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The Republic of Hawai‘i was a reactionary move—a chaotic answer 
to unexpected developments. The scant minority of men that had 
seized power in the Islands on January 17, 1893, had not intended 
for their provisional régime to rule for any significant length of time.1 
The plan was for a near-immediate annexation of Hawai‘i to the 
United States of America. A year passed without success, and the rul-
ing oligarchy faced the manifest need to establish a more permanent 
government. The challenge was in crafting a governing framework 
that retained power within a small group of supporters yet also one 
that addressed international concerns over the lack of representative 
government in Hawai‘i. An election in May 1894 for delegates to an 
upcoming constitutional convention achieved the primary requisite 
of securing a hold on power but fell far short of appearing inclusive. 
The oligarchy faced unremitting condemnation. United States pol-
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icy at the time was to seek the restoration of Mō‘ī Wahine (Queen) 
Lili‘uokalani to power while an organized and dedicated royalist/
loyalist2 resistance within the Islands, led by Kanaka ‘Ōiwi (Native 
Hawaiians), threatened to take back the reins of government by force 
at any moment. In the midst of mounting pressure, both domestic 
and international, and with their lives quite literally on the line, the 
leaders of the Provisional Government of the Hawaiian Islands turned 
to an extraordinary manipulation of suffrage laws to not only disen-
franchise its enemies but, more importantly, to enfranchise a spe-
cific group of its supporters. The legal codification of the oligarchy’s 
attempt to maintain a stranglehold on power while appearing more 
democratic was a specific section of an article written into the new 
1894 constitution, “Special Rights of Citizenship.”3

A Plan Thwarted

The critical period following the January 17, 1893, coup in Hawai‘i 
had not gone as intended for the insurgents who, with the critical 
assistance of US troops, had taken control as a white-led, minority 
oligarchy.4 Their intention, stated publicly, had been to quickly hand 
over governance of the Islands to the United States, and less than 
forty-eight hours after proclaiming the abrogation of the Hawaiian 
monarchy, annexation commissioners of the Provisional Govern-
ment left Honolulu Harbor bound for Washington, DC. The men 
had been assured by the US Minister to Hawai‘i, John Leavitt Stevens, 
that acceptance of an annexation treaty by the American government 
would be a swift affair. Stevens dashed off an eager note to his super-
visors in Washington, announcing, “The Hawaiian pear is now fully 
ripe, and this is the golden hour for the United States to pluck it.”5 
The conspiracy of the local insurgents and their partners within the 
American government appeared on track.

However, US President Benjamin Harrison was unable to speed an 
annexation treaty through Congress in the brief few weeks he had 
remaining in his term, and America’s new chief executive, Grover 
Cleveland—prompted by an official request from the newly-formed 
‘Ahahui Hawai‘i Aloha ‘Āina (Hawaiian Patriotic League)—withdrew 
the proposed agreement from Congress and launched an official 
investigation of the “Hawaiian Affair.”6 The resulting report, deliv-
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ered by US Special Commissioner James Henderson Blount on July 
17, 1893, laid bare American diplomatic and military involvement in 
the overthrow of the government of the Hawaiian Kingdom in direct 
contravention of international law and the ongoing treaty of peace 
and friendship between the two nations.7 On December 18, 1893, 
President Grover Cleveland addressed Congress with an admission of 
American culpability and a call for justice, saying in part:

By an act of war, committed with the participation of a diplomatic rep-
resentative of the United States and without authority of Congress, the 
Government of a feeble but friendly and confiding people has been 
overthrown. A substantial wrong has thus been done which a due 
regard for our national character as well as the rights of the injured 
people requires we should endeavor to repair.8

Newspaper headlines in Hawai‘i and abroad declared: “Aole e Hoo
huiia mai ka Paeaina Hawaii,” (Hawai‘i will not be Annexed),9 “Res-
toration! Hip! Hip!! Hurrah!!!”10 and “Dole on the Defensive.”11 
Seemingly omnipresent rumors of a coming restoration of the consti-
tutional monarchy gained popularity as the hearsay acquired authori-
tative roots. US Congress removed Stevens from his position, and in 
November 1893, the newly appointed Albert Shelby Willis arrived in 
Honolulu with instructions from the American president to return 
Mō‘ī Wahine Lili‘uokalani to her throne. The restoration of the 
Hawaiian monarchy failed when the Provisional Government refused 
American demands to step down, guessing correctly that the US Presi-
dent did not have the political will to order the use of force by Ameri-
can troops upon American citizens and other white men to restore 
the Hawaiian monarch. A stalemate ensued.

The brazen attempt of a small group of men to hand over the sov-
ereignty of an internationally recognized nation with no vote of its 
people taken had failed. Their position was a perilous one, and those 
who had taken part in the overthrow of the lawful government of the 
Hawaiian Islands were cognizant of how much relied on the final out-
come. J. Alfred Magoon, a lawyer and central advisor to the Provi-
sional Government, reflected:

If we admit for the sake of argument that the Provisional Government 
was established by the United States troops and that the citizens were 
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instigated to take part therein through the conduct of the United States 
Minister Stevens and that now the United States chooses to repudiate 
the action of Minister Stevens, in what position are the supporters of 
the Provisional Government. They are certainly traitors and liable to all 
the pains and penalties of that status. They are liable to be punished 
with death and confiscation of property under the laws of this country.12

Magoon correctly noted that the acts of the insurgents, himself 
included, constituted treason and that, under Hawaiian law, a con-
viction could bring a penalty of death. They must remain in power. 
To do so, they needed to hold fast to the reins of control but also 
forestall any possible international support of their opposition. It 
was amidst this environment that the minority oligarchy struggled to 
build a facade of democracy supported by decidedly restrictive voting. 
On March 15, 1894, the combined Executive and Advisory councils 
of the Provisional Government of Hawai‘i passed Act 69, “An Act to 
Provide for a Constitutional Convention.”13

A Republic in Name

Republic, n.
A state in which power rests with the people or their representatives: 
state in which the form of government is founded on the body  
of citizens; state in which all citizens participate

—Oxford-English Dictionary (1989)

The upcoming constitutional convention, tasked with establishing a 
governing structure for the Republic of Hawai‘i, would certainly need 
to include elected delegates in order to have any hope of project-
ing the appearance of representative government. The men of the 
Provisional Government navigated this dilemma through the bill 
enabling the constitutional convention. The opening section of Act 
69 declares, “Said convention shall consist of the President, the Exec-
utive and Advisory Councils, and eighteen delegates to be elected as 
herein provided.”14 The current members of the government to be 
appointed to join the eighteen elected delegates numbered nineteen, 
a majority of one. Restrictions on suffrage offered further assurances 
that no significant opposition would surface at the convention.
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The minority oligarchy continued the exclusion of Asian voters 
implemented with the 1887 Bayonet Constitution—a ruling docu-
ment installed through a previous coup led by many of the same men 
now in power.15 Kanaka ‘Ōiwi were turned away from exercising their 
right of franchise by the inclusion of a compulsory oath of allegiance 
transcribed in Section 18 of Act 69: 

Helu __________

Ko Hawaii Pae Aina.

Mokupuni o __________
Apana o __________
Owau o __________, nona na makahiki he __________, he kanaka ma 
ka hanau ana no __________, e noho ana ma __________, ma ka apana i 
olelo ia, ke hoohiki nei me ka oiaio imua o ke Akua Mana Loa, e kokua 
a kupaa no au mamuli o ke Aupuni Kuikawa o Ko Hawaii Pae Aina, a 
kue no au i na hoao ana a pau e kukulu hou i aupuni Moi ma na ano a 
pau ma ko Hawaii Pae Aina.16 

No. __________

Hawaiian Islands.

Island of __________
District of __________
I __________, aged __________ years, a native of __________, resid-
ing at, __________ in said District, do solemnly swear in the presence 
of Almighty God that I will support and bear true allegiance to the 
Provisional Government of the Hawaiian Islands, and will oppose any 
attempt to re-establish monarchical government in any form in the 
Hawaiian Islands.17

The diplomatic protest of Her Hawaiian Majesty Queen Lili‘uokalani 
on January 17, 1893, had yet to be reconciled, and the vast majority 
of Kanaka ‘Ōiwi had no intention of offering any validity to a gov-
ernment that was intent on handing over the nation’s sovereignty to 
another country and had been created by a ruling body that Cleve-
land himself had publicly characterized as “a mere executive council 
or oligarchy, set up without the assent of the people.”18

When details of the process of seating delegates were made pub-
lic, even strong supporters of the current government bristled at the 
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blatantly undemocratic nature of the convention. Rev. Charles Hyde 
of Honolulu, a Provisional Government and annexation supporter, 
wrote in a letter to American Mission Board officers in Boston, “The 
men who are clamoring for a government of the people propose to 
bar out Hawaiians altogether.”19 Rhetorical assaults on the oligarchy’s 
plan filled newspapers. The Daily Bulletin described the convention 
as, “this absurdity” that would be comprised of “an assured major-
ity, nineteen, of non-elected or self-elected persons; A minority of 
eighteen other persons elected by those who have sworn allegiance 
to the nineteen.”20 The paper also noted that if one of the nineteen 
appointed delegates were to withdraw, “the remaining members of 
this junta or clique or cabal will, amongst themselves, nominate a suc-
cessor.”21 The article finished with a summarization:

Although republicanism in itself cannot be held to account for the gro-
tesque expedients of this occasion, it must be remembered that the 
present masters of Hawaiian affairs want anything but a pure republi-
can system. Under such a system they would not be allowed to rule. It 
is extremely doubtful if anything recognizable as a republic will be pro-
duced by a constitutional convention in which they will be dominant.22

Hawaii Holomua ran near-daily attacks on the upcoming convention 
with headlines such as, “The Mammoth Fraud,”23 “Free (?) Govern-
ment,”24 and “No Republic.”25 In an article titled “By the People,” the 
paper’s editors declared, “Hawaii demands the return to the constitu-
tional government approved and supported by the people, previous 
to Mr. Stevens coup d’état,” finishing with, “We still believe in and will 
agitate for government by the people of the people and for the people.26 Pres-
sure also came from outside the Islands. The Daily Bulletin reprinted 
an article published in the Pittsburgh Dispatch that declared:

A constitutional convention, the majority of whose members the people 
of Hawaii were not allowed to choose, frames a constitution which the 
people are not allowed to ratify and names a President on the distinct 
ground that the people must not be permitted to elect him. At present 
supporters of republican principles have just ground for an action of 
libel against the Hawaiian oligarchy for their misuse of the name.27

The oligarchy moved forward with their revised plan.
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Election—May 1894

The usual commotion generated by crowds of eager voters was absent 
when polling stations opened at 8 a.m. on Wednesday, May 2, 1894. 
The afternoon The Daily Bulletin reported, “This is the quietest election 
day ever held in Honolulu.”28 At day’s end, a total of 1,455 people had 
cast their votes on O‘ahu—about 4% of the island’s 35,000 inhabit-
ants.29 The meager election-day turnout was an embarrassing turn of 
events for a ruling government that continued to claim wide-spread 
domestic support in a general appeal for international recognition 
and a specific effort to keep alive the possibility of annexation to the 
United States. The broad discrepancy between rhetoric and reality was 
seized upon by the opposition press with the following day’s Holomua 
offering the sarcastic inquiry: “But what has become of all the braves? 
Where are the rank and file who (on paper) appeared before Blount 
and the Senate? Are they dead or have they deserted?”30 Indeed, 
eight months earlier, in September 1893, Frank B. McStocker, Chair 
of the Executive Committee of the Annexation Club, had submitted 
membership counts to the US President and Congress claiming 6,596 
annexation club members, with 3,207 on the island of O‘ahu. Since 
the time of the claim, The Hawaiian Star had routinely boasted that 
those numbers continued to climb. With the results of the annex-
ationists’ first opportunity to display government support now tallied, 
the Holomua mocked the supposed “great and mighty flock that holds 
the banner of annexation and the p. g. high.”31 Total registration 
throughout the Hawaiian Islands for the election of delegates to the 
constitutional convention numbered approximately 4,000 in a nation 
of nearly 90,000 people.32 As a referendum on support for the pres-
ent government and its continuing plan for annexation, this election 
was an unmistakable failure.

Constitutional Convention—Suffrage

Even with a convention comprised entirely of government officials 
and pro-government delegates, the oligarchy had no intention of 
offering up a clean slate from which to draft the nation’s new ruling 
document. A working group headed by Provisional Government Pres-
ident Sanford Dole and advisor Lorrin Thurston had gathered in the 
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weeks prior to the convention in meetings where proposed constitu-
tional articles were informally voted on by members of the Provisional 
Government Executive Council and influential supporters.33

Both Dole and Thurston had been separately gathering ideas for 
months, reaching out privately to those who might be able to offer 
advice on how best to deal with their delicate problem. One of Dole’s 
primary correspondents was William Dewitt Alexander, a Provisional 
Government annexation commissioner who had remained in Wash-
ington, DC, despite the failure of the commission. In a particularly 
useful letter relative to the awkward task that faced the oligarchy in 
Hawai‘i, Alexander wrote: “I enclose extracts from the present Consti-
tution of Mississippi, which is said to have the effect of disfranchising a 
majority of the negroes of the state.”34 Thurston’s focus was similar. In 
a letter to Dole, the pro-annexation lawyer noted “the primary neces-
sity of retaining the control for the present in the hands of those who 
are friends of the new order of things.”35 Historian William Russ, in 
The Hawaiian Republic, notes that one of Thurston’s advisors was Wil-
son L. Gill, president of the American Patriotic League of New York 
and author of A New Citizenship. Gill had developed a system of “moral 
and civic training” that he supplied to the “Indian Service” in order to 
Americanize those who were foreign to Anglo-Saxon ways. Once both 
Dole and Thurston had completed drafting their individual constitu-
tions, they exchanged documents, made notes, and submitted them 
to the working group for discussion. When the delegates to the con-
stitutional convention arrived at Ali‘iolani Hale in Honolulu on May 
30, 1894, each was handed a constitution composed by the working 
group. The convention had more than one hundred articles to attend 
to in the submitted constitution, but the omnipresent elephant in the 
room was the question of suffrage. Each delegate was acutely aware of 
the challenging task submitted to them, which begged the question: 
Which groups in Hawai‘i needed to be disenfranchised, and which 
would be enfranchised? The first part of the equation was obvious.

Pressure from the Imperial Government of Japan to grant the 
right of suffrage to Japanese in Hawai‘i—noting two prior treaties 
between Japan and the Hawaiian Kingdom in 1871 and 1876—was 
a concern to the oligarchy, but there was no real consideration of 
allowing either Japanese or Chinese residents to vote in the Repub-
lic of Hawai‘i. Together, these two groups made up greater than fifty 
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percent of the population, and their local loyalties seemed to fall 
towards the Hawaiian monarchy that had granted them the franchise 
in 1852.36 The white leaders of the current oligarchy were the same 
men who had stripped both groups of the vote in 1887 through the 
imposed Bayonet Constitution. When an official memorial from the 
Emperor Meiji in favor of Japanese voting was read before the May 
15, 1894, meeting of the Provisional Government Executive Coun-
cil, Samuel Damon, the most liberal member of the council, “urged 
that Chinese and Japanese should be represented in the government, 
that they should have the opportunity to be heard.”37 His opinion was 
quickly overwhelmed with opposition. Minister Hatch reminded the 
group that if annexation was to be pursued they “must drop the Asiat-
ics,” and the minutes record the declaration of Supreme Court Justice 
A. G. M. Robertson: “Asiatics must be shut out; convention will shut 
them out; must be done.”38

Kanaka ‘Ōiwi were disenfranchised through the registration 
requirement of the aforementioned oath of allegiance, but for at least 
one of those within the oligarchy, even this barrier was not enough. 
In his own twenty-page draft of a proposed constitution, Thurston 
declared that particular Royalist leaders should be named in the doc-
ument as persons who were specifically barred from voting; the list 
included the po‘e aloha ‘āina (patriot) leaders, Iosepa Kaho‘oluhi 
Nāwahīokalani‘ōpu‘u, William Pūnohu‘āweoweo‘ulaoklani White, 
John Edward Bush, Charles Burnett Wilson, Samuel Parker, and oth-
ers.39 The convention delegates made two more significant decisions 
relative to suffrage: there would be no vote held to decide on the gov-
ernment’s founding chief executive, and there would be no ratifica-
tion of the constitution by vote of the nation’s citizens.40 The New-York 
Tribune announced the news in a front-page column of its July 1 edi-
tion, titled “There Will Be No Election—Dole To Be Proclaimed Presi-
dent of Hawaii Without a Vote.”41 The four-week convention drew to a 
close on July 3, 1894, allowing for the planned Fourth of July declara-
tion of a new republic.

Hiding in Plain Sight

While the pomp and circumstance of the staged events of July 4, 
1894, might have given the casual visitor to Honolulu the sense that a 
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truly significant political episode had transpired, the vast majority of 
residents of the island nation looked past the rows of people gathered 
to celebrate a so-called republic and recognized a familiar scene. The 
nation’s new governing document—approved by a total of 37 men, a 
majority of whom were self-appointed—was published by the Govern-
ment Printing Office and distributed to the public. The reaction was 
severe. Hawaii Holomua declared: “The constitution as it now stands is 
one of the most remarkable documents ever presented to a civilized 
community in this century. To call the government which is to rule 
under that constitution a republic, is an insult to the ideas and prin-
cipals underlying that form of government.”42 The Native newspapers 
Ka Leo o ka Lahui and Ka Makaainana attacked the new constitution 
and the oligarchy that produced it in nearly every forthcoming issue 
with articles such as “Oehaa a Kamehai no na Hana Ohohia Ole a na 
Oehaa”43 (Deceitful and Illegitimate is the Denounced Work of the 
Crooked Ones), “Aole no he Kuleana”44 (No Authority), “He Hana 
Alakai Hewa”45 (Misleading Actions), and “Ka Lahui Hawaii??”46 (The 
Hawaiian Nation/People??)47. The newspapers’ editorials pointed 
out the absurdity of a supposed republic in which the vast majority 
of the nation had no part in its formation. Kanaka ‘Ōiwi gathered 
in mass protests where they pledged to stand firm against the ongo-
ing oligarchy and its “Kumukanawai a ka hapauuku” (Constitution of 
the minority).48 The Daily Bulletin, speaking of an American audience, 
wrote: “They will probably be disgusted to find, on the publication of 
the constitutional draft over there, that it is a republic in name which 
is contemplated here. Certainly, they cannot find a trace of popular 
government in the document. It is an ingenious device to perpetuate 
the oligarchy.”49 While the men of the new government might have 
hoped for a less virulent reaction from local adversaries, the opposi-
tion itself was not unexpected. It was the international audience that 
still held the future of Hawai‘i in its hands, and the oligarchy was 
cautiously hopeful that their new “republic” might present a trace of 
legitimacy to that crowd. But the Blount Report, the speech of the 
US President to Congress, and remarks to the American press by the 
annexation commission itself had laid bare the undemocratic nature 
of rule in Hawai‘i, and the latest iteration had done nothing to mask 
that inherent nature. In an article from The Salt Lake Herald, titled “Is 
It a Republic?” they answered:
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From all that has appeared in the news from the Islands, the self-
appointed rulers who dethroned the recognized monarch and seized 
control by aid of the United States minister and navy, have made up 
a very pretty little plot to continue themselves in power without the 
consent of the great body of the citizens. And they call their oligarchy 
a republic so that they may gain the sympathy and good will of the 
American people, and to distinguish it from the monarchy which was 
the legitimate government before they seized the reins.50

Another international review—The Evening Journal from Wilmington, 
Delaware—explained:

It seems a queer proceeding to establish a republic without the consent 
of the people, but it is not the only funny thing that has been done in 
Hawaii within the memory of most persons. According to the diction-
aries in general use, the word ‘republic’ means a state in which the 
sovereign power is exercised by representatives elected by the people. 
This republic is a sort of a perpetuation of the Provisional Government 
that has had the upper hand there since the revolution, and it has taken 
good care to provide for its own continuance in control.51

The Indiana State Sentinel minced no words in an article about the 
Republic of Hawai‘i, titled “The Hawaiian Oligarchy:”

We trust that our republican friends, who have been shedding tears 
over our treatment of a sister ‘republic,’ will give close attention to the 
constitution of the new ‘republic’ which has been formed under the 
direction of the revolutionary oligarchy now in control of the islands, 
and will be presented to the constitutional convention for ratification. 
The members of the convention were elected by the adherents of the 
present government, the other people being disbarred. The new con-
stitution will practically disenfranchise more than three-fourths of the 
inhabitants and will make the country one of the most complete oligar-
chies on the face of the earth.52

The men who crafted this new government were left to defend their 
minority, oligarchic creation with explanations of “destiny,” obvious 
lies, and simple calls for patriotism that attempted to turn their minor-
ity status into a glorious positive. In a single column within the July 
5 issue of the government The Hawaiian Star, the author states, “The 
glory of the whole thing lies in the fact that a comparatively small 
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number of people have taken complete control of a Government over 
many times their number . . . because of the unfitness of the major-
ity had demonstrated the necessity for the assumption of responsibil-
ity by the fit and determined minority.”53 The next line offers, “The 
splendor of the achievement is to be found in the fact that it demon-
strates a new principal in democratic government.”

Dual Citizenship

The question of multiple nationality—long a topic of discussion in 
the Hawaiian Kingdom— became a matter of critical importance fol-
lowing the July 4, 1894, creation of the Republic of Hawai‘i.54 The 
minority government sought to platform all domestic support for its 
newly crafted republic, and the most verifiable way was through hav-
ing people sign an oath of allegiance and become citizens. However, 
many foreign residents in the Islands who were supporters of the 
government did not want to risk their native citizenship by swearing 
allegiance to another nation. Aware of the conundrum, the Repub-
lic offered assurances that oath-takers would be able to retain all the 
rights and protections of their home countries; many were doubtful. 
In April 1894, Edward Tenney, an American citizen and Hawai‘i resi-
dent who had been serving as an official of the Provisional Govern-
ment, inquired in writing about the matter to Provisional Government 
Supreme Court Chief Justice Albert Francis Judd. The Provisional 
Government’s highest ranking jurist replied:

The question you ask me is whether the taking of such an oath as is 
prescribed by the Act of the Provisional Government as a prerequisite 
for voting for Delegates for the Constitutional Convention works a for-
feiture of original citizenship. This is by no means a new question. It 
has had attention from time to time in this country from the date of 
the formation of regular Constitutional government here. It has been 
universally answered by Secretaries of State and Statesmen in the nega-
tive. The fact that by the terms of the oath the taker does not adjure 
nor renounce his allegiance to his mother country, shows that that alle-
giance still exists and can be assumed again.55

Despite the assurances of Judd, many in the diplomatic community 
were aware of a critical deficiency in his opinion: it was not up to the 
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Hawaiian government, or any other government, to assure the pres-
ence of rights bestowed by another nation. Individual countries made 
these decisions for themselves, and answers to this impactful question 
had been both diverse and fluid. Less than two weeks after Judd’s 
assertion, the US government contradicted his claim and made clear 
its official position on the matter by way of a telegram sent by Sec-
retary of State Walter Q. Gresham, which arrived in Honolulu as an 
answer to an inquiry on the matter from the US Minister in Hawai‘i. 
The Secretary of State declared: “This Government does not hold to 
the doctrine of perpetual allegiance, and an American citizen who 
voluntarily takes an oath to support and bear true allegiance to a for-
eign power, contemplating participation in its affairs probably, aban-
dons his right to claim protection, from the United States.”56

The political developments in Hawai‘i were attracting a broad inter-
national audience, and some in the United States felt it important 
that American citizens not be allowed to take an oath of allegiance to 
a foreign country while continuing to rely on their “home” nation’s 
resources and protection. An editorial in The Salt Lake Herald pub-
lished April 26, 1894, titled “Defining Their Status,” provided Secre-
tary of State Gresham’s declaration on the matter and added: “This is 
clear enough for any intelligent person to understand. The [Hawai-
ian] election will settle the status of a great many persons residing in 
the islands, who want to control affairs in that country and yet claim to 
be citizens of the United States.”57 After calling on American citizens 
in Hawai‘i to “make their choice,” the editorial concluded by stating: 
“Every name of an American born voter on the registration lists ought 
to be obtained for reference when the United States are appealed 
to for aid or recognition as citizens thereof.”58 Locally, Hawaii Holo-
mua ran a column titled “Americans in Hawaii: Cannot Be Citizens 
of Both Nations,” which argued, “To recognize the doctrine that an 
American may exercise the rights of a citizen and a voter in a foreign 
country and take part in public affairs and then claim protection as an 
American citizen whenever he gets into trouble would open the door 
to no end of foreign entanglements.”59 Acknowledgments of the US 
refusal to recognize dual citizenship had made it even more vital that 
the Hawaiian oligarchy find a way around the citizenship question in 
order to draw more supporters to its voting rolls. They took dead aim 
at this problem within the nation’s new governing document.
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Special Rights of Citizenship

The minority, white-led oligarchy and its supporters celebrated the July 
4, 1894 proclamation of a new constitution with an almost desperate 
enthusiasm. The once-provisional authority had crafted a new struc-
ture of governance that offered the viewing world a facade of democ-
racy without substantially endangering centralized control. It was a 
chance to exhale. Another significant task, however, lie only months 
away. An election to decide upon the nation’s representatives to a 
new legislature would take place in November. The nascent republic 
needed to avoid the political embarrassment of another appallingly 
low voter turn-out, something that the continuing restrictions on vot-
ing threatened to engender. Their proposed solution to this dilemma 
of democracy was a specific article in the recently constructed consti-
tution, one that offered a way to increase access to voter rolls of the 
Republic, but only among the collective of its staunch supporters.

Article 17 of the 1894 Constitution of the Republic of Hawai‘i dealt 
with citizenship. Section two of the article offered a unique political 
endowment, titled “SPECIAL RIGHTS OF CITIZENSHIP.” The sec-
tion explained:

Any person not a Hawaiian citizen, who took active part, or otherwise 
rendered substantial service in the formation of, and has since sup-
ported the Provisional Government of Hawaii, who shall within six 
months from the promulgation of this Constitution procure from the 
Minister of the Interior a certificate of such service, as herein set forth: 
and who shall take an oath to support this Constitution and the laws of 
the Republic so long as he shall remain domiciled in the Republic, shall 
be entitled to all the privileges of citizenship without thereby prejudic-
ing his native citizenship or allegiance.60

The Republic of Hawai‘i was offering the rights of citizenship—which 
included suffrage—to those who had demonstrated a tangible com-
mitment to the minority government, while withholding actual citi-
zenship and all of its attached political complications. The require-
ment for proof of “active support” or “substantial service” virtually 
assured the oligarchy that those being added to the voter rolls would 
be casting ballots for a continuation of the ongoing government. The 
act addressed the aforementioned issue of citizenship that had pre-
vented pro-government foreign residents in Hawai‘i from support-
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ing the oligarchy with their votes; now they need not risk losing their 
rights of citizenship in their home nation.

Section 3 of Article 17 of the Constitution of the Republic of 
Hawai‘i provided for the appointment of examiners to preside over 
hearings on applications for Special Rights of Citizenship (SRC):

SECTION 3. For the purpose of identifying the person entitled to such 
certificate, the Minister of the Interior shall appoint such number of 
examiners as he may deem best, to receive applications and take evi-
dence upon such subject. Such examiners shall certify to the said Minis-
ter a description of each person found to be entitled to such certificate, 
which description shall include the name, age, country of birth, occu-
pation, length of residence in Hawaii and present residence.61

In the days following the proclamation of a new republic on July 4, 
1894, Minister of the Interior James Anderson King began appoint-
ing examiners and setting out schedules for SRC hearings through-
out the Islands. Examiners were appointed to form a board of three 
men that would hear all cases within a geographical area. Five boards 
would cover the areas of: a. O‘ahu; b. Maui, Moloka‘i, and Lāna‘i; 
c. Kaua‘i and Ni‘ihau; d. Hawai‘i Island—Hilo, Puna, and Hāmākua; 
and e. Hawai‘i Island-Kona, Kohala, and Ka‘ū. The men were cho-
sen from a pool of government supporters and did not have previous 
judicial experience. Minister King drafted and sent instructions to 
the newly appointed examiners that included specifics regarding the 
qualifying phrase used in the constitutional article: “Took active part 
or otherwise rendered substantial service in the formation of, and has 
since supported the Provisional Government of Hawaii.”

Instructions to Examiners of Persons claiming 
Special Rights of Citizenship

1. � The work of Examiners is set forth in Article 17 of the Constitution.
2. � In ascertaining whether an applicant “took active part or otherwise ren-

dered substantial service in the formation of, and has since supported 
the Provisional Government of Hawaii,” the Examiners will consider 
the attitude toward the Provisional Government taken by the applicant 
at, or following the proclamation of January 17th 1893, and if such 
attitude was one of support, then his conduct in its relation to the Gov-
ernment should be considered.
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3. � In making such investigations it is not essential that it should appear 
that the applicant performed military duty or enlisted in any of the vari-
ous armed bodies which were organized for the protection of the Gov-
ernment, as many may have resided where there was no opportunity to 
do so, or may not have done so for other satisfactory reasons. But there 
should be some pronounced evidence that the applicant at an early 
period of the term of the Provisional Government espoused its cause 
and has since been its supporter. Testimony of work and conduct will be 
relevant on this question. Joining the Annexation Club and registering 
to vote for the election of delegates to the Constitutional Convention 
may be regarded as significant acts in such investigation.

4. � Decisions by a majority of a Board of Examiners will be sufficient for 
the settlement of the questions coming before such Board. While it is 
desirable that all members of such Board should be present at all meet-
ings, two may proceed with the business in the absence of one member.

5. � Two members of a Board of Examiners may grant a certificate of Special 
Rights of Citizenship to the third member.

6. � Examiners will be entitled to five dollars ($5.00) a day for actual work 
in examining applicants for certificates of Special Rights of Citizenship, 
with their necessary expenses including pay of necessary interpreters.

7. � When the evidence is satisfactory, fill in certificate of recommendation 
to the Minister of the Interior, and forward it direct to him and he will 
send you in return, his certificate to be delivered by you to the appli-
cant.

8. � When you are not satisfied with the evidence and you decline to issue 
a Certificate, send a statement of cause of refusal to the Minister of the 
Interior as a guide for him in case of appeal from your finding.62

SRC Hearings

The first applicant for Special Rights of Citizenship in the Republic of 
Hawai‘i received a hearing at 9 a.m. on July 20, 1894, within Ali‘iolani 
Hale in downtown Honolulu. Two sessions were held—morning and 
early eve—and when the first day’s activities came to an end at 6 p.m., 
thirty foreign residents of the Islands had been added to the rolls 
of eligible voters in Hawai‘i elections. Over the course of the next 
eight weeks, O‘ahu SRC hearings were held in Honolulu, Wai‘anae, 
Kāne‘ohe, Hau‘ula, Kahuku, Waialua and ‘Ewa, a process that added 
1,370 new voters.



Figure 1.  O‘ahu SRC Certificate 1. Interior Dept. Box 137, Hawai‘i State Archives
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In the district of Maui-Moloka‘i-Lāna‘i, hearings began on July 26 
in Hāmākuapoko before the examiners made their way to Hāna, 
Hāmoa, Kipahulu, Mokae, Kaupō, Wai‘ōpai, Mākena, Waiakoa, and 
Makawao. Five weeks of hearings were wrapped up by visiting the 
westside towns of Lāhainā and Kahului. A total of 413 foreign resi-
dents of Maui were added to the voting rolls. Hawai‘i Island had been 
split into two hearing districts with the Puna-Hilo-Hāmākua hearings 
adding 648 new voters and the Kohala hearings an additional 189. 
On Kaua‘i, the hearings started on July 28 at Hanalei before visiting 
Kīlauea, Kawaihae, Keālia, Kapa‘a, Hanamā‘ulu, Līhu‘e, Kōloa, Hana-
pepe, Makaweli, Waimea, and Kekaha. A total of 386 new voters were 
added from this district, including a single resident from Ni‘ihau who 
was added following a hearing held there on August 17.

Data

Three thousand and fifty-one Certificates of Special Rights of Citi-
zenship were awarded to foreign residents in the Hawaiian Islands 
between July 20, 1894, and January 4, 1895.63 This aggressive enfran-
chisement program increased the number of possible voters in the 
Republic of Hawai‘i by more than 75% from the previous election of 
May 1894.

SRC AWARDS BY NATIONALITY

[Countries with at least 1% of awards listed]

Portugal/Madeira/Azores = 1,443 [47.3%] 

United States of America = 631 [20.7%] 

Germany = 301 [9.9%]

England = 122 [4.0%]

Scotland = 106 [3.5%]

Canada = 73 [2.4%]

Norway = 65 [2.1%]

Ireland = 62 [1.9%]

Sweden = 34 [1.1%]
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O‘AHU

Number of Cases Heard: 1,469 

SRC Awarded: 1,370

SRC Denied: 89

Percentage Applications Approved: 93.9%

Birth Country of Awardee

Unite States of America = 442 [32.3%] 

Portugal/Madeira/Azores = 364 [26.6%]

Germany = 167 [12.2%]

England = 77 [5.6%]

Canada = 50 [3.6%]

Ireland= 49 [3.6%]

Scotland= 45 [3.3%]

Norway = 33 [2.4%]

Sweden = 25 [1.8%]

Hawai‘i = 14 [1.0%]

Australia = 11

Denmark = 8

Austria = 7

Guyana = 6

New Zealand; Russia = 5 

Greece; West Indies = 4

Brazil; Finland; France; Guam; Samoa = 3

Italy; Holland; Belgium; Africa; Philippines; St. Helena Island; Tasmania; 
Venezuela = 2 Bahamas; Caroline Islands; Chile; Columbia; Cuba; East Indies; 
Egypt; Equador; Hong Kong; Iceland; India; Jamaica; Japan; Mexico; 
Panama; Peru; Poland; Prussia; Rotuma; Spain; Switzerland; Turkey; Wales = 1

MAUI-MOLOKA‘I-LĀNA‘I

Number of Cases Heard: 441 

SRC Awarded: 413

SRC Denied: 28

Percentage Applications Approved: 93.4%
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Birth Country of Awardee

Portugal/Madeira/Azores = 279 [67.6%] 

United States of America = 53 [12.8%] 

Germany, Scotland = 16 [3.9%]

Norway = 14 [3.4%]

England = 11 [2.9%]

Denmark = 4 [1.0%]

Sweden = 3

Ireland, Philipinnes, Russia = 2

India; West Indies; Hungary; Mexico; Brazil; Guyana; Cuba; Wales;  
France; Canada; Tahiti = 1

KAUA‘I-NI‘IHAU

Number of Cases Heard: [385] 

SRC Awarded: 385

SRC Denied: 0

Percentage of Applications Approved: 100%

Birth Country of Awardee 

Portugal/Madeira/Azores = 209 [54.3%]

Germany = 80 [20.8%]

United States of America = 42 [10.9%] 

Scotland = 14 [3.6%]

Norway = 13 [3.4%]

England = 6 [1.6%]

Canada = 4 [1.0%] 

Denmark, Ireland = 2

Austria; Bremen; France; Greece; Guam; Hungary; Jamaica; Mauritius; 
Mexico; New Zealand; Russia; Sweden; Tahiti = 1

HAWAI‘I ISLAND: HILO, PUNA, HĀMĀKUA

Number of SRC Cases Heard: [672] 

SRC Awarded: 661

SRC Denied: 6

Percentage of Applications Approved: 98.4%
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Portugal/Madeira/Azores = 476 [72.0%] 

United States of America = 62 [9.4%] 

Scotland = 28 [4.2%]

Germany = 27 [4.0%]

England = 22 [3.1%]

Canada = 9 [1.3%]

Ireland = 6

Sweden = 5 

Norway; Wales = 3

France; Denmark; Austria; Australia; Panama = 2

Belgium; Brazil; Chile; Greece; India; Mauritius; New Zealand; Spain; 
Switzerland; Venezuela = 1

HAWAI‘I ISLAND: KOHALA

Number of SRC Cases Heard: [222] 

SRC Awarded: 222

SRC Denied: 0

Percentage of Applications Approved: 100%

Portugal/Madeira/Azores = 115 [51.8%] 

United States of America = 32 [14.4%] 

Germany = 11 [5.0%]

Canada = 9 [4.1%]

England = 6 [2.7%]

Australia; Ireland; Scotland = 3 [1.4%]

Norway = 2 [1.0%]

Africa; Austria; Belgium, Chile, Denmark, India, Italy, Jamaica, Russia, 
Spain, Tahiti = 1

Analysis

Two significant themes emerge from the documentation surrounding 
the 1894 issuance of Special Rights of Citizenship by the Republic 
of Hawai‘i: first, the targeting of a select group of trusted, or con-
trolled, potential voters; second, the use of SRC by applicants as a way 
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to not only retain one’s native citizenship, but concomitantly skirt a 
potentially dangerous commitment to the fledgling, minority-ruled 
Republic.

Portuguese and Special Rights of Citizenship

Portuguese made up the largest bloc of registered voters in the May 
1894 election for delegates to the constitutional convention that 
created the Republic of Hawai‘i; the 1,572 potential voters more 
than doubled the next highest group.64 The power of Portuguese 
votes looked to grow even further as, in the weeks following the elec-
tion, the Executive Council of the Provisional Government met to 
discuss immigration. “Prompt and effective steps” to support Portu-
guese immigration were discussed at length with the idea of a spe-
cial commissioner being proposed.65 President Dole stated that “the 
Government would be ready to commission such a person not only 
as an agent of the Board of Immigration but as a Special Commis-
sioner to negotiate a new convention with Portugal” if needed. The 
meeting minutes note: “The danger of delay was urged.”66 The suf-
frage laws within the governing document that emerged from that 
convention resulted in the enfranchisement of another 1,443 Por-
tuguese.67 Nearly half of all the new voters in Hawai‘i created by 
the SRC provision were Portuguese; in the Hilo, Puna, Hāmākua 
district, the number was 71%, and in the Maui, Moloka‘i, Lāna‘i 
district, it was 67%.68

The first organized immigration of Portuguese to the Islands 
occurred in 1878, when on September 29 of that year. the barque 
Pricilla offloaded 120 men, women, and children from Funchal, 
Madeira, at Honolulu Harbor. Dr. William Hillebrand and the Por-
tuguese consul in Hawai‘i had arranged the voyage after convincing 
the Hawaiian Kingdom Board of Immigration of the distinct value of 
laborers from this part of the world.69 On August 13, 1877, Hillebrand 
wrote the Hawaiian Kingdom Minister of Interior from Funchal, say-
ing, “In my opinion your islands could not possibly get a more desir-
able class of immigrants than the population of the Madeira and 
Azores Islands. Sober, honest, industrious and peaceable, they com-
bine all the qualities of a good settler, and with all this, they are inured 
to your climate.”70 In a series of letters that followed, the respected 
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German physician made such a convincing case for the importation 
of Portuguese that the Hawaiian Kingdom government agreed to pay 
the costs to transport the workers and their families, estimated at $75 
per adult.71 Over the next three years, 7,700 more Portuguese arrived 
in the Islands. The 1884 Hawaiian Kingdom census listed 9,377 Por-
tuguese, making them the second largest immigrant group in the 
Islands at that time, behind only Chinese.72

The Portuguese community in Hawai‘i was socially and politically 
active, establishing churches, socio-economic brotherhoods, and 
benevolent societies soon after the initial arrivals.73 Leaders orga-
nized political committees to push for a voice in domestic affairs of 
the Kingdom. Competition for jobs, space, and influence was intense 
in this period, and the Portuguese societies took action by submitting 
official petitions to the Hawaiian Kingdom legislature. One example 
comes from the 1887 legislative session, declaring: 

In view of the great political, numerical, and social importance the Portu-
guese Colony has assumed and its onward progressive march:

a. � that whenever there shall be any public works to be done, the same be 
as they ought to be distributed or given out to the Natives and to the 
poor laboring class of the Portuguese, to the exclusion of the Asiatics, 
giving the preference to the Portuguese in all cases.74

b. � That the most just and equitable distribution of the Government Lands 
be conceded and parcelled out to the Portuguese Colonists, in equal 
proportion to their means and according to the number of families 
in conformity with the Homestead Laws of this Kingdom, also that the 
lands that are to be parcelled out may have some easy means of access, 
and be not too remote from business centers.75

c. � That the Government put a final stop to the immigration of all Asiatic 
races, the same being highly antagonistic to the interest of all the white 
labor, and to the future welfare of the country. The passport system 
allowed to that race be abolished at once, as long as that is counte-
nanced and tolerated they will continue to come.76

In the mid-1880s, as confrontations between white business leaders in 
Honolulu and Mō‘ī (King) Kalākaua were coming to a head, a secret 
association known as the Hawaiian League was founded. Its members 
swore an oath, declaring, “I do solemnly promise upon my honor that 
I will keep secret the existence and purposes of this League to protect 



Figure 2.  Verso SRC of Joaquin da Souza, Interior Dept. 
Box 137, Hawai‘i State Archives
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the white community of this Kingdom.”77 The League drafted plans to 
oust the Native sovereign, or at least strip him of power. In the spring 
of 1887, the League gained control of the private militia known as 
the Honolulu Rifles, issuing a call for new members.78 Members of the 
Portuguese community volunteered in such numbers that an all-Por-
tuguese company was formed with the moniker “Company C. Hono-
lulu Rifles.” On July 6, 1887, a committee of thirteen leaders from 
the Hawaiian League, backed by the presence of the Honolulu Rifles, 
forced the Mō‘ī, at gunpoint, to sign a constitution that stripped many 
of the powers of the Sovereign and altered suffrage rights to favor the 
white community.

Six years later, when the Hawaiian League fulfilled their endur-
ing desire to seize power over the Hawaiian nation, the Portuguese 
once again played a critical role. In the precarious weeks and months 
that followed the January 17, 1893, coup, the Portuguese societies 
and associations in Honolulu became one of the most organized and 
prolific local voices of support for the provisional government and 
the idea of annexation of the Islands to the United States of America.

The first anniversary of the white-led oligarchy’s natal day in 
power, January 17, 1894, was declared a national holiday by the 
Provisional Government. The day was marked by a somewhat anx-
ious celebration. Weeks prior, the US Minister to Hawai‘i had deliv-
ered President Cleveland’s demand that the Provisional Govern-
ment step down, so Mō‘īwahine Lili‘uokalani could re-take power 
in the Islands. A prescient call of the American bluff—troops had 
not been authorized by the US President to enforce the policy—left 
the minority government in charge but facing a domestic major-
ity opposition, led by Kanaka ‘Ōiwi, that was organized and deter-
mined, along with a foreign foe that refused to offer the saving grace 
of annexation. The US Minister conspicuously ignored his invita-
tion to the January 17 celebration, and America’s war vessel in port, 
the USS Philadelphia, refused a normal request of the government 
for the ship to raise its flags in an honorary salute. Nonetheless, 
the show went on. Midday speeches declared the new republic a 
significant step forward, while the government paper, The Hawai-
ian Star, described a scene witnessed through the eyes of anxious, 
yet hopeful, insurgents: “Within the memory of the oldest inhabit-
ant there has been no more inspiring holiday that that of January 



96      the hawaiian journal of history

17th. The Provisional Government and the cause of annexation are 
the stronger for the way in which the people showed their aloha for 
the powers that be.”79 The Portuguese societies had volunteered to 
organize the evening celebrations and just prior to dusk hundreds 
of torch-bearing marchers began a procession through the street of 
downtown, led by the Portuguese Band. The Hawaiian Star reported 
that this “enthusiastic Portuguese contingent” carried banners aloft 
that read “America is Our Goal,” “Progresso, Uniao, Liberado,” “No 
Monarchy in Ours,” “P. G. and Portuguese,” and “Lily make Room 
for Your Anti.”80 The parade was trailed by a fireworks wagon that 
deposited a scattered pattern of brilliant lights in the evening sky.

In the weeks that followed, word leaked that the embattled Provi-
sional Government would seek to create a more permanent régime, 
and the Portuguese community was prepared to make sure they 
would be a part of the process. A February 19, 1894, mass meet-
ing called by the Portuguese Political League drew an estimated 500 
attendees to the Drill Shed in downtown Honolulu. League Presi-
dent J. M. Vivas referenced past conflicts among different factions of 
the Portuguese community and declared that, for this moment, all 
sides had sacrificed pride to carry out “what I have for such a long 
time been trying to accomplish—the unity of the Portuguese colony 
politically.”81 Vivas summarized for the gathered crowd the objective 
that had unified them—“support of the annexation cause and the 
Provisional Government” and a protest “against all Asiatic emigra-
tion.” After much applause, a resolution by the chair was introduced 
that read, in part:

Whereas,—The sentiment of the Portuguese colony is unanimous in 
favor of the annexation of Hawaii to the United States of America

Whereas,—The Provisional Government of the Hawaiian Islands was 
on the 17th day of January, 1893, created for the special purpose of 
attaining said annexation, and has not deviated from the proper course 
toward that end

Whereas—The Provisional Government has within its power sufficient 
authority to stop all Asiatic emigration, . . .

Resolved,—That the Portuguese colony will use all means within its 
power to support and defend the Provisional Government, not only 
for the particular purpose for which it was created, but also will follow 
in any political transfgormation which circumstances may demand.”82
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The memorial was delivered to the Executive and Advisory Councils 
of the Provisional Government on February 26, 1894, and published 
in the domestic English-, Portuguese-, and Hawaiian-language news-
papers. The significant and organized support by the Portuguese com-
munity was recognized by the oligarchy, and these, mostly foreign, res-
idents in Hawai‘i became the central target of the new Special Rights 
of Citizenship.83 The Republic scheduled SRC hearings on the planta-
tions themselves, where Portuguese could be easily enrolled—Asian 
plantation workers did not qualify to vote, and the lesser number of 
Kanaka ‘Ōiwi there had refused to register. On O‘ahu, SRC hearings 
were conducted at the ‘Ewa, Kahuku, Ko‘olauloa, and Waialua planta-
tions. On Maui, five times as many certificates were handed out at the 
Hāmākuapoko plantation site, compared to the heavily populated, 
and staunchly Royalist, former capital city of Lāhainā. As registrations 
mounted, the plan of the oligarchy took shape and The Hawaiian Star 
displayed a pragmatic optimism as the first election under the Repub-
lic approached, noting: “Annexation has gone thus far with the aid 
and support of the Portuguese colony without mishap.” The govern-
ment paper reassured its readers that “Portuguese and American vot-
ers are likely to control elections for the present . . . and have joined 
hands to consummate annexation to the United States in their own 
interest and in those of Hawaii.”84

The suffrage conundrum of 1894 was not the first time the white 
businessmen who headed up the current government had looked 
to using Portuguese enfranchisement to their advantage. Following 
the previous coup in 1887, significant numbers of Portuguese were 
enfranchised in the months following the enactment of the 1887 
Constitution. US Commissioner Blount’s report to US Secretary of 
State Walter Gresham explained:

These ignorant laborers were taken before the election from the cane 
fields in large numbers by the overseer before . . . carried to the polls 
and voted according to the will of the plantation manager. Why was this 
done? In the language of the Chief Justice Judd, “to balance the native 
vote with the Portuguese vote.” This same purpose is admitted by all 
persons here.85

In his testimony to Blount, Chief Justice Judd explained the motiva-
tion for the enfranchisement of non-citizen, European, foreign resi-
dents in 1887:
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[Blount]: And the men who were in favor of a republic were discon-
tented at the outcome?

[Judd]: They were, and they didn’t want the Hawaiians to vote at all; 
and the reason that the Portuguese were allowed to vote was to balance 
the native vote.

[Blount]: Whose idea was that? Was that the idea of the men who made 
the new constitution?

[ Judd]: Of the men who made the new constitution.

[Blount]: It was to balance the native vote with the Portuguese vote? 

[ Judd]: That was the idea.86

In its current manifestation, the enfranchisement of Portuguese took 
an additional step. The 1894 constitution had tightened require-
ments for voters by dropping the 1887 language “some European 
language” and requiring that eligible voters speak and write either 
English or Hawaiian—an ability that many Portuguese plantation 
workers lacked. In 1894, this necessitated adding wording to the suf-
frage laws specifying that the English or Hawaiian clause “shall not 
apply to those persons who shall obtain the certificate of service as 
provided for in Article 17 [Special Rights of Citizenship].

A Culture of Insecurity87

The conditions under which the Republic of Hawai‘i was created 
were both frenetic and distressing for the leaders of the minority oli-
garchy. Based on the assurances of a US Minister who had now been 
“defrocked” by his own Congress and supportive words from a Presi-
dent who was now out of office, they had led the overthrow of a law-
ful, sovereign government that held dozens of treaties with nations 
around the globe, including, most pertinently, the United States of 
America. The usurpers had committed treason, and in the uncertain 
year that followed, their risk-laden scheme had not gone as planned. 
Now, the nation that they had looked to as their savior and protector 
had not only turned its back on the idea of annexation but was insist-
ing on the restoration of the government they had toppled. Local 
opposition, led by Kanaka ‘Ōiwi but including foreign residents and 
Hawaiian Kingdom subjects of all ethnicities, comprised the great 
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majority of the Islands’ population, and the year-long call for peace, 
while the US righted the injustice issued by Her Majesty Queen 
Lili‘uokalani and the Kanaka ‘Ōiwi patriotic societies, was wearing 
thin. It was no secret that Hui Hawai‘i Aloha ‘Āina had been gath-
ering arms to be ready to take back the nation by force if needed, 
and rumors of filibusters arriving from Seattle or San Francisco were 
near constant. Tom Coffman notes in Nation Within that in March 
1894 Thurston had written to Dole, saying, “Until the principles of 
government under which we live are definitely established, we are in 
a state of warfare with them [the Hawaiians] . . .”88 If the Republic 
failed and the usurpers faced charges of treason, it had already been 
reported that the men would be sentenced to death, and, as citi-
zens who had taken an oath of allegiance to the fallen republic, they 
would not have their native consulates to call upon. Special Rights of 
Citizenship was the answer once again. In addition to being a tool to 
add selective residents to the voter rolls, SRC served the most central 
members of the oligarchy as a way to avoid significant commitment 
to the new republic and retain their native citizenship in the event 
things went wrong.

In a startling revelation afforded by research of the original SRC 
certificates, it was exposed that all seven foreign members of the Com-
mittee of Safety that had been at the center of the overthrow of the 
Hawaiian Kingdom and the construction of a “glorious new republic” 
chose to apply for SRC in the Republic of Hawai‘i rather than become 
citizens of the new nation they had formed. The other six members 
of the Committee were Hawaiian Kingdom subjects, and the choice 
had already been made for them; the 1894 Constitution declared that 
they were automatically citizens of the new government.

John Andrew McCandlass, a forty-one-year-old artisan from Penn-
sylvania, member of the Committee of Safety, and 13-year resident of 
the Hawaiian Islands, was issued SRC Certificate No. 1 for the island 
of O‘ahu on the opening day of hearings, July 20, 1894. Henry Ernest 
Cooper, Chair of the Committee of Safety and a lawyer from San 
Diego, California—the man who read the proclamation declaring the 
Hawaiian monarchy abrogated from the courthouse steps on January 
17, 1893—was close behind, being issued SRC Certificate No. 32 on 
the following day. Both Andrew Brown, a British subject from Scot-
land, and John Emmeluth, an American citizen, received their certifi-



Figure 3.  SRC Certificate of Henry E. Cooper, Chairman, Committee of Safety. Inte-
rior Dept. Box 137, Hawai‘i State Archives
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cates the opening week of hearings. The other three foreign members 
of the Committee of Safety—German subject Edward Suhr, along with 
American citizens T. F. Lansing and F. W. McChesney—received their 
Certificates of SRC in August and October. None of these men who 
had worked to end the Hawaiian monarchy chose to join the subse-
quent nation they had built.

A Transparent Facade

The precise manipulation of suffrage laws by the men of the Provi-
sional Government had successfully allowed for the perpetuation 
of the oligarchy but had been an abject failure as a central tool in 
the plan to present the appearance of representative government to 
the world. Returning briefly to the conditions that had spurred the 
creation of Article 17 of the July 1894 constitution, we note an elec-
tion under the Provisional Government for delegates to a constitu-
tional convention in which approximately 4% of the population was 
involved and only 1,455 votes are cast on the main island of O‘ahu. 
Following the addition of 1,370 foreign residents of O‘ahu to the 
voting rolls through Special Rights of Citizenship, the voting on that 
island in the first election under the Republic—Fall 1894—actually 
dipped slightly, to 1425 votes cast, and the number of total votes cast 
throughout the archipelago fell significantly to a mere 2,693 or 2.6% 
of the nation’s population.89 The Hawaiian Gazette noted, “For the first 
time the saloons were allowed to remain open. Indeed, there was no 
necessity for closing them; being no independent or rival candidates 
there was no chance for an argument.”90 Though differing factions 
of those who supported the government existed and were battling 
for power, only one candidate across the entire ballot was not from 
the American Union Party. Even government supporters were turned 
off. The subsequent Republic of Hawai‘i election, in October 1897, 
was an even more severe embarrassment. This election to choose 
delegates to the legislature drew an astonishing total of 283 votes in 
the capital city of Honolulu and a total of 449 votes across the entire 
island—1.1% of the population. Across the nation, a total of 1,917 
votes were cast among a population of approx. 110,000—1.7% of 
Hawai‘i’s population.91
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Conclusion

Section 2 Act 17 of the 1894 Constitution of the Republic of Hawai‘i—
Special Rights of Citizenship—was a legal procedure through which 
the minority, white-led government perpetuated oligarchic rule while 
concomitantly trying to appear more representative to an interna-
tional audience. Precluded from retaining power while offering dem-
ocratic representation in the Islands, the oligarchy looked to SRC to 
provide an answer to this dilemma of democracy by increasing voter 
participation without enfranchising political opponents. While the 
granting of SRC did add more than 3,000 allegiant voters to the rolls, 
voter participation actually fell as single-party elections and blatant 
disenfranchisement of all opposition left even the limited number of 
registered voters aware of their impotence relative to shaping the gov-
ernment. The Republic of Hawai‘i was created as a farce and remained 
so. After refusing to follow through with the restoration of the monar-
chy—something President Cleveland declared “a due regard for our 
national character”—the white-led, minority oligarchy in the Hawai-
ian Islands continued on as a black eye on the record of American 
foreign policy until 1898, when the pragmatic demands of winning a 
war in the South Pacific overcame significant US anti-imperialist and 
racist opposition to annexation, and America seized the Islands.

Epilogue: A Legacy of Confusion

The fabrication of Special Rights of Citizenship by the Republic of 
Hawai‘i at the close of the nineteenth century was an extraordinary 
legal maneuver that not only confounded many at the time but also 
engendered problematic misunderstandings around issues of national-
ity that surfaced nearly a half-century later. A processing note within the 
SRC collection at the Hawai‘i State Archives records one of the more 
acute problems made manifest by the intersection of the Republic of 
Hawai‘i’s awarding of Special Rights of Citizenship and later US law.92

On June 22, 1940, Public Law 76-670, the Alien Registration Act, 
was passed by the US Congress and sent to President Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt, who signed the federal statute into law on June 28.93 The new 
law was drafted amidst growing fears within the United States over the 
ongoing war in Europe and passed by the US legislature on the day 
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of the surrender of France to German troops. The purpose of the act 
was “to prohibit certain subversive activities, to amend certain provi-
sions of law with respect to the admission and deportation of aliens, 
[and] to require the fingerprinting and registration of aliens.”94 The 
idea was to root out the supposedly growing number of foreign com-
munists, fascists, and other “enemies of the United States” that were 
living within its borders.95

The Alien Registration Act of 1940 mandated that within thirty 
days all resident aliens in the United States be fingerprinted, declare 
under oath the date and place of their entry into the United States, list 
activities in which they have been and intend to be engaged, declare 
the length of time they expect to remain in the United States, and 
report any criminal record that they hold. Resident aliens were also 
to include information on their race, employer’s name and address, 
relatives in the United States, organization memberships, applications 
for citizenship, and military service record for the US or any other 
country, as well as offer revelation of such additional matters as may 
be prescribed by the Commissioner of Immigration and Naturaliza-
tion, with the approval of the Attorney General. Panicked registra-
tions began at more than 45,000 post offices across the United States. 
Any resident alien who was not registered by the 30-day deadline was 
subject to penalties set out under the act. The newly created Alien 
Registration Division of the Immigration and Naturalization Service 
(INS) estimated that they would register between three and three 
and a half million people. In this chaotic atmosphere, anxiety spread 
throughout communities as neighbor whispered about neighbor, and 
those citizens with foreign backgrounds rushed to prove that they 
were indeed American. The INS issued a call for calm but speedy reg-
istration: 

The Immigration and Naturalization Service asks for the cooperation of 
all citizens in carrying out the Alien Registration program in a friendly 
manner so that our large foreign population is not antagonized. Citi-
zens may be of great help to their non-citizen neighbors or relatives by 
explaining to those who do not speak English well what the registration 
is, where aliens go to register, and what information they must give.96

In Hawai‘i, with its majority non-white population and relatively large 
portion of residents not born in the US—which included anyone 
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born in Hawai‘i prior to 1898—the situation was acute. A large num-
ber of reference requests came to the Territorial Archives of Hawai‘i 
seeking copies of individual citizenship papers. The aforementioned 
processing note, dated May 1940 and written by Territorial Archi-
vist Maude Jones, explains that, in some of the cases, the requests 
for proof of citizenship were being made by people who had been 
issued “Certificates of Special Rights of Citizenship” by the Republic 
of Hawai‘i in 1894. The confusion was understandable: Article 4 of 
the Hawai‘i Organic Act that created the Territory of Hawai‘i in 1900 
declared that “all persons who were citizens of the Republic of Hawaii 
on August twelfth, eighteen hundred and ninety-eight, are hereby 
declared to be citizens of the United States and citizens of the Ter-
ritory of Hawaii.”97 The problem for the SRC conferees now looking 
for their “citizenship papers” was that the Republic’s SRC had not 
conferred citizenship but only particular rights of such. The holders 
of SRC, some unknowingly, remained foreign residents in the Repub-
lic of Hawai‘i and subsequently the Territory of Hawai‘i and United 
States of America. The matter had now become a critical one, as Jones 
explains in her note: 

A number of aliens who received these Special Rights of Citizenship are 
alive today and still believe themselves to be naturalized subjects of the 
United States of America. This is especially true of the Portuguese who 
arrived here during the monarchy, bringing large families with them. 
Some of these foreign-born children, now grown, claim citizenship 
on their fathers’ Certificates of Special Rights of Citizenship. These 
men believed that they were citizens of the Republic of Hawaii and, 
by the provisions of the Organic Act, automatically became citizens of 
the United States of America. To many who received these certificates 
no explanation was given as to Section 5 [dealing with naturalization]. 
They were simply told that they were to vote at the coming election. 
These men considered themselves naturalized subjects of the Republic 
of Hawaii. This was a false impression for which they are not to blame.98

After four decades of living with the belief that they were United 
States citizens, these people discovered that they were actually resi-
dent aliens in a country headed to war. Court cases followed, but the 
written documentation was clear; those issued Certificates of Special 
Rights of Citizenship in the Republic of Hawai‘i were not citizens of 
the nation and had not become citizens of the United States with the 
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creation of the Territory of Hawai‘i in 1900.99 The US Supreme Court 
reiterated the conclusion in United States v. Rodiek, 315 U. S. 783, 
which affirmed an earlier 2nd Circuit Court of Appeals decision by 
holding that “under the Constitution and Laws of the Republic of 
Hawaii the possession of a Certificate of Special Rights of Citizenship 
did not of itself make the possessor a naturalized citizen.”100
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