








In 1931 a revenge killing known as the
Massie a air increased racial tensions and
shocked Hawaiians and U.S. Naval o cers
stationed at Pearl Harbor, shown here in an
aerial view.
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Heritage Command

John Rankin, a Representative from
Mississippi, introduced legislation in 1933
opposing Hawaiian statehood.

John Elliott Rankin, Margaret Brisbine, 1939,
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives

the body into the sea. Famed attorney Clarence Darrow defended Lieutenant
Massie and his coconspirators at trial, but the court adjudged all four guilty of
manslaughter and sentenced them to 10 years of hard labor. Fearing an uproe
from the mainland, Delegate Houston urged territorial Governor Lawrence
Judd to pardon the perpetrators. Judd obliged and commuted their sentences
to a single hour spent in his o ce, at the conclusion of which the defendants
ed Hawaii and the case ended. Houston’s involvement cost him the following
election when Democratic opponent Lincoln McCandless portrayed his action
as meddling and “an act of treachery to the Hawaiiaf*tace.”

e combined series of events prompted a violent storm of emotion and
denunciation from Hawaiians, the mainland press, the Navy, and—most
ominously—the U.S. Congress. Many on Capitol Hill now pictured Hawalii
through this racialized lens, concerned that the territorial government remaine
helpless to protect white inhabitants. More than one Representative responde
by proposing territorial reorganization, and a Senate resolution (S. Res. 134)
requested a Justice Department investigation of the islands’ law enforcement
e orts. In the resultant hearing, the Justice Department suggested an end to tr
residence requirement for appointed o cials in Hawaii. No immediate change
was forthcoming, but the issue did not go #ivay.

Upon entering o ce in 1933, President Franklin D. Roosevelt requested the
residence requirement be lifted for the territorial governor, and Representative
John Rankin of Mississippi, who opposed statehood for Hawaii, immediately
introduced a bill (H.R. 5767) to that e ect. Hawaiians panicked when the
Rankin bill passed the House in early June. Governor Judd appointed a three-
member Home Rule Commission to lobby against the bill in Washington.
Notable among them was former naval o cer Samuel Wilder King. Rankin's
bill was narrowly defeated in the Senate after a protracted libuster. e callous,

80 ASIAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER AMERICANS IN CONGRESS



ofthand manner in which Hawaiian politics were treated convinced King that
the territory must seek statehood, and he pursued the Delegate seat in 1934
with that idea as his platform.??

The final major obstacle to a unified Hawaiian approach to statchood—the
Big Five sugar companies—was removed after passage of the Jones—Costigan Act
(H.R. 8861) of 1934. In the depths of the Great Depression and under immense
pressure from mainland agricultural lobbies, Congress greatly reduced sugar
quotas for Hawaii relative to the states. The issue became compounded when the
Agriculture Department used outdated figures to set Hawaii’s quota lower than it
would have otherwise been. The new quota had an almost immediate effect. Sugar
production in the islands dropped by 8 to 10 percent and farmers abandoned
thousands of acres of fields. Perhaps more worrisome for the future of the territory,
the Jones—Costigan Act set a troubling precedent by classifying Hawaii as a
“foreign” market for the purpose of future reductions.*” The Big Five’s lobbying
arm, the Hawaiian Sugar Planters’ Association (HSPA), alleged unconstitutionality
and unsuccessfully challenged the legislation in court. The Big Five had long relied
on this lobbying network and often bypassed the elected Delegate whenever he
proved to be inconvenient. After Jones—Costigan, the HSPA met and agreed that
only statehood could guarantee equal economic privileges.?**

Hawaiian Statehood: Gradually, Then Suddenly

Though the Organic Act had originally been intended to place Hawaii on a path
to eventual statehood, few people in positions of power actively sought to speed
that process along in the early days of the territory. For the most part, Hawaiians
remained content for more than 30 years to work within the political structure
provided. Territorial Governor Sanford Dole paid lip service to statehood in his
1900 inaugural address. The territorial legislature passed resolutions between
1903 and 1917 requesting permission from Congress to hold a constitutional
convention, but these proposals had neither the backing of the powerful sugar

This 1915 map of the Territory of Hawaii
includes a key listing the distances from
Honolulu to other major ports in the
Pacific. Trade, particularly of sugar, was a
key factor in the annexation of the islands
in 1898.

Image courtesy of the National Archives
and Records Administration
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SAM KING

This campaign button promotes the re-
election of Samuel Wilder King as Hawaii’s
Delegate to the U.S. Congress. King ran
on a pro-statehood platform in 1934

and continued lobbying for statehood
throughout his four terms in the House

of Representatives.
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industry nor the enthusiasm of a majority of the voting population. While both
of the territory’s political parties included statehood in their platforms, neither
party advocated for it immediately.**

Delegate Kuhio promised to offer legislation for statehood as early as 1910
but did not put forward the first statehood proposal until 1919. It received no
support from the HSPA and quietly died in the Committee on Territories. In
1927, when asked about statehood, Sanford Dole’s longtime ally, Honolulu
Advertiser publisher Lorrin Thurston, responded, “Hawaii needs statehood as
much as a cat needs two tails.” Victor Houston appeared to genuinely support
statehood when he proposed it in 1931, but his bill drowned amid the deluge
of bad press surrounding the Massie affair. When Houston offered his bill on
December 9, 1931, three days after the mistrial in the Massie case, Congress had
practically ruled out statehood.*

Only after the twin crises of the Massie affair and the Jones—Costigan Act did
the territory galvanize behind the statehood movement. Fresh from his lobbying
efforts against the Rankin bill, Samuel Wilder King successfully campaigned for
Delegate on a platform of achieving statehood for the islands. Later, as Delegate,
he openly discussed his wish to one day become the state of Hawaii’s first
governor. King included a petition for statchood among his first bills in 1935.
This bill differed from previous efforts by having the full monetary and lobbying
support of the HSPA. Congress took note, and that autumn a subcommittee
from the Committee on Territories held public hearings across the islands.
Representatives of the Big Five readily admitted before the committee that
their change of heart rested upon economic concerns. Much of the testimony
compared Hawaii favorably in terms relative to states already in the Union,
citing the territory’s economy, size, population, and tax contribution. President
Roosevelt, who had visited the territory in 1934, announced his opposition to
statehood just as the hearings got under way. The committee ultimately agreed
to forego further action.”’

King immediately reintroduced his statehood bill in the 75th Congress
(1937-1939). In addition, he worked with Senator Tydings to form a high-
profile Joint Committee on Hawaii to more comprehensively study the
territory’s fitness for statehood.**® The territorial legislature appropriated
$20,000 for Hawaii’s Equal Rights Commission (a statehood group created
by the territorial legislature in 1935) to prepare for the hearings. Though
supporters of statchood again rushed to plead their case before the joint
committee, opponents voiced their own concerns. Native-Hawaiian dissenters
were particularly worried that statechood would only allow further centralization
of power under the Big Five. Most arguments against Hawaiian statehood,
however, pointed to the large Asian population on the islands that opponents
insisted could never be “truly thoroughly, fundamentally, and unequivocally
American,” especially given their suspect loyalties, insular communities, and
tendencies to vote in a bloc.”*

The joint committee did not offer statehood proponents their desired result.
Representative Rankin, now the leading opponent of Hawaiian statehood, led
the minority’s report in recommending that statehood be postponed indefinitely
in light of the islands’ Japanese population and the increasing military aggression

82 % ASIAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER AMERICANS IN CONGRESS



of Japan on display in the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War. The official

report agreed that some postponement was necessary and cited “the present
disturbed condition of international affairs” in Asia as a major reason that
caution was necessary.**

Additionally, the Joint Committee on Hawaii determined that Congress
could not act further on statehood until “the sentiment of the people” could
be established.?*! King pressed the territorial legislature for a plebiscite on
statechood, which it authorized in 1939 for the following November. The
legislature then placed the Equal Rights Commission, in coordination with the
HSPA, in charge of the statehood campaign. Taking Congress’s fears over Japan
into consideration, the commission changed its campaign from immediate
statehood to eventual statehood. The question “Do you favor statehood for
Hawaii?” was vaguely worded and allowed for equivocation, much to King’s
dismay. A Japanese diplomat sowed further unrest by characterizing Hawaiian
Japanese as “all determined to undergo great sacrifices for Japan during the
present uneasy condition.” Just before the plebiscite King denounced as un-
American any opposition due to prejudice against Japanese Americans.**?

The plebiscite passed with 67 percent of voters favoring statehood, far from
the resounding 80 percent King and other statehood proponents had hoped for
and predicted. Furthermore, the vague wording and shifting campaign of the
Equal Rights Commission meant that little could be done with the result.?*
King did what he could to address concerns of Japanese citizenship: passing a
bill to naturalize all women born prior to Hawaiian annexation.

The next step toward statehood came into focus following a handful of
nationwide surveys conducted during this period. Fortune magazine found in
1939 that “fewer people in the U.S. were willing to go to war to defend the
Hawaiian Islands ... than Canada,” and a 1941 Gallup poll reported 48 percent
of Americans favored statehood for Hawaii. For statehood advocates, these
results suggested that the American people needed to become better educated on
Hawaiian issues.?

Speaker William Bankhead of Alabama calls
the House to order during a session of the
75th Congress (1937-1939), when Delegate
Samuel Wilder King introduced his second
Hawaii statehood bill.

Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives
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Nisei:

A Japanese term that identifies the
generation of Japanese Americans who were
born in the United States from their issei

immigrant parents.

Japan’s surprise attack on Pearl Harbor on the morning of December 7, 1941,
put all concerns of statehood on hold. The islands fell under martial law. King
ceased agitating for statehood and instead spent much of his time traveling back and
forth between Hawaii and Washington, DC. He defended the rights of Japanese
Americans in the territory and urged restraint for the military government.** In
Hawaii, many Asian Americans put politics on hold to enlist in the war effort and
combat anti-Asian sentiment. Future Senator Hiram Fong, a Chinese American who
had won election to the territorial legislature in 1938, forfeited his candidacy for
re-election in early 1942 to serve in the U.S. Army Air Force as a judge advocate.?*
Delegate King likewise abandoned his plans to campaign for a fifth term and
rejoined the U.S. Naval Reserve as a lieutenant commander. “I cannot remain in
civil life when the training I received as a naval officer may better serve our country’s
present needs in active service,” King declared in a radio address to the island.*

Following the conclusion of World War II, King returned to his advocacy of
statehood. He served as president of the constitutional convention in 1950, and in
1953 he secured President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s appointment to the territorial
governorship. Hawaii had changed considerably after World War II, however,
and King found himself a Republican governor dealing with a highly contentious
Democratic territorial legislature. The Democratic revolution of 1954 swept into
politics the generation of #isei (the American-born children of Japanese immigrants)
like Daniel Inouye and Spark Matsunaga, veterans fresh from GI Bill-funded
educations and eager to exert their political influence. In fact, Japanese Americans
controlled half the seats in the legislature.”® King’s struggles with the legislature
ended with his resignation in 1957. He died two years later, barely five months
before Hawaii finally attained statechood in August 1959.

CONCLUSION

March 20, 1918, was one of those typical early-spring days in the nation’s capital,
partly cloudy and cool in the morning, but warm enough that the temperature
eventually hit a pleasant 71 degrees. Just before the House opened at noon that
day, more than 260 Members gathered on the East Front of the Capitol for a
unique panoramic photo. Some sat, and some stood. Some held lit cigars. Nearly
everyone squinted into the late-morning light. Seated in the middle of the group was
Jeannette Rankin of Montana, the first woman elected to Congress, one chair over
from Speaker Champ Clark.**

It had been 20 years since Clark ridiculed the idea of American expansion in
the Pacific, his garish descriptions of cannibals serving in Congress, and the need
for translators eliciting laughter and applause from his colleagues.”® America was
at war with Spain then, in 1898. In 1918 America was fighting in Europe in what
was being called the Great War, a world conflict that itself brought up a host of new
immigration and citizenship issues.
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Off to the side of the photo stood three men, seemingly by themselves:
Filipino Resident Commissioners Teodoro R. Yangco and Jaime de Veyra and,
in between them, Puerto Rican Resident Commissioner Félix Cérdova Davila.

A few feet away, mixed in with some of the other Members, Hawaiian Delegate
Jonah Kuhio Kalanianaole stood slightly forward with his left hand on his hip,
arm bent at the elbow, as if he was losing patience and was in a rush to get back
to work.

By 1918 Hawaii and the Philippines had been American territories for two
decades. The country’s decision to expand into the Pacific a generation earlier
was, in a sense, a continuation of what it had done throughout the 19th century:
American society spreading westward across the continent, displacing indigenous
peoples in order to access new land and resources. There were, of course, major
differences. Antebellum and Gilded Age Americans had considered it their
“manifest destiny” to link the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans under one nation. But
as the 1800s gave way to a new century, many wondered, especially in Congress,
whether it was “manifest” that America should plant its flag in far-flung locations
overseas. America had once been a colony itself. What would it mean if it now
had colonies of its own?

As the country wrestled with that question, Americans based arguments both
for and against expansion in the racially charged language and pseudoscientific
theories of the day that placed people of Asian descent, including Filipinos and
Native Hawaiians, below white people of European origin on the racial hierarchy.
But even after the United States gained possession of the Philippines and Hawaii,
Congress confronted a litany of new issues, setting up island administrations
that tried, often awkwardly, to balance the interests of American industries doing
business in the Pacific with the hopes and ambitions of the people who actually
lived there. Hawaii had been annexed with the eventual goal of statechood. The
Philippines, however, had fought Spain for its independence and continued to
fight for it after the United States, despite protests at home, staked claim to the
archipelago. Three years of bloodshed during the Philippine-American War may
have led to an American military victory, but it also sparked the formation of
a popular national identity in the Philippines. And it was that identity which
underwrote the peaceful independence efforts of the islands” leaders over the next
four decades while the islands were under America’s sphere of influence.

To help the territories make their cases on Capitol Hill, Congress gave
Resident Commissioners to the Philippines and it gave Delegates to Hawaii.
Limited in their legislative tools, statutory representatives had to be resourceful as
they fought on behalf of the interests of their home islands. For the Philippines,
that meant beneficial trade terms and independence, which it gained in 1946.
For Hawaii, that meant shoring up the Organic Act and dealing with the
demands of the powerful sugar conglomerates.

Top and middle: Resident Commissioners
Teodoro R. Yangco (129) and Jaime C.

de Veyra (131) of the Philippines and
Delegate Jonah Kuhio Kalanianaole (162)
of Hawaii stand at the periphery of a 65th
Congress panoramic photograph (bottom)
from 1918 that features Montana’s Jeannette
Rankin, the first woman in Congress

(front row, fourth from the left).

Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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The 13 Filipino Resident Commissioners and five Hawaiian Delegates in
this section—18 statutory representatives who served without a vote—made up
the extent of APA representation on the Hill from 1898 through World War II.
Remarkably, not a single Representative or Senator of Asian descent served
during this period. Simply put, federal law prevented them from taking part
in the political process. Since the last quarter of the 19th century, the federal
government had adopted a policy of exclusion, keeping Asian immigrants
primarily from China and Japan from taking the oath as American citizens.
From outright bans to immigration quotas, federal lawmakers limited who
could participate in American society even as the country acquired new territory
and governed millions of new people.

Although the Philippines’ story in Congress ended with its independence in
1946, Hawaii’s story continued into statehood in 1959. If APA Members once
stood on the periphery as they did in that early-spring photo from 1918, soon
they would be front and center as some of the most powerful elected officials on
Capitol Hill, legislators like Daniel Inouye and Patsy Takemoto Mink of Hawaii
and Norman Y. Mineta of California. Once again the legacy of war propelled
that change, forcing a major recalculation of policies at home, including an
overhaul of who could qualify for citizenship. As barriers began to fall around
midcentury, an immigrant farmer from the Punjab region of northern India who
had settled in Southern California staked his claim as the first APA Member to

serve in Congress with the same constitutional standing as anyone else.
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*x AT A GLANCE %

Asian and Pacific Islander American Members by Office
First Elected 1900-1955

5 (27.78%)
Delegates

13 (72.22%)

Resident Commissioners

Asian and Pacific Islander American Members by State and Territory
First Elected 1900-1955

5 (27.78%)

Hawaii

13 (7
Philippine Islands

Sources: Appendix A: Asian and Pacific Islander American Representatives, Senators, Delegates, and Resident Commissioners by Congress, 1900-2017; Office of the Historian,
U.S. House of Representatives; U.S. Senate Historical Office.
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Congressional Service

For Asian and Pacific Islander Americans in Congress First Elected 1900-1955
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Manuel Earnshaw m
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Pablo Ocampo D

Benito Legarda
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Jonah Kubio Kalanianscle | [
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