
How Many Letters Are In The Hawaiian
Language

How many letters are in the Hawaiian language? Understanding the Hawaiian language is a journey
into a rich cultural heritage, characterized by its unique sounds, grammar, and vocabulary. The
Hawaiian language, or ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, has a distinct alphabet that is both simple and complex, which
can be a point of fascination for linguists and language enthusiasts alike. In this article, we will
explore the structure of the Hawaiian language, its alphabet, pronunciation, and historical context,
as well as how it compares with other languages in terms of its letter count.

The Hawaiian Alphabet

The Hawaiian language consists of a small yet unique set of letters that form its alphabet. The
Hawaiian alphabet comprises 13 letters:

1. 5 vowels: A, E, I, O, U
2. 8 consonants: H, K, L, M, N, P, W, and the glottal stop represented by an ʻokina (ʻ)

The simplicity of the Hawaiian alphabet is one of its most distinguishing features. While many
languages have significantly larger alphabets, Hawaiian maintains a focus on a limited set of sounds,
making it easier for learners to grasp.

The Vowels

The five vowels in the Hawaiian language have both short and long pronunciations. The long vowels
are indicated by a macron (ā, ē, ī, ō, ū). Here’s a breakdown of the vowels:

- A: Pronounced as in "father."
- E: Pronounced as in "they."



- I: Pronounced as in "machine."
- O: Pronounced as in "go."
- U: Pronounced as in "moon."

Each vowel sound can dramatically change the meaning of a word, so proper pronunciation is
essential for clear communication.

The Consonants

The Hawaiian consonants are relatively few in number but play a critical role in word formation.
Here’s a brief description of each consonant:

- H: Similar to the English "h" in "hat."
- K: Similar to the English "k" in "kite."
- L: Similar to the English "l" in "love."
- M: Similar to the English "m" in "mother."
- N: Similar to the English "n" in "night."
- P: Similar to the English "p" in "pen."
- W: Similar to the English "w" in "water." It can also sound like a "v" when paired with certain
vowels.
- ʻOkina (ʻ): This is a glottal stop, a brief pause that is significant in distinguishing word meanings.

The Importance of the ʻOkina

The glottal stop, represented by the ʻokina, is more than just a letter; it is a crucial phonetic element
in the Hawaiian language. Its usage can completely alter the meaning of a word. For example:

- Kahi (one) vs. Kaʻi (to lead)
- Pū (to blow) vs. Pūʻā (a type of fish)

The presence of the ʻokina signifies a break in sound that must be articulated, making it an integral
part of Hawaiian pronunciation and meaning.

Historical Context of the Hawaiian Language

The Hawaiian language has a rich history that reflects the culture and traditions of the Hawaiian
people. It is believed that Polynesians settled in Hawaii around 1,500 years ago, bringing their
language and customs with them. The language developed over centuries and became an essential
part of Hawaiian identity.

Colonization and Language Suppression

With the arrival of European explorers and missionaries in the late 18th and early 19th centuries,



the Hawaiian language faced significant challenges. The establishment of English as the dominant
language in schools and government led to a decline in the use of Hawaiian. By the 20th century, the
language was at risk of extinction, with very few speakers remaining.

The Hawaiian Renaissance

In the 1970s, a movement known as the Hawaiian Renaissance began, aiming to revive and promote
the use of the Hawaiian language. This movement led to the establishment of Hawaiian language
immersion schools, the creation of Hawaiian language media, and increased interest in cultural
practices. Today, the Hawaiian language is experiencing a resurgence, with many new learners and
a growing number of speakers.

Comparison with Other Languages

When comparing the Hawaiian alphabet with other languages, it becomes evident that Hawaiian's
13 letters are significantly fewer than many other languages. For example:

- English has 26 letters.
- Spanish has 27 letters (including the letter 'ñ').
- Russian has 33 letters in the Cyrillic alphabet.
- Arabic has 28 letters.
- Chinese, while not an alphabetic language, has thousands of characters.

The simplicity of the Hawaiian alphabet is often a point of curiosity. It allows for a more
straightforward phonetic approach to spelling and pronunciation.

Common Misconceptions

There are several misconceptions about the Hawaiian language that should be addressed:

1. Hawaiian is Just a Dialect: Many people mistakenly believe that Hawaiian is merely a dialect of
English or another language. In reality, it is a distinct language with its own grammar, vocabulary,
and phonetic rules.

2. Hawaiian is Dying: While Hawaiian faced significant challenges in the 20th century, it is currently
experiencing a revival. Increased awareness and education efforts have led to a growing number of
speakers.

3. All Hawaiian Words Have Long Vowels: While Hawaiian does have long vowels, not every word
contains them. Understanding the context and pronunciation is essential.



Hawaiian Language Learning Resources

For those interested in learning Hawaiian, various resources are available:

- Language Classes: Many universities and community colleges offer Hawaiian language courses.
- Online Courses: Websites and mobile apps provide structured lessons for learning Hawaiian.
- Books: There are several textbooks and reference materials available that cover Hawaiian grammar
and vocabulary.
- Cultural Immersion: Engaging with native speakers and participating in cultural events can
enhance your understanding of the language.

Conclusion

In summary, the Hawaiian language comprises 13 letters, including 5 vowels and 8 consonants,
along with the important glottal stop represented by the ʻokina. Understanding the structure and
significance of these letters is crucial for anyone interested in the language. The historical context of
Hawaiian, coupled with its current revival, showcases the resilience of a culture that values its
linguistic heritage. As Hawaiian continues to flourish, it serves as a testament to the strength and
spirit of the Hawaiian people. Whether you are a student, a traveler, or simply curious about this
beautiful language, embracing Hawaiian offers a unique window into the islands' rich culture.

Frequently Asked Questions

How many letters are in the Hawaiian alphabet?
The Hawaiian alphabet consists of 13 letters.

What are the letters of the Hawaiian alphabet?
The letters are A, E, I, O, U, H, K, L, M, N, P, W, and the ʻokina (glottal stop).

Is there a difference between the Hawaiian alphabet and the
English alphabet?
Yes, the Hawaiian alphabet has fewer letters than the English alphabet, which has 26 letters.

What is the role of the ʻokina in the Hawaiian language?
The ʻokina represents a glottal stop and is considered a letter in the Hawaiian alphabet.

Are there any diacritical marks in the Hawaiian language?
Yes, the kahakō (macron) is used to indicate a long vowel sound.



How does the Hawaiian language use vowels compared to
consonants?
In Hawaiian, vowels are more prominent, making up about 70% of the language's letters.

Why is it important to understand the Hawaiian alphabet?
Understanding the Hawaiian alphabet is crucial for correct pronunciation and comprehension of the
language.
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Discover how many letters are in the Hawaiian language and explore its unique alphabet. Learn
more about this beautiful language and its cultural significance!
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