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Defining the Empire: American Political 
Rhetoric in the Early Territory, 1898-
1903” 
 

By Kealani Cook 

In February 1893, Henry Cooper stood in front of ‘lolani Palace, proclaimed 
the Hawaiian monarchy abolished, and declared the creation of a provisional 
government of Hawaiʻi in anticipation of annexation by the United States. Under 
normal circumstances Cooper’s declaration might have been dismissed, but the line of 
armed American sailors deployed in seeming support of the proclamation indicated 
that circumstances were anything but normal. The sailors and the threat of more 
substantial American military action, however, allowed Cooper and a small group of 
co-conspirators to effectively seize control of the kingdom. They soon fashioned 
themselves into an oligarchy that would wield total control of the government for the 
next seven years, first as the provisional government, then as the independent 
Republic of Hawaiʻi, and then as the temporary government of the Territory of 
Hawaiʻi after annexation in 1898. 

On April 30, 1900, President William McKinley signed into law “An Act to 
Provide a Government for the Territory of Hawaii,” also known as the Hawaiian 
Organic Act. While the act ended the republic, it did little to check the oligarchy’s 
power. Personal and political connections to McKinley and the Republican Party 
granted the oligarchs a monopoly on federally appointed executive and judiciary 
positions. Despite the best lobbying efforts of the oligarchy and their allies, the final 
act did contain a handful of mechanisms for Kānaka and other opponents of the 
oligarchy to develop bases of political power. While the act denied the majority of the 
Asian population citizenship and voting rights, it did grant Kānaka American 
citizenship and allowed for the election of both the legislature and a nonvoting 
delegate to the US House of Representatives. Furthermore, the act formalized the 
imperial relationship, placing the oligarch-run territorial/colonial government under 
federal/imperial oversight. 
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Recognizing this, Kānaka and other opponents of the oligarchy regularly made 
appeals to the US government, often seeking to maximize their chance for success by 
appealing to foundational American rhetoric celebrating democracy and fair process 
under the law. While the very nature of imperial rule and the specific administration 
of that rule in Hawaiʻi left little room for functioning democracy in the islands, the 
rhetoric of democracy and American exceptionalism remained powerful in the minds 
of appointed and elected officials in Washington. The oligarchs, meanwhile, were 
keenly aware of the potential threat posed by federal oversight and were eager to 
avoid such interference. While they maintained a pro-democratic façade, they and 
their allies also employed discourses of white supremacy, an equally foundational 
American value, when seeking to maintain Washington’s support for their regime in 
Hawaiʻi. Reframing calls for increased democracy in the islands as a threat to white 
supremacy, they appealed to expansionists and racists in both the Democratic and 
Republican parties eager to expand and maintain a white American empire. 

Both sets of appeals found sympathetic ears in Washington, and at different 
times both sets of appellants found success. The built-in advantages of wealth, 
connections, and whiteness, however, meant that the oligarchs largely managed to get 
their way in Washington, DC, and thus in the islands. Regardless of which side 
triumphed on specific policy issues, however, by empowering the language and ideas 
of both American democracy and white supremacy, the United States effectively 
established a rhetorical hegemony in Hawaiian political life. This article examines the 
rhetoric of both the opponents and representatives of the oligarchy between 1900 and 
1902 as they sought to find and establish their footing under the new imperial regime. 

Consequences of Oligarchy 
By the time the Organic Act came into effect in 1900, the oligarchy had con-

trolled the government for just seven years, but many of the individuals within the 
oligarchy had openly promoted white control over the islands for more than 20 years. 
Some, like overthrow ringleader Lorrin Thurston and future governor Sanford B. 
Dole, were mission scions who saw the islands as their birthright. During the 
Kalākaua dynasty the mission faction, as they were then known, had been the prime 
instigators of racially explicit attempts to strip power from Kānaka, including near 
insurrections by the predominantly American white population in 1880 and 1887 and 
the promulgation of the 1887 Bayonet Constitution. Others, like Cooper, were recent 
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arrivals in the islands eager to establish and benefit from an explicitly white-controlled 
government. 

When the future oligarchs seized power in 1893, they did so in conjunction 
with US minister to the kingdom John Stevens and, as noted above, a detachment of 
American sailors and marines. After President Grover Cleveland ended their hopes of 
a quick annexation and removed US troops, the oligarchs created the republic and 
employed a small mercenary army to maintain control of the population. Anti-
oligarchy attacks in the press and elsewhere led to widespread government 
suppression of civil rights, particularly press freedoms, which escalated after an armed 
revolt against the oligarchs in 1895 (CPIPR 1903b:533-538; CPIPR 1903c:112-114). 
The oligarchy’s hopes for an annexation treaty rose in 1896 with the election of 
William McKinley, but the treaty failed in the US Senate due to a combination of 
petitions and lobbying by Kānaka and senatorial fears of a territory with a nonwhite 
majority. Then in 1898, the Spanish-American War created the opportunity for an-
nexationists in Hawaiʻi and Washington, DC, to push through annexation, albeit 
through the questionable route of a joint resolution of Congress. In the meantime, 
Congress allowed the republic to continue operating under the American flag until the 
territory was organized. 

Simmering anger over the overthrow and frustration with the oligarchy’s 
governance in the years between the overthrow and the Organic Act led many of 
Hawaiʻi’s residents, particularly Kānaka, to eagerly anticipate an end to their rule. 
Corruption and a streak of authoritarianism, for instance, earned the oligarchs little 
love among the population, including those white Americans excluded from their 
ranks. During the late kingdom era the future oligarchs had promoted themselves as 
the guardians of democracy and good governance in the islands, but once in power 
they proved deeply antagonistic to both. In 1898 (after annexation but while the 
republic, led by president and future governor Dole, remained in control of the 
government), an oligarchy-connected contractor submitted a bid to build a section of 
the Pali Road for just a few dollars under the $30,000 the legislature had budgeted for 
the project. The second lowest bidder, future Democratic mayor Johnny Wilson, bid 
$40,000, and other bids were substantially higher. After completing a small section, 
the contractor asked to be released from the contract as he no longer believed it 
profitable. The government instead allowed him to continue on the project on a cost-
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plus basis and wound up spending nearly $75,000 to complete the work (House 
Committee on Public Expenditures 1901). 

These lax standards of governance persisted after the Organic Act was passed. 
In one case that earned a rare rebuke from the US Department of the Interior, it was 
revealed that during an auction of government land on Hawaiʻi Island both the 
auctioneer and Sheriff Lorrin Andrews, then the highest- ranking official on the 
island, bid on and were awarded suspiciously cheap plots (Hitchcock, Ethan to 
Sanford B. Dole, June 15, 1901 [#1]). A 1902 US Senate investigation by a 
subcommittee of the Committee on the Pacific Islands and Porto Rico (CPIPR) 
investigated numerous complaints about corruption in the Territorial government. In 
one case the subcommittee recorded multiple complaints about circuit court judge 
John Kalua of Maui, one of the most vocal Kanaka supporters of the oligarchy. 
Despite evidence of incompetence and corruption, including refusing to recuse 
himself from a case he was a party to, Kalua continued to receive public and private 
support from the Dole administration until exposed by the investigation (CPIPR 
1903a: 105—116). 

Regarding outright corruption in the executive branch, the subcommittee 
reported that “in a space of less than six months[,] seven of the Territorial officials in 
Hawaii defaulted and were arraigned on criminal charges for embezzling public 
funds.” In the most sensational case, Treasurer William H. Wright fled the territory 
during the investigation with $17,950 from a government account. The government 
had funded the account through deductions taken out of the pay of Chinese contract 
laborers to cover their return trips to China. Many chose to remain in the islands, 
however, leaving hundreds of thousands of dollars sitting in the account for the 
foreseeable future (CPIPR 1903a:l 17-121). Cooper and Wright had previously moved 
the funds from a bank to Wright’s safe without Wright paying a bond on its security. 
This gave the two, along with Dole, easy access to a cash slush fund that the three 
raided to cover $113,000 in unfunded liabilities (CPIPR 1903b:588-589). When the 
committee discovered the missing $17,950, Cooper informed Wright of the problem, 
demanded an account of his behavior, and gave him a day to return the money. 
Cooper did not, however, inform the police or take any actions to prevent Wright 
from fleeing. Wright, of course, immediately fled. The subcommittee suspected that 
Wright then boarded the Alameda, which sailed two days later for San Francisco. In 
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any case neither he nor the money were seen in Honolulu again (CPIPR 1903b:587, 
591). 

Imperial “Democracy” 
For many in the islands, the Organic Act of 1900 promised at least some 

measure of relief from the corruption and oppression of the oligarchy. Under the 
Organic Act, the territory acquired some of the trappings of American democracy. 
The government was split into a judiciary, an executive, and an elected bicameral 
legislature. Voting requirements for citizens were no more restrictive than those found 
in most of the country and arguably far less restrictive than in the Jim Crow South, 
where literacy tests and other racialized measures abounded. The vote remained 
exclusively male, unlike a number of other Western states and territories that had 
expanded the vote to women. The federal protections required by the Constitution 
and other federal laws covered the islands as well, protecting the rights of American 
citizens in the islands and to a lesser degree the large population of noncitizen 
residents. 

Soon, however, any illusion of democracy began to fade and was replaced with 
the realities of an imperial relationship. With the limited exception of those 
naturalized under the kingdom or those born in Hawaiʻi, the Asian population, a 
demographic majority by 1900, were not granted citizenship, nor were they allowed a 
path to citizenship under racist US naturalization policies. The federal government 
organized and oversaw the territory, but voters in the territory had no Electoral 
College vote, no representation in the Senate, and only a nonvoting delegate in the 
House. Furthermore, the governor, the Supreme Court justices, and other high-
ranking judiciary and executive positions were appointed directly by the president and 
approved by the Senate. The governor appointed the rest of the executive and 
judiciary, essentially guaranteeing that two-thirds of the government was not 
responsible in any way to the voters in Hawai‘i. The territorial Senate did, however, 
have ability to approve or deny the governor’s appointees. The territory also lacked 
any sort of governmental decentralization, with all government authority resting in 
Honolulu (“An Act to Provide a Government for the Territory of Hawaii” 1900). The 
Organic Act called for the creation of counties, but the lack of an enforcement 
mechanism and the obstruction of the oligarchy and their allies in the governor’s 
office and the territorial Supreme Court prevented county government until 1905. 
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Even then the lack of county mayors limited the potential for the counties to 
counteract the territorial government until 1909 on Oʻahu and until statehood on the 
other islands (Krauss 1994:92, 101). 

Under McKinley and the Republican administrations that followed him, the 
oligarchy remained firmly in control of the appointed branches. Until the 
development of the counties they controlled every facet of government in the islands, 
including education, infrastructure, policing, and licensing. Under the first governor, 
Sanford Dole, major and minor decisions went through Dole’s executive council, 
allowing him to personally approve or deny every single government land sale or 
lease, liquor license, or incorporation in the islands. As might be expected, the 
council’s decisions rewarded the oligarchy’s allies and punished their opponents 
(CPIPR 1903a:9-12). 

The legislative branch, weak as it was, remained the voters’ most powerful 
weapon. In 1900 the Home Rule Party, led by Robert Wilcox, swept into office in the 
first election under American rule. Wilcox won the delegate position, and the party 
controlled both the House and the Senate. As Ron Williams (2015) has written, the 
first legislature had a massive agenda laid out before it, both in terms of their own 
platform and in completing the transition from the republic. Governor Dole did what 
he could, through the veto and other mechanisms, to stonewall any pro-democratic 
legislation or provide any meaningful oversight of the unelected branches. 

Appeals to the Empire 
Both the Organic Act and the appointment of Dole and other members of the 

oligarchy demonstrated a general lack of interest in territorial democracy among the 
McKinley administration and their allies in Congress. This might be expected in an era 
of rampant imperialism and under arguably the most aggressively imperial 
administration in American history. Yet Americans, especially during the Progressive 
Era, still clung to a vision of themselves as a bastion of democracy. Opponents of the 
oligarchy recognized that while the federal government placed little value in actual 
democracy in the islands, it might still hear anti-oligarchy appeals from the islands if 
properly presented through the lens of American democratic rhetoric. 

The 1901 Home Rule legislature eagerly brandished such rhetoric in local 
politics and in their appeals to the federal government. On February 21, 1901, with 
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the initial business of establishing rules and procedures completed, the territorial 
House passed a pair of resolutions employing the rhetoric of American democracy to 
push back against Governor Dole and Secretary Cooper. Cooper, much loathed for 
his role in the overthrow, the provisional government, and the republic, had set up a 
desk on the floor of the House, keeping his own record of the proceedings and 
reporting directly to Dole (Williams 2015). The territorial House resolved that he 
should be removed, arguing that “it is a fundamental principle of the Constitution of 
the United States that the legislative executive and judicial departments of the 
Government shall be kept separate and independent” (House of Representatives, 
Territory of Hawaiʻi 1901:6). Despite efforts by the oligarchy to reinstall Cooper, 
including a territorial judge who threatened to call in the National Guard, the final 
decision was made by US secretary of the interior Ethan A. Hitchcock. Cooper had 
sought Hitchcock’s support for his reinstallation, but Hitchcock instead wrote to Dole 
to remind him of his duty to make sure that the law was observed. If the territorial 
legislators removed Cooper by law, resolution, or regulation then he must leave the 
premises (Williams 2015:26; Hitchcock, Ethan to Sanford B. Dole, March 9, 1901). 

That same day Representative Frederick Beckley Jr. introduced House 
Resolution 3, this time calling for the Declaration of Independence to be read in 
Hawaiian and English and published in the House Journal. In the resolution Beckley, a 
Kanaka Maoli, made full use of the rhetoric and traditions of American political 
ideals, stating: 

On the 12th day of August 1898, the flag of the United States of America was 
hoisted over these Islands and the Constitution of the United States, the greatest 
charter of liberty the world has ever known, extended thus far across the Pacific... 
In launching the newly erected Territory of Hawaii upon the sea of time, the 
Legislature is called upon to give body to the soul and spirit of American 
institutions... I think it timely and useful to solemnly remind those present and the 
people throughout the Territory of the great principles lying at the foundation of the 
Constitution of the United States, the supreme law of the land, and which must 
ever be our guiding star in our legislative labors. 

Claiming the cloak of American democracy for the legislature, he turned to a 
thinly veiled attack on Dole and the oligarchs. “There is a tendency in these days, in 
certain circles, to believe that individual and class interests should guide advancing 
humanity and that the power of the State should be invoked to further purely 
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mercenary motives.” As February 22 would be a holiday celebrating the birthday of 
George Washington, Beckley asked that the House read the declaration both to attack 
these “certain circles” and to honor “The greatest American” (House of 
Representatives, Territory of Hawai‘i 1901:7). 

The choice of the Declaration of Independence reflects not only Kānaka 
politicians understanding of the document’s centrality to American political culture, 
but also the utility of the document itself in castigating Dole as a deeply undemocratic 
executive. The declaration lays out the very founding principle of democracy, that “to 
secure these rights Governments are instituted among Men deriving their just powers 
from the consent of the governed.” The text then attacks the actions of King George 
III, many of which mirrored the actions of Dole. “He has made Judges dependent on 
his Will alone for the tenure of their offices and the amount and payment of their 
salaries” could easily be applied to Dole’s use of the judiciary to validate his rule 
during both the republic and the early territory. Similarly, “He has kept among us in 
times of peace Standing Armies without the Consent of our legislature” no doubt 
struck a chord with those who saw the Republic Army and the Hawaiʻi National 
Guard as mercenary organizations dedicated to the preservation of the oligarchy. 

At the end of the session, the legislature also relied heavily on the language of 
American democracy in a direct appeal to President McKinley. To minimize the 
effectiveness of the already weak legislature, Dole allowed for only a 60-day session 
despite the massive agenda required by the terms of the Organic Act and the practical 
requirements of transitioning Hawaiʻi from a republic to a territory (Williams 2015). 
Dole’s liberal use of the veto and likely future use of the pocket veto led to House 
Concurrent Resolution 7 (House of Representatives, Territory of Hawaiʻi 1901:488), 
an appeal to the president to extend the session. The resolution concluded with a 
request that McKinley either curtail or remove Dole to better implement Hawaiʻi’s 
transition to democracy. 

The language of the resolution, once again presented by Beckley, reflected 
American political ideals. He noted that “By the liberality of the American people in 
the Organic Act our rights as men were recognized... Under the Provisional 
Government and the Republic of Hawaii this rule did not prevail.” Noting that 11,000 
had voted in 1900 as opposed to only 2,000 in the final republic election in 1897, 
Beckley argued that the islands had accepted American rule under an expectation of 
fair treatment. Though resistant to annexation, the people eventually “relented, 
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became Americans, and hopefully turned our eyes to the fulfillment of the promises 
held out in the application of the Constitution of the United States and its laws to the 
customs and conditions of our country” (House of Representatives, Territory of 
Hawaiʻi 1901:488). 

As with his resolution at the start of the session, Beckley paired the legislature’s 
embrace of democracy with condemnations of Dole as unwilling or unable to act in a 
democratic fashion. The resolution described Dole’s general animosity toward 
democracy in the islands as well as specific ways he had failed to properly conduct 
himself and the government. He failed to participate in investigations of government 
corruption, he carried out policy through secret meetings of unelected officials, he 
hindered the mandated creation of counties, and he supported an immigration policy 
that brought in laborers “who are practically deprived of their liberty and subject to 
severe discipline until they reach the plantations.” Returning again to the need for 
more time in the legislative session, Beckley noted that their efforts had largely been 
aimed at combatting the inequalities created by oligarchy rule, and that in doing so 
they had “no aim other than to reach the same freedom enjoyed by every man who 
looks to our starry flag as the emblem of his liberty.” 

The resolution concluded with a series of requests to McKinley to either extend 
the session or to remove Dole from office, as “he has shown and is showing that he is 
not in harmony with American ideas, first of local selfrule; second, of fair play.” 
Dole’s refusal to extend the legislative session and his efforts to undermine their 
reforms were “prompted by the desire of some to perpetuate that centralization of 
power and government in these Islands which it was hoped their annexation by the 
United States would forever destroy. We object to the domination of a class. We want 
a government of the people and by the people.” McKinley, the standard-bearer of 
American empire, chose to neither overrule nor remove his appointed representative 
in the islands. 

When the CPIPR subcommittee arrived in Hawaiʻi in 1902, Kānaka and other 
island residents once again saw an opportunity to employ American ideologies against 
the oligarchy. In testimony and in interviews, they repeatedly portrayed the oligarchy 
in general and the Dole administration in particular as opposed to democracy and 
good governance. In the final report the subcommittee included the full testimony of 
Curtis P. Iaukea, a former Kalākaua official, who wrote: 
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After some years of political inactivity the Hawaiian people, seeing all hopes of 
restoration had passed, naturally looked to annexation as the turning point in 
their political career, and expected, as Americans, to enjoy all the rights and 
privileges of American citizenship. Their expectations were not to be realized, 
however, for not only was the same monarchical system maintained, under cover of 
the American flag, in the new Territory, but all the local administrative power was 
to remain in the same hands. (CPIPR 1903a:14) 

Like Iaukea, other Kānaka were quick to proclaim their newly acquired 
citizenship as a source of authority during the CPIPR investigation. Three mass 
petitions submitted in Hawaiian and in English did so explicitly, as did a number of 
other petitions in English. At the same time Kānaka also made clear that doing so did 
not erase their loyalty to the monarchy and the kingdom. Kanaka businessman John 
Cummins argued this in perhaps the bluntest manner, stating to the committee, “The 
action of the Congress of the United States in annexing the islands is not and never 
will be approved by the Hawaiian people in general... You have made us American 
citizens against our will; we now propose to make the best of the situation, and pray 
for fair treatment by Congress” (CPIPR 1903a:l 14-115). Queen Liliʻuokalani struck a 
similar chord in her request to be compensated for the crown lands. After noting the 
series of US actions that led to her loss of the crown lands, she asked for a fair 
hearing as “A loyal citizen of that great country, and yielding implicit obedience to its 
Constitution and laws” (CPIPR 1903c:39). 

The currency of such democratic rhetoric can be seen in the language and 
sometimes even the actions of elected and appointed American officials. In debates 
over the Organic Act, for instance, Ohio representative John A. McDowell (D) used 
democratic rhetoric to attack an early version of the bill that established property and 
educational qualifications for voting. After recounting his previous objections to the 
annexation of Hawai‘i as being against the will of the people, he continued, “I do not 
believe that there was ever a bill to provide a government for a territory presented to 
the American Congress more Un-Democratic, Un-American, and unprecedented than 
House bill 2972 in its original form” (Congressional Record 1901:3747). Similarly, 
Representative Frank Mondell of Wyoming echoed the way Kānaka would later 
employ the rhetoric of loyalty and citizenship, arguing, “These people who have been 
so loyal in their devotion to the government of their fathers are and will be no less 
loyal to the Great Republic whose honored citizens they now become” (Congressional 
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Record 1901:3723). Opposition from Mondell, McDowell, and others resulted in 
significant changes, including dropping the property qualifications for voting. 

The CPIPR report that came out of the 1902 investigation also made use of the 
pro-American, pro-democratic, and citizenship-privileging language used by Kānaka 
both in lengthy quotes and in their own analysis. They channeled Iaukea and other 
opponents of the oligarchy in declaring Dole’s administration to be more monarchical 
in nature than democratic, and argued that “The common people of Hawaii are 
intelligent, educated, and discriminating. They have been rightfully led to believe, and 
do believe, that by annexation there has been opened to them the right to a more 
enlarged participation in the Government under which they live” (CPIPR 1903a:8). 
The report also quoted the entirety of Iaukea’s written testimony as well as one of the 
bilingual petitions from “Citizens of the United States” as evidence of the need for 
county and municipal governments to break the oligarchy’s stranglehold over the 
islands (CPIPR 1903a:13-15). 

Appeals to the executive branch in Washington, DC, sometimes produced 
results, albeit minor ones. On several occasions, the Department of the Interior, 
under whom the territorial administration fell, pushed back against the Dole 
administration’s overreach and corruption. In addition to backing the legislature in 
their battle over Cooper’s seat on the floor of the House of Representatives, 
Hitchcock also sent strongly worded communications to Dole condemning the 
practice of government employees bidding on government land auctions and the 
manipulation of liquor licensing (Hitchcock, Ethan to Sanford B. Dole, June 15, 1901 
#1; Hitchcock, Ethan to Sanford B. Dole, June 15, 1901 #5). Hitchcock’s office also 
put considerable pressure on Dole to respond to complaints about the ill treatment of 
Puerto Rican laborers in Hawaiʻi. Dole managed to quiet these concerns through an 
“investigation” that consisted largely of his private secretary individually isolating and 
interrogating the laborers through a plantation-approved translator (Thomas Ryan to 
Governor of Hawaiʻi 1902; Sanford Dole to Secretary of Interior 1902). In addition, 
the filing of the 1902 investigation report may have had a role both in Dole’s 
surrendering the governorship in favor of a federal judgeship and the removal of 
Cooper as territorial secretary. Both left office in 1903 after publication of the CPIPR 
report and were promptly replaced by other equally anti-democratic members of the 
oligarchy. 
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Empire and White Supremacy in Hawaiʻi 
While citizenship and democracy were fundamental concepts of American 

political discourse, they sometimes conflicted with an equally fundamental concept: 
white supremacy. Long an essential part of how America envisioned itself 
domestically, by the 1890s white supremacy also dominated America’s vision of its 
foreign policy. Running low on Native lands to colonize on the continent, Americans 
were increasingly looking abroad for opportunities to expand their empire in the name 
of democracy and Anglo-Saxon civilization. The mission faction in Hawaiʻi openly 
embraced both American expansionism and a desire for white rule in the islands 
during the Kalākaua dynasty. Ron Williams (2015) has argued that Dole and his allies 
continued to employ such discourses in the early territory, using them to bludgeon 
Kānaka opposition in the English-language press. They also used open appeals to 
white supremacy and its underlying logics in their interactions with the federal 
government. 

Like their opposition, they were sorely aware that their power in the islands 
relied on the continued patronage of the federal government. Since a functioning 
democracy in Hawaiʻi would clearly not operate in their favor, they regularly 
encouraged the federal government to put aside democracy in the name of white 
supremacy. 

Both the use of such rhetoric and its favorable reception in Washington, DC, 
can be seen in congressional debates over the Organic Act. In the case of the Asian 
population in Hawaiʻi, anti-Asian racial animus was such a consensus view in 
Washington, DC, that the only real question was whether Asians in Hawaiʻi would be 
sufficiently oppressed. Some senators seemed to be particularly concerned that the end 
of the indentured servitude in the islands would lead to a flood of Japanese migrants. 
Several members of the House, meanwhile, had to be assured that only the handful of 
Asians who were already citizens would be allowed to sit upon juries, and that the bill 
would not create any sort of path toward naturalization for the Japanese or Chinese 
already in Hawaiʻi (Congressional Record 1900:1925, 3704, 3708-3709). Anti-Kānaka 
racism was a slightly more contentious issue, resulting in vigorous debate over 
whether minority white rule or democracy should play a larger role in shaping 
American rule in the islands. In supporting property qualifications for voting, Senator 
Shelby Cullom of Illinois (R), an ally of the oligarchs, introduced into the record the 
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testimony of former attorney general of the republic W. O. Smith. Smith explicitly 
argued that due to Kānaka literacy levels, educational requirements alone would fail to 
maintain white supremacy in the government of the islands. 

Unless some means are adopted to control the native vote the Territorial legislature 
would probably pass quickly into the hands of the natives, and the only check upon 
their acts would be the veto of the governor... Without property qualifications, the 
government of the islands would be in the control of the natives, to the great 
detriment of the interests of the whites and of the Territory. (Congressional Record 
1900:1920) 

The discussion continued in both the House and the Senate, leading to a 
surprising exchange between Senator Benjamin Tillman of South Carolina (D) and 
Cullom. Like many other Southern Democrats, Tillman had bristled under Republican 
attacks on white supremacy in the South and specifically Republican efforts to prevent 
the suppression of African American voters. Tillman pushed Cullom on his support 
of voting restrictions, stating, “Before the Senator leaves that part, I suppose the idea 
that the small minority of white people in Hawaii must be protected in their property 
and in their civilization against the ignorance of the majority of colored people meets 
his hearty approval.” Cullom attempted to avoid Tillman’s trap, but Tillman 
continued, invoking the 15th amendment and exposing Cullom as a fellow devotee of 
white supremacy. In the House, Representative John Williams of Mississippi noted 
with approval that the voting provisions were “almost a transcript of the Mississippi 
constitution and tending strongly toward the preservation of white supremacy and 
civilization in Hawaii” (Congressional Record 1900:3708). 

After considerable debate, the opponents of property requirements managed to 
remove them from the act before passage of the final bill, much to the chagrin of the 
oligarchy and their allies in Washington. As a result, Kānaka would control the 
legislature and the delegate position until the very end of the territorial period. In a 
rare case for the era, the ideals of democracy and equality before the law won a small 
but still consequential victory over the ideologies of white supremacy. Even this 
victory was a partial one, however. The territory would continue to deny the vast 
majority of the Asian population even this limited form of imperial democracy until a 
substantial Hawai‘i-born population would come of age and be granted the right to 
vote. 
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Since its founding, the United States has been torn between two competing 
urges: an embrace of freedom as an inherent right and the desire to constrain the 
freedom of others in order to maintain hierarchies of race and class. In the early 20th 
century these competing urges carried over into America’s new overseas empire. As a 
standard-bearer for both democracy and white supremacy, America lacked a clear 
precedent for extending rule over nonwhite majorities in areas not conducive to the 
patterns of genocide and settler imperialism it had practiced in the past. The question 
then emerged: Would America surrender its long history of white supremacy to 
expand democracy to these new subjects, or would it actively suppress democracy in 
order to maintain white supremacy over nonwhite majorities? 

For the newly organized Territory of Hawaiʻi, these national debates dovetailed 
with the power dynamics in the islands, where a Kānaka voting majority long used to 
self-rule clashed with an almost entirely white oligarchy. Employing the rhetoric of 
democracy and white supremacy granted both factions far greater access to the halls 
of imperial power than one might expect for such a geographically distant and 
economically minor colony such as Hawaiʻi. Hoping to use federal oversight to shape 
local governance, Kānaka and other residents embraced the American rhetoric of 
democracy and the rights of citizens in their attacks upon the oligarchy. The oligarchy, 
meanwhile, used implicit and explicit arguments rooted in the defense of white 
supremacy to justify their illiberal and undemocratic rule in the islands. Results were 
mixed. At times the federal government actively constrained the oligarchy, at other 
times it actively supported it, but mostly it simply allowed the oligarchy to continue to 
operate. 

The specific policies, projects, and issues that the oligarchy and its opponents 
brought before the federal government were often local issues, and absent imperial 
oversight they would have likely developed based on the political rhetoric of the 
kingdom era. American control over the islands and the importance of nurturing 
relationships with Washington, DC, in order to maintain power in the islands meant 
that political rhetoric began to take on an increasingly American tone. Later 
generations of political leaders would be educated in American schools and under 
American systems, resulting in an even greater adherence to the norms of American 
political rhetoric. But even in the first years of American rule, and even among 
Kānaka legislators who had recently fought against American annexation, the simple 
realities of American imperial rule created an incredibly powerful incentive to 
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transform the political rhetoric of the islands into that of the United States and initiate 
the process of colonizing local political culture. 
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