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How Many Letters Are in the Hawaiian Language? Exploring the Alphabet and Its Unique Features

how many letters are in the hawaiian language is a question that sparks curiosity for many language

enthusiasts, travelers, and those interested in Polynesian culture. The Hawaiian language, or ʻŌlelo

Hawaiʻi, is known for its melodic sounds, distinct pronunciation, and a surprisingly small alphabet

compared to many other languages. Understanding the number of letters in the Hawaiian language not

only reveals linguistic insights but also opens a window into the culture and traditions of the Hawaiian

people.

Understanding the Hawaiian Alphabet

When you think about alphabets, most people automatically picture the 26 letters of the English

alphabet. However, the Hawaiian language employs a much smaller set of letters. In fact, the Hawaiian

alphabet consists of only 13 letters. This compact alphabet plays a significant role in how the language

is spoken and written, influencing its unique rhythm and sound patterns.

What Are the Letters?

The Hawaiian alphabet includes five vowels and eight consonants. Here’s a breakdown of these

letters:

Vowels: A, E, I, O, U

Consonants: H, K, L, M, N, P, W, ʻ (ʻOkina)



The ʻOkina (ʻ) is particularly interesting because it’s considered a consonant in Hawaiian. It

represents a glottal stop—a brief pause in the flow of sound, similar to the break between the syllables

in “uh-oh.” This sound is crucial to proper pronunciation and meaning in Hawaiian words.

Why Does Hawaiian Have So Few Letters?

Having only 13 letters might seem limiting, but Hawaiian speakers manage to express a rich

vocabulary and complex concepts with this small alphabet. The simplicity of the alphabet is partly due

to the structure of the language itself.

The Role of Vowels

Hawaiian is a highly phonetic language, meaning words are pronounced exactly as they are spelled.

The five vowels can be long or short, which changes the meaning of words entirely. For example, the

word “kala” means “to forgive,” while “kālā” means “money.” The length of the vowel sound is

essential and is marked in writing by a macron called a kahakō (¯) over the vowel.

Consonant Sounds and Their Variations

While there are only eight consonants, Hawaiian pronunciation can change slightly based on regional

dialects and speaker preference. For instance, the letter “W” can sound like either “W” or “V”

depending on its position in the word or the speaker’s accent. This flexibility adds a layer of

expressiveness despite the small number of consonants.



The ʻOkina: More Than Just a Letter

The ʻOkina is a defining feature of the Hawaiian alphabet and language. Sometimes referred to as a

“letter,” it functions as a consonant that represents a glottal stop—a momentary closure of the vocal

cords.

Importance of the ʻOkina in Meaning

Omitting or misplacing the ʻOkina can change the meaning of a word completely. For example,

“moa” means “chicken,” whereas “moʻa” means “cooked.” Similarly, “pau” means “finished,” but

“paʻu” means “soot” or “dust.” This tiny symbol carries significant weight in conveying the right

message.

Pronunciation Tips for the ʻOkina

If you’re new to Hawaiian pronunciation, think of the ʻOkina as a brief pause or catch in your throat.

It’s similar to the break in “uh-oh” or the stop between syllables in “co-op.” Practicing with native

speakers or audio recordings can help you get comfortable with this unique sound.

Comparing Hawaiian to Other Polynesian Alphabets

The Hawaiian alphabet is part of a broader family of Polynesian languages, many of which share

similar phonetic and alphabetical characteristics.



Letters in Other Polynesian Languages

Languages like Māori, Samoan, and Tahitian also use relatively small alphabets. For example:

Māori: 15 letters (including the macron for vowel length)

Samoan: 14 letters

Tahitian: 13 letters (similar to Hawaiian)

This similarity reflects shared linguistic roots and cultural connections across the Pacific Islands.

Why Alphabet Size Matters

Having fewer letters makes learning and pronouncing Polynesian languages more straightforward in

some ways. The focus on vowel length, glottal stops, and clear syllable patterns means that the

languages are very melodic and easy to pick up for speakers familiar with phonetic alphabets.

Learning Hawaiian: Embracing the Alphabet

If you’re interested in learning Hawaiian, starting with the alphabet is a great first step. Knowing how

many letters are in the Hawaiian language and understanding their sounds will give you a solid

foundation.



Tips for Mastering the Hawaiian Alphabet

Listen to Native Speakers: Audio resources and videos can help you hear the correct1.

pronunciation of vowels, consonants, and especially the ʻOkina.

Practice Writing: Writing out Hawaiian words while paying attention to vowel length and glottal2.

stops improves retention and accuracy.

Use Flashcards: Create flashcards with Hawaiian letters and sample words to reinforce your3.

learning.

Engage in Conversation: Practicing with native speakers or language learners helps solidify your4.

understanding and pronunciation.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

One common mistake is ignoring the ʻOkina or the kahakō (macron), which can lead to

misunderstandings. Another is applying English pronunciation rules, which don’t fit Hawaiian phonetics.

Embrace the unique sounds and rhythms to truly appreciate the language.

The Cultural Significance of the Hawaiian Alphabet

Beyond the linguistic aspects, the Hawaiian alphabet carries deep cultural importance. The

preservation and revitalization of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi rely heavily on respecting and correctly using the

alphabet.



The Role of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi in Identity

Language is tied closely to identity, history, and connection to the land. For Native Hawaiians, using

their language and alphabet is a way to honor ancestors and maintain cultural traditions.

Revitalization Efforts

Thanks to Hawaiian language immersion schools and cultural programs, more people are learning how

many letters are in the Hawaiian language and using the alphabet in daily life. This resurgence helps

keep the language alive and thriving for future generations.

Exploring the Hawaiian alphabet reveals much about the language's beauty, simplicity, and cultural

depth. With only 13 letters, including the unique ʻOkina, the Hawaiian language offers a distinct and

melodic experience that continues to captivate learners and speakers worldwide. Whether you’re

planning a trip to Hawaii or simply fascinated by linguistic diversity, understanding how many letters

are in the Hawaiian language is a wonderful starting point to appreciate this vibrant Polynesian tongue.

Frequently Asked Questions

How many letters are in the Hawaiian language alphabet?

The Hawaiian language alphabet consists of 13 letters.

What are the letters included in the Hawaiian alphabet?

The Hawaiian alphabet includes the letters A, E, I, O, U, H, K, L, M, N, P, W, and the ʻokina (glottal

stop).



Why does the Hawaiian language have only 13 letters?

Hawaiian has only 13 letters because it is a Polynesian language with a limited set of phonemes,

reflecting its unique sounds and pronunciation.

Does the Hawaiian language alphabet include any special characters?

Yes, the Hawaiian alphabet includes the ʻokina, a glottal stop represented by a symbol similar to an

apostrophe, which is considered a consonant.

How does the small number of letters affect Hawaiian pronunciation?

The limited number of letters means each vowel and consonant sound is distinct, and pronunciation

relies heavily on vowel length and the ʻokina for meaning.

Are the letters in the Hawaiian alphabet similar to the English

alphabet?

The Hawaiian alphabet uses some of the same letters as English but only 13 in total, and includes the

ʻokina, which is not found in English.

Is the Hawaiian language alphabet standardized across all Hawaiian

speakers?

Yes, the Hawaiian alphabet with its 13 letters and the ʻokina is standardized and taught in schools to

preserve the language accurately.

Additional Resources

How Many Letters Are in the Hawaiian Language? An In-Depth Exploration

how many letters are in the hawaiian language is a question that often arises among linguists,



language enthusiasts, and travelers intrigued by the beauty and uniqueness of this Polynesian tongue.

Unlike many global languages with extensive alphabets, Hawaiian employs a notably concise set of

letters, which contributes to its distinct phonetic and cultural identity. Understanding the composition of

the Hawaiian alphabet not only offers insights into its linguistic structure but also sheds light on the

cultural preservation efforts surrounding this indigenous language.

The Hawaiian Alphabet: Composition and Characteristics

The Hawaiian language, known locally as ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, is characterized by a remarkably small

alphabet consisting of 13 letters. This limited set includes five vowels and eight consonants, making it

one of the shortest alphabets used in any modern language. The question of how many letters are in

the Hawaiian language invariably leads to this fundamental fact: the Hawaiian alphabet comprises

exactly 13 letters.

The five vowels in Hawaiian are A, E, I, O, and U. Each vowel can be pronounced short or long, with

the latter typically indicated by a macron called a kahakō (e.g., ā, ē). This vowel length distinction is

crucial as it can change the meaning of words entirely, demonstrating that although the alphabet is

small, the phonetic range is rich.

The eight consonants found in Hawaiian are H, K, L, M, N, P, W, and ʻ. The last symbol, the ʻokina,

represents a glottal stop—a brief pause in the airflow produced by obstructing the vocal cords. The

ʻokina is considered a consonant in Hawaiian orthography and plays a significant role in pronunciation

and meaning.

Comparison with Other Alphabets

To appreciate how many letters are in the Hawaiian language, it is useful to compare it with other

alphabets. The English alphabet, for example, consists of 26 letters, nearly double the number found in

Hawaiian. Spanish has 27 letters, while Hawaiian’s 13 letters make it quite minimalistic in comparison.



This smaller alphabet reflects the language’s phonological simplicity but does not imply a lack of

complexity. Hawaiian’s limited consonant inventory and reliance on vowel length and glottal stops

create a unique linguistic rhythm and melodic quality. In contrast, languages with larger alphabets

often have more complex consonantal clusters and phonemes.

The Role of the ʻOkina and Kahakō in Hawaiian Orthography

Understanding how many letters are in the Hawaiian language requires acknowledging the significance

of the ʻokina and kahakō, which many outside observers might overlook or confuse with punctuation

or diacritics.

The ʻOkina: More Than a Symbol

The ʻokina (ʻ) is a letter representing the glottal stop, an important consonant sound in Hawaiian. It

functions similarly to the sound between the syllables of “uh-oh” in English. Without the ʻokina, words

can lose meaning or be mispronounced, which underscores its essential role as one of the 13 letters in

the Hawaiian alphabet.

For instance, the difference between “Hawai’i” (with the ʻokina) and “Hawaii” (without) changes

pronunciation and significance. The inclusion of the ʻokina in written Hawaiian is a modern standard

aimed at preserving phonetic accuracy and cultural respect.

The Kahakō: Indicating Vowel Length

The kahakō (macron) is not a separate letter but a diacritical mark placed over vowels to indicate

lengthening. Since vowel length can distinguish words, the kahakō is critical in written Hawaiian.



For example:

- “keke” means cake.

- “kēkē” means deaf.

Although the kahakō does not add to the count of letters in the Hawaiian language alphabet, its

presence enhances the phonetic precision and semantic clarity of the language.

Implications of the Hawaiian Alphabet Size on Language

Learning and Preservation

The modest size of the Hawaiian alphabet plays a significant role in both the ease and challenges

associated with learning and preserving the language today.

Pros of a Small Alphabet

Ease of Learning: With only 13 letters, learners can quickly familiarize themselves with the basic

sounds and letters of the language.

Phonetic Consistency: Hawaiian is a highly phonetic language, meaning words are pronounced

exactly as spelled, which simplifies pronunciation rules.

Cultural Identity: A compact alphabet reinforces the unique sound system that is emblematic of

Hawaiian cultural heritage.



Cons and Challenges

Limited Phonemes: The small set of letters leads to many words sounding similar, which can be

confusing for learners and speakers.

Preservation Efforts: The correct use of ʻokina and kahakō is crucial but often neglected,

leading to mispronunciations and misunderstandings.

Technology and Typing: The unique ʻokina character and kahakō diacritics are not always easily

accessible on standard keyboards, posing obstacles for digital communication.

Language Revitalization and the Hawaiian Alphabet

In recent decades, Hawaiian language revitalization efforts have emphasized the importance of

teaching the alphabet correctly and consistently. Schools, cultural organizations, and government

institutions promote the use of the full 13-letter alphabet, including the ʻokina and kahakō, to maintain

linguistic integrity.

These efforts underscore the importance of understanding exactly how many letters are in the

Hawaiian language, as each letter and symbol carries significant cultural and phonetic weight.

Conclusion: The Significance Behind the Number of Letters

Exploring how many letters are in the Hawaiian language goes beyond a simple numeric answer. It

opens a window into the language’s phonetic structure, cultural significance, and ongoing preservation



challenges. With just 13 letters—five vowels and eight consonants including the ʻokina—the Hawaiian

alphabet stands out for its simplicity and melodic quality.

This concise alphabet reflects a linguistic system that values clarity, rhythm, and tradition.

Understanding its components not only aids in learning the language but also supports efforts to

sustain an essential element of Hawaiian identity in the modern world.
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