Benefits for the U.S.

The annexation solidified the United States’ strategic position in the Pacific. Pearl Harbor became a major
naval base, playing a critical role in American military operations during the 20th century, including World
War II. Hawaii’s location allowed the U.S. to exert greater influence in Asia-Pacific affairs.

Controversies and Native Hawaiian Response

The annexation of Hawaii remains a subject of debate and controversy, particularly regarding the legitimacy of
the overthrow and the rights of native Hawaiians. Many native Hawaiians and their descendants have expressed
opposition to the annexation and its consequences.

Opposition to the Overthrow and Annexation

Native Hawaiian leaders and community members condemned the overthrow of the monarchy and the loss of
sovereignty. Petitions and protests were organized to resist annexation and seek restoration of the kingdom.
The Blount Report, commissioned by the U.S. government, criticized the role of American officials in the
overthrow, though it did not reverse the annexation.

Contemporary Perspectives

Today, the legacy of annexation influences discussions on Hawaiian sovereignty, cultural preservation, and
reparations. Movements advocating for native Hawaiian rights and self-determination continue to challenge
the historical narrative and seek recognition of grievances stemming from annexation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the annexation of Hawaii?

The annexation of Hawaii was the process by which the United States formally incorporated the Hawaiian
Islands into its territory in 1898, following the overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom.

When did the annexation of Hawaii take place?

The annexation of Hawaii officially took place on July 7, 1898, when the Newlands Resolution was signed by
President William McKinley.

Why was Hawaii annexed by the United States?

Hawaii was annexed due to its strategic military location in the Pacific, economic interests such as sugar
plantations, and political pressures following the overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy by American settlers.



How did the annexation impact the native Hawaiian population?

The annexation led to the loss of Hawaiian sovereignty, cultural suppression, and significant political and
social changes that marginalized native Hawaiians.

Was the annexation of Hawaii controversial?

Yes, the annexation was highly controversial, both in Hawaii and the United States, with opposition from
native Hawaiians, some American politicians, and international observers who viewed it as an act of imperialism.
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