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A RECENT CHAPTER IN THE STORY 

OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE IN HAWAII 

Elizabeth Carr 

I 

Although the English language first arrived in Hawaii in the British 
accents of Captain Cook and his men in 1778, there was no real teaching of 
the language until after the arrival of the American missionaries in 1820. 

During their first year in the Islands the missionary teachers taught English 
with such zeal that more than 200 Hawaiians are said to have learned to 
Speak it to some degree. A few became very good at it and acted as inter- 
preters. Thus the Hawaiians actually had a “head-start’’ of a half-century 
over the other peoples who later undertook the difficult problem of mastering 
English. During that half-century, before the arrival of the next major 
language-group, the situation linguistically speaking must have been com- 
paratively simple in the Islands, with Hawaiian and English as the two 
dominant languages. The speech of the missionary teachers (the Eastern 
American variety of English) served as a model for the imitation of their 
charges, and the patience of the teachers in trying to teach the language 
well was admirable. 

The situation, in regard to language-learning, was entirely different 
after the influx of plantation laborers began. It is well known that be- 
tween 1876 and 1907 other foreign languages arrived in Hawaii, on the 
tongues of workers brought to Hawaii for the commercial development of 
the plantations. The arrival of these languages--Chinese, Portuguese, 
Japanese, Puerto Rican, Spanish, and Korean, along with two dialects of 
the Philippine languages--upset the progress of the standard form of the 
English language here. There were at least two reasons for this: First, 
the languages arriving like tidal waves were in striking contrast, in 
structure, to the English language, only two of them being of the Indo- 
European family of tongues. The languages set down so close to each other 
in the limited area of Hawaii represented a number of widely different 
language-stocks. Besides the Indo-European Portuguese and Spanish, there 
were Ilocano and Tagalog, representing the Malayo-Polynesian family. 
(Hawaiian too is a branch of this family.) Several families of Asian 
languages were represented, for, in spite of popular belief to the contrary, 
Japanese, Chinese, and Korean belong to different language-groups. The 
wide variety in language-structure alone presented a hazard to the learning 
of English, since the structure of the learner’s own language influences 
his learning of any subsequent one. 

Another reason the laborers had difficulty in learning English was 
that their teachers were far different from the missionary teachers. 
The language-pattern for the laborers was set by plantation foremen 
whose main objective was the most rapid and simple communication 
possible. Teaching standard English was the thing farthest from their 
minds. A deliberately cut-down and telegraphic form of English 
was used as the quickest method of getting the men to know what to do. 
This, soon known as ‘‘pidgin English’? because of its similarity to 
the “‘pidgin’’ or ‘‘business English”? of the China ports, was taken home 
and passed on to wives and children by the laborers. This pattern, once 

34. 



set and self-propagating, caused years and years of exasperation to later 
teachers of standard English. 

In the public schools the teachers found this persistent ‘‘pidgin’’ 

pattern of speech to be a thing almost too strong to cope with. It 

interfered constantly with the lessons in grammar and usage they were 

trying to instill. Any linguist will tell you (especially if he is a polyglot 

himself) that the closer two language-forms are to each other, the more 

difficult they are to keep apart. ‘‘Pidgin’’ and standard are relatively close 

to each other (at least from the linguist’s point of view) and hence they 

interfere with each other constantly. Had modern methods of language 

instruction been known during the early years of the public schools in 
Hawaii, supervisors might have helped the teachers to work out the critical 

points of difference between the two forms--phonetically, grammatically, 

idiomatically, and rhythmically--treating the ‘‘pidgin’’ as a language-in- 

itself with scientific objectiveness. The change-over to standard forms 

might have been much more efficient and much more rapid had this been 

done. 

Unfortunately, this is not what happened. For some reason--probably 

that language is close to personality and personality is close to racial 

tensions--an emotionalism crept into language teaching that has at times 

flared up to the heat of hatred. It is still evident to this day. The sub- 
ject of “‘pidgin’? is almost always good for a heated argument whether 

it comes up at a PTA meeting or in the columns of the local papers. Since 

the teaching of English was hard-going, school teachers often fell into the 
habit of scolding and shaming the children for their ‘‘pidgin’’ expressions, 

threatening them with failure in school if they did not ‘“‘begin speaking good 

English at once and speak it all the time.’’ Since the difference between 

‘good English’? and ‘‘pidgin’’ involves innumerable tiny points that must 

be taught (and learned) patiently over a period of years, many of the 
children were frustrated by this angry frontal attack of the teachers and 
other onlookers and they reacted by (1) silence and fear; (2) a furtive 
allegiance to the ‘pidgin’? and a hatred for ‘‘haole-kind talk;’’ or (3) 

some combination of these two. 
II 

From a scientific point of view, it is a pity that the study of language 
in Hawaii should have become mixed up with sharp emotional over-tones. 

The result has been that few research studies have been made in a field 
which is rich for study. Descriptive studies of what the dialect actually 
is are almost non-existent. A few good sociological studies have been 
made, particularly by Reinecke in the 1930’s, (Reinecke, ‘‘Pidgin English ’’), 

but descriptive linguistic studies are only now beginning to be made. The 

unfortunate thing is that we cannot go back and fill in the unrecorded stages 

of languages development. It may, even now, be impossible to write in 

the missing segments. It has become a task requiring time, money, and 
perseverance to make tape recordings of anything even resembling the 

old plantation ‘‘pidgin,’’ unless it be done from plays in which bilinguals 

imitate the old speech as they imagine it must have sounded. When I 
have heard of old-timers who might possibly be persuaded to have tape- 

recordings made, it has often turned out that they have improved their 
speech and will present a polished-up version for the tape-~recorder, or 

they are too old and ill to record, or they are much too thoroughly em- 

barrassed because of the criticism that has been heaped upon the heads 

of ‘“‘pidgin’’? speakers to be willing to take a chance on putting their accents 

into permanent form. Thus, while physical scientists have been in- 

dustriously studying the phenomena in Hawaii for years, describing care- 

fully every minutest bit of plant or animal life in the Islands, the linguists 
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