
The Debate over Hawaii 
 
1. “We do not want one of the great European powers to seize Hawaii and 
occupy it as a naval station or exclude us from the trade we now have.  But 
otherwise it would be very much to our advantage to have the Hawaiian 
people be independent of us.  In trade, annexation would not give us anything 
we do not already have.  Politically, annexation would bring with it new 
problems of difference in race and conditions.  Even more important, Hawaii 
would be our one weak point, open to attack by an enemy’s navy in case of 
war.  We would need a much larger navy and would spend great sums of 
money fortifying the islands.  And we would have to be prepared to send a 
large force of soldiers to Honolulu.” 
--Editorial from the Boston Herald, Jan. 30, 1893 
 
2. “Because of their location, the Hawaiian Islands have a powerful influence 
on the commercial and military control of the Pacific.  The United States 
would be at an immense disadvantage if any enemy held Hawaii as a refueling 
station within 2,500 miles of every point of our Pacific coastline.  But 
without Hawaii an enemy’s refueling stations would be 3,500 to 8,000 miles 
from our coast, a distance long enough to make an attack against the US 
almost impossible.  The annexation of Hawaii would also be a sign that our 
nation has awakened to the necessity of carrying its life beyond its borders.  
The great blessings of our economy are not to be forced upon the unwilling.  
But that does not deny the right or wisdom of gathering in those who wish to 
come.  Let us learn from Great Britain’s experience in becoming the great 
sea power it is today.  Great Britain took its opportunities step by step and 
spread the English language and English institutions throughout the world.  
How much poorer would the world have been if the British had listened to 
the kind of cautious advice that now tells us to reject every step beyond our 
shores!  Let us start with a basic truth.  Control of the seas is of chief 
importance to the power and prosperity of a nation.  Therefore, we must 
acquire those positions that would contribute to our control of the seas, 
when we can do so in a just manner.” 
--Alfred T. Mahan, March 1893 
 
3. “Those in favor of annexing Hawaii say that if we do not take it some 
other nation will - and that, having refused it, we cannot object.  This is 
absurd.  If we turned down the chance to annex Hawaii, we would show that 



we have all the more the moral right to object to a takeover by any other 
nation.  We are told that unless we take charge of Hawaii, it will be badly 
governed and get into trouble.  But the US cannot take charge of all nations 
that are badly governed.  We are told that the Hawaiian people wish to join 
us.  But it is our duty to decide according to the best interests of the 
United States.  We are told that we need fueling stations for our navy.  But 
we can secure them by making agreements with other nations.  We do not 
need to own the nations where our fueling stations are located.  The fate of 
the American people is in their own wisdom and will.  If they develop the land 
they now have, their “manifest destiny” will be to preserve the great 
advantages they now enjoy.  And they will grow in freedom, prosperity and 
power.  But consider the fate of the American people if they begin a career 
of careless expansion. --Carl Schurz, Oct. 1893 
 
 
 


