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What Was the Annexation of Hawaii: A Deep Dive into History’s Turning Point

what was the annexation of hawaii is a question that often arises when
exploring the complex history of the United States and its expansionist
policies in the late 19th century. This pivotal event not only reshaped the
geopolitical landscape of the Pacific but also significantly impacted the
native Hawaiian population, their culture, and sovereignty. Understanding the
annexation of Hawaii involves looking beyond the surface to the political
maneuvers, economic interests, and cultural clashes that led to the islands
becoming a U.S. territory.

The Historical Context Behind Hawaii’s
Annexation

Before diving into the annexation itself, it’s crucial to understand Hawaii’s
position in the 19th century. The Hawaiian Islands were an independent
kingdom with a monarchy that had been established and recognized by various
world powers. Its location in the central Pacific made it a valuable stopover
for whalers, traders, and eventually, American missionaries who arrived in
the early 1800s.

The Kingdom of Hawaii: Sovereignty and Strategic
Importance

Hawaii was ruled by a native monarchy, with King Kamehameha I unifying the
islands by the early 1800s. The kingdom maintained its independence and
developed diplomatic relations with the United States, Britain, and other
nations. Its strategic location made it a crucial naval outpost, especially
as America’s interest in the Pacific grew alongside its ambitions for trade
and military power.

American missionaries and business interests, particularly those involved in
sugar plantations, began to exert significant influence over the islands. By
the late 19th century, American settlers and businessmen had established a
powerful presence, often clashing with the native Hawaiian monarchy over
governance and economic control.

What Led to the Annexation of Hawaii?

The annexation was not a spontaneous event but the result of decades of



tension, political intrigue, and shifting power dynamics. Several key factors
contributed to the United States’ decision to annex Hawaii.

The Overthrow of Queen Liliʻuokalani

One of the most critical moments leading up to annexation was the overthrow
of Queen Liliʻuokalani in 1893. She was the last reigning monarch of Hawaii
and sought to restore the monarchy’s authority and reduce foreign influence.
However, a group of American and European businessmen, supported by the U.S.
military, orchestrated a coup to depose her.

This overthrow led to the establishment of a provisional government dominated
by American settlers, which quickly sought annexation by the United States.
The queen’s removal was seen by many as an illegal and unjust act, sparking
protests and diplomatic debate both within Hawaii and internationally.

Economic Interests and the Role of Sugar Plantations

Sugar had become Hawaii’s most lucrative industry by the late 1800s, and
American plantation owners were eager to protect their investments. The
McKinley Tariff of 1890, which imposed tariffs on imported sugar, threatened
the profitability of Hawaiian sugar exports. Annexation promised to eliminate
these tariffs since Hawaii would become part of the United States, allowing
sugar to enter the American market duty-free.

This economic motivation was a powerful driver behind the push for
annexation, making the islands a valuable asset for American businessmen.

Strategic Military Considerations

Beyond economics, the strategic military importance of Hawaii cannot be
overstated. The U.S. Navy recognized the islands as a critical midpoint
between the mainland and Asia. Control over Hawaii meant a stronger American
presence in the Pacific, a naval base for defense and power projection—later
exemplified by Pearl Harbor.

The desire to establish a coaling station and naval base contributed heavily
to the political will behind annexation.

How Did the Annexation Actually Happen?

The path to annexation was marked by political debate, treaties, and
congressional action.



Initial Attempts and Treaty Negotiations

In 1893 and the years following the overthrow, the provisional government
sought annexation through a treaty with the United States. However, President
Grover Cleveland, who succeeded Benjamin Harrison, opposed the annexation,
deeming the overthrow illegal and calling for the restoration of Queen
Liliʻuokalani.

Despite Cleveland’s opposition, annexation proponents remained persistent.
When William McKinley became president in 1897, the political climate shifted
in favor of annexation, especially with the outbreak of the Spanish-American
War highlighting the strategic need for a Pacific base.

The Newlands Resolution and Formal Annexation

Rather than a treaty, which required a two-thirds Senate majority, annexation
was finally accomplished through a joint resolution of Congress called the
Newlands Resolution in 1898. This legislative maneuver required only a simple
majority and paved the way for Hawaii to become a U.S. territory.

The resolution was passed amid debates over imperialism, sovereignty, and
racial considerations, but ultimately, it was the strategic and economic
arguments that prevailed.

The Impact of the Annexation on Hawaii and Its
People

The annexation of Hawaii dramatically altered the islands’ political,
cultural, and social landscape.

Loss of Sovereignty and Native Hawaiian Resistance

For many Native Hawaiians, annexation meant the loss of their kingdom and the
erosion of their cultural identity. Queen Liliʻuokalani remained a symbol of
resistance and hope for many, and protests against annexation continued for
years after.

The Native Hawaiian population also faced political disenfranchisement and
economic marginalization as American settlers took control of much of the
land and resources.



Economic and Demographic Changes

Under American rule, Hawaii’s economy became more integrated with that of the
United States. The sugar and pineapple industries expanded, attracting
laborers from Asia and other parts of the world, which diversified the
islands’ population but also introduced new social dynamics and tensions.

The islands’ transformation into a strategic military hub would later become
of global importance during World War II, particularly with the attack on
Pearl Harbor in 1941.

Why Understanding the Annexation of Hawaii
Matters Today

Exploring what was the annexation of Hawaii offers valuable insights into
themes of colonialism, imperialism, and indigenous rights. It reminds us that
the history of U.S. expansion is complex and often contested.

Today, there is a growing movement among Native Hawaiians advocating for
sovereignty and recognition of their rights, reflecting ongoing debates about
the legacy of annexation. Understanding this history helps contextualize
present-day political and cultural discussions surrounding Hawaii’s place in
the United States.

The annexation also serves as a case study in how economic interests and
military strategy can drive foreign policy decisions, sometimes at the
expense of local populations and established sovereignties.

In essence, the annexation of Hawaii is not just a historical event frozen in
time—it continues to influence the identity, politics, and future of the
islands and its people.

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.

When did the annexation of Hawaii take place?
The annexation of Hawaii officially took place on July 7, 1898, when the U.S.
Congress passed the Newlands Resolution.



Why did the United States annex Hawaii?
The U.S. annexed Hawaii for strategic military reasons, to expand its
influence in the Pacific, and to protect American business interests,
especially sugar plantations.

Was the annexation of Hawaii controversial?
Yes, it was controversial. Many Native Hawaiians opposed annexation, and
there were disputes over the legality and morality of the U.S. overthrow of
the Hawaiian monarchy.

Who was the Hawaiian monarch before annexation?
Queen Liliʻuokalani was the last reigning monarch of Hawaii before the
overthrow and eventual annexation by the United States.

How did the annexation affect Native Hawaiians?
The annexation led to the loss of Hawaiian sovereignty, significant cultural
and political changes, and challenges to Native Hawaiian rights and identity.

What role did the overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy
play in annexation?
The overthrow of Queen Liliʻuokalani in 1893 by a group of American and
European businessmen paved the way for the U.S. to annex Hawaii.

Is Hawaii a state because of annexation?
Yes, after annexation in 1898, Hawaii was a U.S. territory and later became
the 50th U.S. state in 1959.

Additional Resources
**The Annexation of Hawaii: A Turning Point in Pacific History**

What was the annexation of Hawaii stands as a pivotal episode in the history
of the United States and the Pacific region. This event, which culminated in
Hawaii’s formal incorporation as a U.S. territory in 1898, was shaped by
complex geopolitical, economic, and cultural forces. It marked the
transformation of a sovereign kingdom into an American possession, igniting
debates over imperialism, sovereignty, and the shifting balance of power in
the Pacific. Understanding the annexation requires delving into the
historical context, the motivations behind U.S. involvement, and the
consequences for Hawaii and its native population.



Historical Context of Hawaii Before Annexation

Before its annexation, Hawaii was an independent kingdom with a rich cultural
heritage and a strategic location in the central Pacific Ocean. The Hawaiian
Islands had been unified under King Kamehameha I in the early 19th century,
creating a monarchy that maintained diplomatic relations with several Western
powers. The islands became an important hub for trade, particularly for the
whaling industry and the growing sugar plantation economy, which attracted
American settlers and investors.

The Kingdom of Hawaii in the late 19th century was characterized by
increasing foreign influence, especially from American businessmen and
missionaries. These groups played a significant role in shaping Hawaii’s
political and economic landscape. The rise of the sugar industry, heavily
dependent on the labor of imported workers, made Hawaii economically
intertwined with the United States. At the same time, the Hawaiian monarchy
struggled to maintain sovereignty amid growing pressure from these foreign
interests.

The Road to Annexation: Political and Economic
Motivations

Economic Interests and Strategic Importance

One of the primary drivers behind the annexation of Hawaii was its economic
value. American sugar planters in Hawaii sought to eliminate tariffs imposed
by the U.S. on imported sugar, which hindered their profitability. Annexation
promised to integrate Hawaii into the U.S. economic sphere, providing duty-
free access for Hawaiian sugar and other products.

Beyond economics, Hawaii held immense strategic significance. Its location
midway between the U.S. West Coast and Asia made it a crucial naval and
military outpost. The U.S. Navy recognized the potential of Pearl Harbor as a
deep-water port, essential for projecting American power across the Pacific.
The growing competition among imperial powers in the late 19th
century—particularly with Japan and European nations—further underscored
Hawaii’s value as a military asset.

The Overthrow of the Hawaiian Monarchy

The immediate precursor to annexation was the 1893 overthrow of Queen
Liliʻuokalani, Hawaii’s last reigning monarch. 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 a coup to depose the queen. They
established a provisional government led by Sanford B. Dole, advocating for
annexation by the United States.

This overthrow was deeply controversial. Queen Liliʻuokalani sought to
restore the monarchy’s authority and resist foreign control, but she was
ultimately forced to abdicate under duress. The event sparked debates within
the U.S. about the legitimacy of the takeover, with some officials condemning
the use of American military power in the affair.

The Legal and Political Process of Annexation

Following the overthrow, the provisional government petitioned for
annexation. However, initial efforts under President Grover Cleveland were
met with resistance. Cleveland, who succeeded Benjamin Harrison, opposed the
annexation, viewing the overthrow as illegal and calling for the restoration
of the queen. His administration attempted to delay or reverse the process,
but political momentum in Washington eventually shifted.

The outbreak of the Spanish-American War in 1898 accelerated annexation
efforts. The U.S. recognized the necessity of Hawaii as a strategic naval
base to support military operations in the Pacific. Under President William
McKinley, Congress passed the Newlands Resolution, which formally annexed
Hawaii in July 1898. This joint resolution, rather than a treaty, bypassed
the need for a two-thirds Senate majority, stirring legal and ethical debates
about the annexation’s legitimacy.

Key Features of the Annexation Process

Provisional Government: Established immediately after the queen’s
overthrow, it acted as an intermediary authority advocating for U.S.
takeover.

Newlands Resolution: The legislative instrument that annexed Hawaii,
differing from the traditional treaty process.

Military Considerations: The strategic use of Pearl Harbor as a naval
base became a cornerstone justification.

Resistance and Opposition: Native Hawaiians and some U.S. politicians
opposed annexation, citing sovereignty and constitutional concerns.



Implications and Consequences of the Annexation

Impact on Native Hawaiians

The annexation had profound consequences for the indigenous population.
Native Hawaiians experienced the loss of political sovereignty, as their
monarchy was dissolved and their legal and cultural systems were
marginalized. The influx of American settlers and the imposition of U.S.
governance transformed Hawaiian society, often at the expense of native
traditions and land rights.

Many Native Hawaiians protested the annexation, organizing petitions and
political movements to express their opposition. Despite these efforts, their
voices were largely ignored in the imperial calculus that prioritized
American expansionism and economic gain.

Economic and Military Transformations

For the United States, annexing Hawaii secured a critical foothold in the
Pacific. Pearl Harbor was developed into a major naval base, playing a
decisive role in America’s Pacific military strategy, especially during World
War II. Economically, Hawaii’s sugar plantations flourished under U.S. tariff
policies, attracting further investment and immigration.

However, these economic benefits were unevenly distributed. While some
American entrepreneurs profited, many native Hawaiians and other ethnic
groups faced economic displacement and social challenges.

Comparisons to Other U.S. Territorial Acquisitions

The annexation of Hawaii shares similarities with other U.S. territorial
expansions during the late 19th century, such as the acquisitions of Puerto
Rico, Guam, and the Philippines following the Spanish-American War. Like
Hawaii, these territories were obtained through military or political means
rather than through consensual treaties with their populations.

Yet, Hawaii’s case is unique due to its status as a previously recognized
sovereign kingdom with an established monarchy, making its annexation a
striking example of American imperialism in the Pacific. The debate over its
annexation foreshadowed broader questions about the United States’ role as an
emerging global power.



The Annexation of Hawaii in Contemporary
Perspective

Today, the annexation of Hawaii remains a subject of historical scrutiny and
political dialogue. Issues of indigenous rights, sovereignty, and historical
justice continue to resonate. Hawaiian sovereignty movements seek to address
the legacy of annexation, advocating for greater recognition of native
Hawaiian self-determination.

From an international relations viewpoint, the annexation illustrates the
strategic imperatives that often drive territorial acquisitions and the
complex interplay between economic interests and political power. It also
serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of imperial expansion on
indigenous populations.

The event’s legacy is embedded in Hawaii’s unique cultural and political
identity within the United States. As a state since 1959, Hawaii reflects the
blending of native traditions and American governance, a fusion rooted in the
historical moment of annexation.

The annexation of Hawaii, therefore, was not merely a territorial acquisition
but a transformative episode that reshaped the Pacific, the United States,
and the lives of the Hawaiian people. Its repercussions continue to influence
historical discourse and contemporary policy debates, underscoring the
enduring significance of this chapter in American history.
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