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of texts often overlooked in the study 
of Pacific or Māori literature—serves 
as both a valuable resource and an 
invitation to engage in further research 
and study. With its thoughtful cultural 
analysis and its acute theorization of 
the way that concepts of indigene-
ity, migration, and nation circulate 
throughout the region, Once Were 
Pacific makes a welcome and much-
needed contribution to the fields of 
Māori, Pacific, and indigenous literary 
studies.

erin suzuki 
Emory University

* * *

Ua Mau Ke Ea, Sovereignty Endures: 
An Overview of the Political and 
Legal History of the Hawaiian Islands, 
by David Keanu Sai. Honolulu:  
Pū‘ā Foundation, 2011. isbn 978-
1-4507-8237-1; 156 pages, photo-
graphs, notes, glossary, references, 
index. Paper, us$35.00.

David Keanu Sai’s recent Ua Mau Ke 
Ea: Sovereignty Endures argues that 
the United States has been illegally 
occupying Hawai‘i since 1898. Sai 
contends that, though the United 
States has treated Hawai‘i as the 
fiftieth state, the Hawaiian Islands, 
having been recognized as an inde-
pendent state in 1843 by Britain and 
France and by a host of other coun-
tries thereafter, never had a ratified 
treaty merging this island nation with 
the United States. The first text for 
high school and college students to 
address Hawai‘i’s legal status under 
US occupation, Ua Mau Ke Ea, with 
its accompanying cd of documents 
and a documentary directed by Kau‘i 

Sai-Dudoit, offers a trove of informa-
tion regarding the US occupation of 
Hawai‘i and asks students to reexam-
ine the colonization rubric as it has 
been applied to Hawai‘i, affirming 
that despite the United States’ illegal 
occupation, Hawai‘i’s sovereignty 
endures.

With an implicit awareness that 
young minds are key to ending the US 
occupation, Sai’s work demonstrates 
how Hawaiian history has shifted 
in recent years toward more precise 
discourse on the US occupation. In the 
past decade, the discourse has evolved 
from Noenoe Silva’s Aloha Betrayed 
(2004), which described Hawai‘i as 
a “(neo) colonial state” under “con-
tinued occupation . . . by the United 
States” (2004, 9), to Tom Coffman’s 
revised edition of Nation Within: The 
History of the American Occupation 
of Hawai‘i (2009), which acknowl-
edged “a growing body of historical 
work by a new generation of Native 
Hawaiian scholars” writing about the 
US occupation of Hawai‘i (2009, xvi). 
Sai is the latest in this academic and 
popular trend, one of the emerging 
Native Hawaiian voices contributing 
to this shift from “colonization” and 
“annexation” to “occupation” as the 
legal and political term to describe 
Hawai‘i.

Sai distinguishes colonization from 
occupation under international law, 
noting, “Colonization/decolonization 
is a matter that concerns the inter-
nal laws of the colonizing State and 
presumes the colony is not sovereign, 
while occupation/de-occupation is 
a matter of international law relat-
ing to already existing sovereign 
States” (115). Although Hawai‘i has 
been occupied for over a century, Sai 
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contends that the United States has 
treated these islands as colonized ter-
ritory and that this “colonial treat-
ment is evidence of the violation” of 
international law (117).

While Sai’s discussion of coloniza-
tion and occupation is significant, 
Ua Mau Ke Ea centers on the United 
States’ actions toward the Hawaiian 
Islands in the 1890s. Unfortunately, 
Sai’s argument, with its focus on the 
Lili‘uokalani Assignment and the 
Agreement of Restitution, ventures 
into legal theory that contradicts some 
aspects of the book’s overarching 
claims about the United States’ illegal 
occupation.

Written under duress, the 
Lili‘uokalani Assignment was signed 
on 17 January 1893, hours after a 
band of conspirators had declared 
themselves the Provisional Govern-
ment, and one day after 162 US sailors 
disembarked from the uss Boston 
and occupied Honolulu, Hawai‘i’s 
capital. In this assignment, Queen 
Lili‘uokalani wrote, “to avoid col-
lision of armed forces, and perhaps 
loss of life, I do this under protest, 
and impelled by said force, yield 
my authority until such time as the 
Government of the United States shall, 
upon the facts being presented to it, 
undo the action of its representatives 
and reinstate me in the authority 
which I claim as the constitutional 
sovereign of the Hawaiian islands” 
(73–74). Because this document 
yielded authority to the US govern-
ment, Sai describes this as an assign-
ment of executive power.

The second part of Sai’s argument 
about Hawai‘i’s enduring sovereignty 
rests in his contention that the 18 
December 1893 Agreement of Res-

titution, which held the weight of a 
treaty, was never fully enacted. Sai 
notes, “The Queen’s declaration 
represented the final act of negotiation 
and settlement of the 16 January 1893 
dispute that arose between the United 
States and the Hawaiian Kingdom. 
All that remained for the President, 
as the assignee of executive power, 
was to administer Hawaiian Kingdom 
law, restore the Hawaiian Kingdom 
government and return the power to 
the Queen, whereupon the Queen was 
to grant amnesty, after the criminal 
convictions of the insurgents, and 
assume administrative obligations of 
the provisional government” (80).

Since the United States never 
restored Queen Lili‘uokalani to 
power, since the Provisional Govern-
ment (renaming itself the Republic 
of Hawai‘i) remained in control of 
Hawai‘i’s government, and since the 
United States again occupied Hawai‘i 
in 1898, Sai asserts that the US gov-
ernment has retained the executive 
authority over the Hawaiian Islands 
established by the Lili‘uokalani 
Assignment and maintained by the 
Agreement of Restitution (90–91). For 
Sai, the historical failure to implement 
the Agreement of Restitution cre-
ated an unfulfilled contract between 
the Hawaiian Kingdom and the US 
government. Ironically, Sai’s argu-
ment that the US government has 
retained the executive authority of the 
Hawaiian Kingdom also implies that 
President Barack Obama is now the 
de facto head of state for the Hawai-
ian Islands. Yet, Hawai‘i cannot be 
illegally occupied if the US president 
is the Hawaiian Kingdom’s head of 
state. It appears that Sai’s argument 
regarding the Lili‘uokalani Assign-



212 the contemporary pacific • 25:1 (2013)

Polynesians in America: PreColum
bian Contacts with the New World, 
edited by Terry L Jones, Alice A 
 Storey, Elizabeth A Matisoo-Smith, 
and José-Miguel Ramírez-Aliaga. 
 Lanham, md: AltaMira Press, 2011. 
isbn cloth 978-0-7591-2004-4, 
isbn eBook 978-0-7591-2006-8; 
xix + 359 pages, illustrations, maps, 
notes, bibliography, index. Cloth, 
us$90.00; eBook, us$89.99.

Polynesians in America reopens the 
case for pre-Columbian landfalls along 
the Pacific coasts of North and South 
America by bringing together new lin-
guistic, biological, material, nautical, 
and physical anthropological evidence 
produced during the past decade. The 
purpose of the assembled authors is 
to establish conclusively, through a set 
of mutually reinforcing analyses, that 
Polynesian contacts took place with 
at least three societies of the Ameri-
can Pacific, namely the Mapuche of 
Southern Chile, the coastal peoples of 
the Gulf of Guyaquil in Ecuador, and 
the Chumash/Gabrielino of the Santa 
 Barbara Channel in Southern Califor-
nia. The result is a largely convinc-
ing set of interleaving case studies 
whose collective persuasiveness speaks 
to the rigor with which the editors 
approached their task.

Most of the fourteen chapters that 
make up the book are assembled from 
papers presented during the 2010 
meeting of the Society for Ameri-
can Archaeology. However, the final 
product is more than just a hasty 
compilation. It is clear that the editors 
realized that they would need to make 
a considerable effort to rise above the 
troubled history of the debate regard-
ing transoceanic contacts. Accord-

ment and Agreement of Restoration 
unintentionally undermines the basic 
claim about the illegality of the US 
 occupation.

Ultimately, while Sai distinguishes 
colonization from occupation, his 
main premise—that under US occupa-
tion Hawai‘i’s sovereignty endures—
suffers from his theory regarding the 
interplay between the Lili‘uokalani 
Assignment and the Agreement of 
Restitution. Still, the benefits of Ua 
Mau Ke Ea outweigh the costs of 
not having instructional materials on 
Hawai‘i’s status under US occupation 
available to secondary students and to 
a broader public hoping to remedy the 
disparities in Hawai‘i caused by over 
a hundred years of occupation. Sai 
reminds readers, perhaps more than 
intended, that an inadvertent inter-
pretation of international law may 
have dramatic consequences. Though 
Hawai‘i remains under US occupa-
tion, Ua Mau Ke Ea demonstrates not 
only the importance of international 
law in contesting examples of domina-
tion in the Pacific but also the need 
to acknowledge missteps as part of 
the process toward independence. 
In teaching this text, instructors and 
students would be wise to heed the 
advice from Ua Mau Ke Ea, the docu-
mentary: Question everything, trust 
nothing.

kūhiō vogeler 
University of Hawai‘i

* * *


