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What language do Hawaiians speak is a fascinating question that delves into the rich
cultural heritage of the Hawaiian Islands. The linguistic landscape of Hawaii is unique,
embodying a blend of native Hawaiian language and English, along with influences from
other languages brought by diverse immigrant communities. This article explores the
history, structure, and current status of the languages spoken in Hawaii, highlighting their
significance in the lives of the Hawaiian people.

Historical Background of Hawaiian Language

The Hawaiian language, known as ‘Olelo Hawai‘i, is part of the Austronesian language
family. It is closely related to other Polynesian languages, such as those spoken in Tahiti
and New Zealand. The history of the Hawaiian language can be divided into several key
periods:

1. Pre-European Contact

Before the arrival of European explorers in the late 18th century, the Hawaiian language
was the primary means of communication among the islands' inhabitants. Oral traditions,
chants, and storytelling were vital for passing down knowledge, history, and cultural values.
The language was highly developed, with a rich vocabulary and complex grammatical
structures.

2. European Contact and Missionary Influence

In 1778, Captain James Cook's arrival marked the beginning of significant European
influence in Hawaii. Missionaries from the United States arrived in the early 19th century,



introducing a written form of the Hawaiian language. They created an alphabet based on
the Latin script, which included:

-5 vowels: a, e, i,0,u
- 8 consonants: h, k, I, m, n, p, w, and the ‘okina (a glottal stop)

The missionaries played a crucial role in promoting literacy in Hawaiian, leading to the
publication of books, newspapers, and religious texts.

3. Decline and Revitalization

Despite its initial growth, the Hawaiian language began to decline in the late 19th century
due to political changes, including the overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy in 1893 and the
annexation of Hawaii by the United States in 1898. English became the dominant language
in education, government, and daily life, leading to a significant reduction in native
speakers.

However, a revitalization movement began in the 1970s, as Hawaiians sought to reclaim
their cultural identity. Efforts included:

- Establishing Hawaiian language immersion schools
- Creating resources for learning and teaching Hawaiian
- Promoting the use of Hawaiian in public life

Today, the Hawaiian language is experiencing a resurgence, with a growing number of
speakers and educational programs available.

The Role of English in Hawaii

English is the most widely spoken language in Hawaii, primarily due to the islands' political
and economic connections with the United States. It serves as the primary language of
government, business, and media. However, the form of English spoken in Hawaii is unique,
influenced by the diverse ethnic backgrounds of its residents.

1. Hawaiian Pidgin English

One notable variant is Hawaiian Pidgin English, also known simply as Pidgin. This creole
language emerged in the plantation era when workers from various ethnic backgrounds,
including Japanese, Chinese, Portuguese, and Filipino, needed a common means of
communication. Pidgin incorporates elements from Hawaiian, English, and various Asian
languages, resulting in a distinct linguistic style characterized by:

- Simplified grammar
- Unique vocabulary
- Influential slang and expressions



Hawaiian Pidgin has gained cultural significance and is often used in informal settings,
music, and local media.

2. The Influence of Other Languages

In addition to Hawaiian and English, Hawaii's multicultural population speaks a variety of
other languages. These include:

- Japanese: A significant number of Japanese speakers due to historical immigration.

- Filipino languages: Such as Tagalog and llocano, reflecting the Filipino community's
presence.

- Chinese dialects: Including Cantonese and Mandarin, stemming from Chinese immigration.
- Spanish: Spoken by a smaller but growing population.

These languages contribute to the linguistic diversity of Hawaii and reflect the islands'
multicultural tapestry.

Current Status of Hawaiian Language

Today, Hawaiian is recognized as an official language of the state of Hawaii, alongside
English. The state government has made efforts to promote the use of Hawaiian in public
life, education, and media. Some key initiatives include:

1. Education and Language Immersion Programs

Hawaiian language immersion schools have been established, allowing children to receive
their education entirely in Hawaiian. These programs aim to produce fluent speakers and
instill cultural values in the younger generation. Examples include:

- Nawahiokalani‘Opu‘u: A Hawaiian language immersion school on the Big Island.
- Kula Kaiapuni: A network of Hawaiian immersion schools across the islands.

2. Media and Cultural Representation

The Hawaiian language has been incorporated into various media forms, including radio
stations, television programs, and online platforms. Efforts to produce Hawaiian-language
content have increased, fostering greater visibility and accessibility.

3. Community Engagement and Events

Community events, such as Merrie Monarch Festival, celebrate Hawaiian culture and



language. These gatherings provide opportunities for speakers and learners to practice
their language skills while enjoying traditional music, hula, and crafts.

The Importance of Preserving Hawaiian Language

The preservation of the Hawaiian language is crucial for several reasons:

1. Cultural Identity

Language is a key component of cultural identity. The Hawaiian language encapsulates the
history, traditions, and values of the Hawaiian people. By revitalizing the language,
Hawaiians can strengthen their connection to their heritage and promote cultural pride.

2. Knowledge and Tradition

Many traditional practices, stories, and songs are rooted in the Hawaiian language.
Preserving the language ensures that this knowledge is passed down to future generations,
maintaining the connection to ancestral wisdom.

3. Linguistic Diversity

The revitalization of Hawaiian contributes to global linguistic diversity. Each language offers
unique perspectives and ways of understanding the world. Supporting the Hawaiian
language enriches the tapestry of human communication and cultural expression.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the question of what language do Hawaiians speak reveals a rich and
dynamic linguistic landscape. While Hawaiian and English dominate the conversation, the
influences of other languages and the emergence of Hawaiian Pidgin create a unique blend
that reflects the islands' diverse cultural heritage. The ongoing efforts to revitalize and
promote the Hawaiian language are essential for preserving the identity and history of the
Hawaiian people, ensuring that this beautiful language continues to thrive for future
generations. As Hawaii moves forward, the importance of language in shaping cultural
identity and community will remain ever significant, echoing the deep-rooted connections
between language, culture, and place.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary language spoken in Hawaii?

The primary language spoken in Hawaii is English, but Hawaiian is also an official language.

Is Hawaiian language still spoken today?

Yes, Hawaiian is still spoken today, and there are efforts to revitalize it among native
speakers and in schools.

What is the significance of the Hawaiian language?

The Hawaiian language is significant as it is a crucial part of Hawaiian culture, history, and
identity.

Are there any other languages spoken in Hawaii?

Yes, in addition to Hawaiian and English, Hawaiian Creole English (Pidgin) is widely spoken
in Hawaii.
How can | learn the Hawaiian language?

You can learn Hawaiian through online courses, language apps, local classes, and
immersion programs available in Hawaii.
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