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In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, throughout the Pacific Rim, European and American colonizers reorganized traditional indigenous systems of property rights in land, to make them look more like European property systems.  From New Zealand to the western United States, and at many points between, European and American governments converted indigenous oral usufructuary property arrangements into written documents allocating zones of land.  These schemes were disastrous for the indigenous people involved.


It comes as a bit of a jolt, then, to recall that the very first of these schemes took place in the independent Kingdom of Hawaii.  The Māhele (or Division) of 1845-1855 dismantled much of the traditional Hawaiian system of property rights and replaced it with the Anglo-American system of alienable fee simple titles.  Why did the Hawaiians do this to themselves?  What did they hope to gain?  And what did they actually gain?


I argue, in contrast to previous scholarship on the Māhele, that it represented a sophisticated response on the part of the Hawaiian elite to the prospect that Hawaii would soon be colonized.  The object of the Māhele was to ensure that in the event of annexation, Kamehameha III and other powerful Hawaiians would not be dispossessed of their landholdings.  The strategy was to convert those landholdings into a legal form that would be recognized by an incoming colonial government -- whether American, British, or French -- as private property.


Did it work?  Yes and no.  When annexation finally came, a half century later, some Hawaiian families still possessed enormous estates, and they kept them.  By then, however, much of the best land had been sold off to white settlers.  The largest Hawaiian landholder at annexation, meanwhile, was Queen Liliuokalani, and while her land was expropriated by the United States upon annexation, that was only because of the Hawaiian government's partial reversal of the Māhele in the 1860s.
