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Introduction
First contact between Native Hawaiians and Europeans in the late eighteenth century initiated a
period of profound political, economic, demographic, religious, and technological change across the
Hawaiian Islands and the wider Pacific. Hawaiian society was already complex before European
arrival, with established systems of chiefly authority, agriculture, fishing, religion, land use, warfare,
trade, and inter-island exchange. Captain James Cook’s expedition reached Kauaʻi in January 1778
while searching for the Northwest Passage, returned to the islands in 1779, and encountered
communities whose political world cannot be understood as waiting for foreign “discovery” (National
Park Service, n.d.). Contact introduced new trade goods, weapons, maritime connections, and
opportunities for Hawaiian chiefs, but it also exposed island populations to diseases and intensified
foreign involvement. Kamehameha I later used diplomacy, military organization, foreign weapons, and
strategic alliances while pursuing political consolidation. The history that followed—from monarchy
and constitutional government to the 1893 overthrow, annexation, territorial rule, and
statehood—shows that Hawaiian actors continuously made choices within increasingly unequal
relationships with foreign powers and commercial interests.

Cook’s Arrival and the Meaning of First Contact
Cook’s ships sighted Oʻahu and Kauaʻi in January 1778, and members of the expedition went ashore
near Waimea on Kauaʻi. The encounter introduced Europeans into a Hawaiian world with its own
political and religious institutions, and it began a sustained period of exchange rather than an
instantaneous transformation. Cook returned in early 1779 to Kealakekua Bay during the Makahiki
season associated with Lono, producing later debate among historians about how Hawaiians
interpreted his presence. It is misleading to reduce the encounter to the claim that Hawaiians simply
believed Cook was a god; political calculation, ritual timing, curiosity, trade, and changing
circumstances all shaped the reception. Relations deteriorated after the expedition’s extended
demands on local resources and subsequent return to the bay, and Cook was killed in February 1779
during a confrontation following an attempt to take the ruling chief Kalaniʻōpuʻu hostage. The episode
demonstrates the danger of narrating contact solely through European exploration because Hawaiian
leaders and communities responded actively to new visitors, evaluated their intentions, traded
selectively, and resisted coercive behavior.
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Kamehameha and the Political Consolidation of the
Islands
European contact altered the resources available in Hawaiian political competition but did not create
those struggles from nothing. After Kalaniʻōpuʻu’s death, Kamehameha emerged as one of several
powerful chiefs competing for authority. Access to firearms, cannon, ships, foreign advisers, and trade
strengthened his military capacity, while his success also depended on Hawaiian alliances, political
legitimacy, logistics, religious institutions, and strategic leadership. By the early 1790s he controlled
Hawaiʻi Island, and in 1795 his forces conquered Maui, Molokaʻi, and Oʻahu after the decisive battle of
Nuʻuanu. Kauaʻi remained outside his direct military conquest, but its ruler Kaumualiʻi acknowledged
Kamehameha’s supremacy in 1810, completing the political consolidation of the principal islands into
the Kingdom of Hawaiʻi (National Park Service, n.d.). Kamehameha’s rule sought stability in a period
of accelerating foreign trade and presence. His famous Law of the Splintered Paddle became
associated with protection of civilians and remains an important symbol of Hawaiian legal tradition,
while his government navigated relations with Britain, the United States, and visiting merchants
without surrendering Hawaiian sovereignty.

Religion, Literacy, Land, and Constitutional Change
After Kamehameha’s death in 1819, major changes occurred within Hawaiian society before the
arrival of American Protestant missionaries in 1820. The traditional kapu system was formally broken
under Kamehameha II and powerful chiefly women, transforming the religious and political order.
Missionaries later contributed to literacy, schools, print culture, and Christian conversion, while also
becoming part of a wider foreign presence that influenced social policy and governance. Hawaiian
leaders adopted written laws and constitutional forms as they sought to preserve sovereignty in an
international system dominated by imperial powers. The 1840 Constitution formalized aspects of
monarchy and government, and the Great Māhele beginning in 1848 reorganized land tenure into a
system of formalized interests that ultimately facilitated substantial alienation of land from Native
Hawaiians. These changes were neither simply imposed by foreigners nor freely chosen under equal
conditions. Hawaiian monarchs and advisers pursued legal modernization partly to defend the
kingdom internationally, while merchants, missionaries, settlers, and foreign governments
increasingly influenced the economic and political environment in which those choices were made.

The Bayonet Constitution and the Overthrow of
1893
By the late nineteenth century, plantation agriculture and foreign commercial interests had acquired
considerable political influence. In 1887, King Kalākaua was compelled under threat to accept the
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constitution commonly called the Bayonet Constitution, which reduced royal authority and changed
voting qualifications in ways that strengthened wealthy property holders and disenfranchised many
Native Hawaiians and Asian residents. After Kalākaua’s death, Queen Liliʻuokalani became monarch in
1891 and later proposed a new constitution that would restore greater authority and Native Hawaiian
political participation. Opponents formed the Committee of Safety and, with support from U.S.
Minister John L. Stevens and the landing of U.S. Marines from the USS Boston, overthrew the
monarchy on January 17, 1893. The National Archives describes the overthrow as supported by
American business and political interests and notes that President Grover Cleveland later withdrew an
annexation treaty after the Blount investigation. The monarchy was not restored, however, and the
provisional government established the Republic of Hawaiʻi in 1894 under Sanford Dole.

Annexation, Native Hawaiian Opposition, and U.S.
Statehood
Annexation remained contested after the overthrow. Native Hawaiian opponents organized petitions,
including the 1897 Kūʻē petitions, demonstrating substantial resistance to incorporation into the
United States. A treaty of annexation did not obtain the necessary Senate support, but during the
Spanish-American War Congress adopted the Newlands Resolution, and the United States annexed
Hawaiʻi in 1898. Hawaiʻi became an organized U.S. territory in 1900 and a state in 1959 after a
statehood plebiscite. The political history must distinguish these stages because overthrow, republic,
annexation, territorial administration, and statehood were separate events with different legal and
democratic questions. The Constitution of the United States ultimately became the governing
constitutional framework after incorporation into the United States, but that development followed the
displacement of an internationally recognized Hawaiian kingdom. Modern debates over sovereignty,
federal recognition, land, cultural rights, and historical responsibility therefore draw on a history in
which Native Hawaiian opposition to annexation was documented rather than absent or unanimous.

Conclusion
The history of first contact in Hawaiʻi and the Pacific is best understood as a sequence of interactions
in which Native Hawaiian agency remained important even as the balance of power changed. Cook’s
arrival in 1778 created new channels of trade and conflict but did not begin Hawaiian history.
Kamehameha I used both Hawaiian political traditions and newly available foreign technologies while
consolidating the islands into a kingdom by 1810. Subsequent rulers responded to missionary
influence, global commerce, disease, foreign diplomacy, constitutional reform, and changing land
systems while trying to preserve sovereignty. By the late nineteenth century, commercial and foreign
political pressure had become powerful enough to shape the Bayonet Constitution and the overthrow
of Queen Liliʻuokalani. Annexation in 1898 occurred despite documented Native Hawaiian opposition
and was followed by territorial government and eventual statehood. This history resists simple
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narratives of inevitable modernization or passive colonization. Hawaiians negotiated, resisted,
adapted, governed, and organized throughout the period, while foreign military and economic power
increasingly constrained the choices available to the kingdom and its people.
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