Constitutional Responses to European Expansion

Europeans expansion played a big role in Hawaii and Africa as depicted in this chapter.  Both tried to adopt a constitution, neither were completely successful in keeping their country intact without outside intervention.  The Hawaiian Islands had more success but ultimately succumbed to the new United States pressures.

A young prince, Kamehameha, met Captain James Cook a British Royal Navy caption when he sailed into Hawaiian waters.  Prince Kamehameha was invited aboard the ship to meet with the British Officers.  This meeting changed the Hawaiian history forever. The prince was able to see the advantage of new possibilities of interacting with the outside world.  “Kamehameha had already established himself as king of the island of Hawaii, and was moving to extend his power to the neighboring islands, when another British expedition arrived” [194] he was able to secure European type sailing ships and modern firearms.  After conquering the islands he appointed governors for each island. In turn the governors would appoint tax collectors and other government officials. He also set up a council with the chiefs who had shown their abilities and loyalty to him.

Before his death, Kamehameha developed a constitutional government office that was called the office of Kuhina Nui. Whoever held this office had powers almost equal to the king’s. However, if they had sufficient backing from chief’s and the people they could veto the king’s decisions.  Kaahammanu, who was Kamehameha’s favorite wife, was the first Kuhina Nui.  She organized a feast inviting all the leading chiefs. It was traditional that the men and women sat separately. Under her directive the recently installed King sat with the women. In that instant the traditional way of life was changed forever. By the 1820’s Europeans and Asians were coming in greater numbers, which now made the Hawaiian monarch deal with surge of conflicts and dangers. 

During the reign of Kamehameha 3rd, Hawaii became a constitutional monarchy. A missionary was engaged to give the king and his councilors lessons on the American constitution. In doing so the Hawaiian constitution protected the rights of the people as will as rights of the government.  “The Hawaiian monarchy cultivated a political alliance with England, but pressure from the United States was becoming harder and harder to resist.” [196]

Meanwhile in Africa the Fante people wanted a constitution of their own. They understood that they would need the recognition, support and co-operation of Her Majesty’s government, as well as her aid and advice.  “Unlike the Hawaiian constitution, which was at least for a time put into effect, the Fante constitution was stillborn.” [199]  The British official in Africa did not trust the Fante people. He went as far as having some of the writers of the constitution arrested. He charged them with being in a conspiracy, but never said with whom. He even went as far as sending messergers with threats and briberies to the kings and chiefs who were not able to be at the signing of the constitution and therefore did not sign it, to not support the Confederated movement and stating that those involved were imposters.

It seems to me that the Hawaiian Islands had one great advantage over the Fante people, which was distance.  Africa had been used and abused by Europeans for many years because of their close proximity to the trade route to China.  Even today parts of Africa are still at war with each other, but other parts have gone and are still going thru labor pains of birthing a new nation. 
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