
T H E  CHRON O LOGY O F  T H R E E  SAMOAN S O U N D  CHAN G E S  

Even Hovdhaugen 

1 .  I NTRODUCT I ON l  

I n  Buck 19 30 : 4-5 we find the following observations on Samoan historical 
phonology : 

Recent changes have taken place in the spoken language in 
the substitution of k for t and a loose mutual interchange 
between the sounds n and ng. The reintroduction of k in 
place of t is extremely interesting as it evidently indi­
cates a Polynesian tendency not confined to one dialect . A 
similar change has already completely occurred in the Hawaiian 
dialect in which it passed through two distinct phases .  
Thus , in the widespread Polynesian word kumete ( wooden bowl) 
the first phase was the dropping of the k so that the word 
became ' umete . In the second phase which occurred later , 
the t was changed to k and the word became ' umeke . Thus the 
lost k came back into the dialect but in no word did it re­
occupy its original position . In the process of resurrection , 
the k displaced the t sound completely out of the dialect . 
In Samoa , the first phase of dropping the k had been com­
pleted before the Bible was printed in Samoan and kumete had 
become ' umete . The second phase of substituting the k for t 
is now taking place in everyday speech and a wooden bowl is  
now more referred to as ' umeke than as ' umete . The talking 
chiefs make the change in official speeches and the retention 
of the t sound is regarded by the public as pedantic . It  
seems probable that the Samoan t like the Hawaiian t is doomed 
to extinction . 

The interchange between n and ng2 has become so common that 
I had to constantly consult Pratt to find which was the orig­
inal sound used . Thus in spoken speech , it is more usual to 
hear paono instead of the correct paongo , and tafangi instead 
of the correct tafani . 

Buck ' s  treatment does not differ substantially from that of other scholars 
who have touched on these problems , except maybe that Buck ' s  presentation is a 
bit more shaded and above all more precise concerning the chronology of the sound 
changes than other treatments of them are . 
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2 .  THE DEVELOPMENT p p 3  *k > , 4 I N  SAMOAN 

There are strong reasons for assuming that this sound change took place 
before the first contacts between Samoans and Europeans .  W .  Anderson , the surgeon 
on Resol ution on Cook ' s  third voyage to the Pacific mentioned in his journal of 
July 1777  three Samoan words which he had picked up on Tonga and "which seem to 
differ much from those of the other islands" ( Beaglehole 196 7 : 958) . One of these 
words is t amae ' ty a chief woman which is identical with Mod . Sam.oS tama ' i ta ' i 
lady . 

Since the etymology of tama ' i ta ' i  isn ' t  clear , the evidence provided by this 
example may not appear conclusive , but that objection does not apply to the mat­
erial provided by Captain Edwards and surgeon Hamilton on Pandora when they vis­
ited Samoa 14 years later ( 1 791 ) . There we find forms like Oattooah ( Thomson 
1915 : 50 )  = Mod . Sam .  ' 0 Atua and Otootoo i 1 l ah /O t u t ue l ah ( Thomson 19 15 : 5 5 , 1 30 )  
Mod . Sam . ' 0  Tutu i l a both containing the Samoan topic marker ' 0 < PP *ko . 

E specially important when evaluating the information provided by Anderson , 
Edwards and Hamilton is the fact that on both expeditions there were several 
people familiar with Polynesian languages and accordingly capable of obtaining 
trustworthy informa tion from the native informants . That was not the case with 
many other visitors and the materials provided by them are of very variable 
quality . 

First of all we have the reports from La p�rouse ' s  tragic visit to Samoa in 
1789 . The main source for this expedition is Milet-Mureau 1 79 7 ,  I I I : 2 2 7-2 3 8  and 
there we find the fol lowing Samoan place names mentioned : Opoun , Leone , Fan foue , 
Maouna , Oyo l ava , Po l a ,  C a l i nasse , Sh i ka ,  Ossamu and Overa . Nobody on La p�rouse ' s  
expedition was familiar with Polynesian languages and the general information 
about the Samoan language in the report as well as the qualifications of the 
" interpreter" do not support the reliability of the examples mentioned : 

Nous n ' avions d ' abord reconnu aucune identit� entre leur 
langage et celui des peuples des iles de la Soci�t� et des 
Amis , dont nous avions les vocabulaire s ;  mais un plus mur 
examen nous apprit qu ' il s  parlaient un dialecte de la meme 
langue . Un fait qui peut conduire a le prouver , et qui 
confirme l ' opinion des Anglais sur l ' origine de ces peuples ,  
c ' est qu ' un jeune domestique manillois , ne dans la province 
de Tagayan au Nord de Manille , entendait et nous expliquait 
la plus grande partie des mots des insulaires : on sait que 
le tagayan , le talgale , et generalement toutes les langues 
des Philippines ,  derivent du malais et cette langue , plus 
repandue que ne le furent celles des Grecs et des Romains , 
est commune aux peuplades nombreuses qui habitent les iles 
de la mer du Sud . 

(Milet-Mureau 1797 , I I I : 229-230)  

The Samoan sources for the names given by La Perouse are stil l  a matter of 
pure guessing ( Oyo l ava = ' 0  i 0 l ava Just there ? ) , cf.  Kramer 190 3 : 1 3 and Von 
Bulow 1900 for further discussion . 

The next visitor to provide some linguistic material of interest is Otto von 
Kotzebue ( 1 830) . But his material is no less confusing than that of La perouse 
and the linguistic competence regarding Polynesian languages was also practically 
nonexistent on Kotzebue ' s  expedition . He mentions that the Samoan word for pig 
is boaka ( Kotzebue 1830 : 2 79 ) , c f .  Mod . Sam . pua ' a ,  PP *puaka , but as Kramer 
( 190 3 : 19 )  had already pointed out , Kotzebue probably had contact with some Tongan 
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speaking people in Samoa ( c f .  that the Tongan word for pig is puaka) since he 
refers to the name for a chief as e i ge which clearly is  Tongan ' e i k i  and not 
Samoan a l i '  i .  Let it also be added that Kotzebue generally has been considered 
by posterity to be a rather superficial and bad observer , c f .  Kramer 1903 : 1 7  and 
the more or less j usti fied attacks on him by the LMS missionaries (Wil liams 1837 : 
482 and e specially Ellis 1831) . 

In Wil liams 1 83 7 : 451  we find an interesting form pertaining to the problem 
we are investigating . A chief of Malova is reported to have made the following 
statement : 

I am now a worshipper of Jehovah , my heart and thoughts are 
in love with the good word , and my sincere desire is that , 
speedil y ,  it may spread through the land , and that not a 
Faka-Devolo ,  a devil ' s  man , may remain . 

But the expression Faka-Devolo ( Mod . Sam . fa ' atevo l o) may be another example of 
Tongan influence , having come into use in Samoa through the teaching of the 
Wesleyan Tongan missionaries there , through Samoan visitors to Tonga having 
picked up the expression there or through Tongan visitors to Samoa . As we wil l  
see below there are other indications o f  such Tongan influence on Samoan . 

The last example I have found of pp *k apparently being retained as k in 
Samoan is in Walpole 1 849 , 1 1 : 3 31 where he mentions that when approaching Upolu : 

Our vessel was soon surrounded by canoes ,  laden with their 
various treasures ,  the natives shouting " Fackaton , fackaton" 
(barter , barter) 

The word facka ton most likely represents Tongan fakatau , c f .  Mod . Sam .  fa ' a tau . 

The only conclusion we can draw from these scattered examples is that they 
are of little if any importance for the chronology of the change *k > ' since 
they could all be Tongan loanwords . But they are interesting in so far as they 
indicate that a certain famil iarity with the Tongan language existed in Samoa 
in the early 19th century and that the use of Tongan phrases and words was to 
some extent common and perhaps fashionable . 

The connections with Tonga lead us to another interesting set of data , namely 
the two loanwords ' ot i  goat « Eng . , cf.  Tong.  kos i < *kot i 6 ) and t apa ' a  tobacco 
« Eng . , c f .  Tong. t apaka ) . These words cannot be older in Samoan than the know­
ledge of the objects they designate and as far as goats are concerned they were 
first known in this part of the Pacific when Captain Cook introduced goats to 
Tonga on his third voyage ( c f .  Beaglehole 196 7 : 1 34 , 155) , on exactly the same 
voyage when Anderson noted examples indicating that the sound change *k > ' 
already had taken place in Samoan . 

The explanation must be sought in the fact that there were at that time 
extensive contacts between Samoans and Tongans . The examples referred to earlier 
in this paper indicate a certain knowledge of Tongan in Samoa and the use of 
Tongan in idioms , s lang or other contexts . Further , the earliest reports from 
the LMS and especially Wesleyan missionaries in Samoa are full  of references to 
Samoans having visited Tonga , Tongans staying in Samoa and the ease with which 
the Wesleyan missionaries from Tonga conversed with Samoans compared to the 
problems their Tahitian and Rarotongan col leagues in the LMS had in being under­
stood . 

Another important source is William Mariner ' s  account of his stay in Tonga 
1806-1810 . He has several references to the high status of Samoan in Tonga and 
the popularity of Samoan songs there (Martin 1817 , 1 : 165-166 , 3 75 , 1 1 : 2 2 8-229 , 32 3 ,  
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337-339 ) . The specimens he quotes of such songs are unfortunately of l ittle 
value since the texts are too distorted to be intel ligible for the simple reason 
that Mariner did not understand Samoan as he frequently pointed out and "very 
few of the Tonga people understand the Hamoa language" (Martin 181 7 ,  1 1 ; 32 3) . 
Nevertheless , Mariner tel l s  us explicitly that he has got his information about 
Samoa from Samoans in Tonga ( e . g .  Martin 1817 , 1 : 1375)  and that must imply that 
those Samoans spoke Tongan to him . 

The linguistic contact between Tongans and Samoans must have made both 
parties aware of some of the basic and quite regular sound correspondences 
between the two language s .  Accordingly , knowing that Tongan k regularly corres ­
ponded t o  Samoan , 7  i t  is  likely that Samoans substituted a ' for a k i n  borrow­
ings . But it is also likely that this substitution implies that Samoan at that 
time did not have any phoneme /k/ and not even the sound [ k ] . 

There are also a few other interesting words which may be loanwords of the 
same category and period as ' o t i  and t a pa ' a :  

u ' amea iron, metal , c f .  Tongan ukamea/ ' ukamea 8 and Fi j i  kaukamea . 
' u l o  pot , c f .  Tongan ku l o9 and Fi j ian k u ro .  

None o f  these words have Polynesian cognates outside the Tongan-Fi j ian-Samoan 
triangle (Niue u l o  pot is a late borrowing from Samoan introduced by the mission­
aries) and already Pratt 1862 : 95 ( c L  also Pratt 1977 : 67)  considered ' u l o  to be 
a recently introduced word in Samoan . Neither iron/metal nor pots were e lements 
of traditional Samoan culture and we do not expect to find indigenous terms for 
them . 

It is also interesting to observe that the word for cooking in pots is s aka 
in Samoan , a word generally acknowledged to be borrowed from Fijian ,  c f . Fij ian 
s aqa . 10  And this is  one of the very few Samoan words where k is obligatory even 
in Lit . Sam . , c f .  below . 

While 1777  then seems to be the terminus ante quem for the development *k 
> " the question concerning a possible terminus post quem is much more difficult 
and for the moment probably impossible to answer . We do not have any written 
sources be fore 1 7 77 which give us any data concerning Samoan and the use of oral 
sources and traditional material for diachronic linguistics is difficult and has 
obvious l imitations . Let me take but one example which as far as I know is also 
the most relevant one for the problem we are discussing . If the Rarotongan hero 
Karika came from Samoa ( c f .  Gill  1876 : 25 ) , if he is identical with the chief 
' Ali ' a  of Manu ' a ,  i f  we trust the Rarotongan genealogies ( c f .  Browne 189 7 : 10 )  
and assume that he lived i n  the 15th century , then it is reasonable to assume 
that Samoan still had the original k retained at that time since ' A l i ' a  most 
probably would have been rendered as * ' A r i  ' a  in Rarotongan . But there are a few 
ifs too many in this argumentation to base any conclusions on it . 

As a last resort we may try to look for comparative evidence for the chron­
ology , but the results are meagre . Among Western Polynesian languages only Samoan 
and Luangiua have the sound change *k > ' and in these two languages the changes 
are completely parallel , c f .  below concerning other cases of paralle lism between 
the two languages .  Similar sound changes in Eastern Polynesian seem to have no 
connection with the Samoan one : in Tahitian we have a general changing of velars 
( i . e .  9 and k) into ' and in Hawaiian the change *k > ' is sti ll  not completed 
and there are several lexemes where the k is retained as an optional variant , cf . 
Elbert 1982 : 50 3-504 . The intricate dialectal division and intermingling in 
Marquesan ( c f .  Elbert 1982) , which by Polynesian standards is unique , has only 
been superficially described , but according to the information available it seems 
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that *k > I is restricted to some dialects , *g > I is only sporadic and restric­
ted to some lexeme s , while one of the most characteristic features of Marquesan 
is *r and * 1  > I ,  a development not attested elsewhere in Polynesia . 

3 .  TH E VELARI SAT I ON O F  Inl AND I t  I I N  SAMO.A.N 

From a phonological point of view we find two distinct sociolects in Samoan 
today1 1  characterised by the fol lowing two different sets of nasal and plosive 
phonemes :  

Literary Samoan 

p 
m 

t 
n 

k 
9 

Colloquial Samoan 

p 
m 

k 
9 

One can formalise the correspondences between the two systems in the following 
rather simple rule , assuming that the system of Lit . Sam . is the older one : 

+ dental -----> + velar / � U <>< plosive 
- <>< nasal 

But the development /t/ > /k/ and the development /n/ > /g/ are on neither the 
synchronic nor the diachronic level identical . Both /n/ and /g/ are full-fledged 
phonemes in Lit . Sam .  representing generally PP *n and *g while /k/ in Lit . S am .  
only occurs i n  recent borrowings from English , e . g .  keke cake , kofe coffee , 
maket i  market and in a few other words like puke , 12 ' expression to startle some­
one ' ,  puketa, ' exclamation of triumph in the game tagat i ' a ' , puke basket (used 
for s toring cloth) , s aka cook . A few words which formerly had t in Lit . Sam .  
are nowadays considered by most speakers to have a basic k ,  e . g . okaoka ( otaota) , 
' exclamation of surprise , shock ' ,  oka ( ota ) raw fish. 

Accordingly , the development t > k is  to a great extent a change in the 
phonetic realisation of one and the same phoneme and only in a sub field of the 
lexicon does it influence the phonological system and the set of distinctive 
oppositions . Samoans have generally no problems in switching between the two 
sociolects as far as plosives are concerned and errors like t -forms in k - style 
and vice versa are very seldom attested . 1 3  It i s  quite to the contrary with the 
development n > g .  In that case one has to know by heart which words have which 
phoneme ( s) and most Samoans have great problems in separating the two styles 
with regard to nasal phonemes .  The number of hypercorrect n - forms ( instead of 
basic g - forms) in attempts at speaking Lit . Sam .  is significant and so is the 
number of colloquial g - forms in literary style . This mixture of the two styles 
is  not restricted to the spoken variant but is also frequently encountered in 
written sources .  14  

This intermingling of the two styles as well as the strong degree of vari­
ability in Spoken Lit . Sam . i s  hardly mentioned in the existing grammars , prob­
ably due to the fact that their main source of data is the classical literary 
language found in the Bible and similar sources .  Editions of Samoan texts are 
also in general strictly normalised ( this even applies to publications of typical 
oral texts like Stuebel 1 895  and Moyle 1981) . One of the few exceptions to this 
is Sierich 190 1-19 0 3  whose texts give a faithful depiction of the mixture of the 
two styles .  

There are various theories about the origin of the sound changes t > k and 
n > g ,  but all of these seem to consider them as one simultaneous sound change 
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and not as two separate processes .  Further they are considered as a quite recent 
phenomenon ( or corruption as most would say) taking place in the last part of the 
19th century when the literary Samoan language was well established . 

In Pratt 1862  these changes are not mentioned at all and it is said explic­
itly that k is an introduced foreign letter used for writing proper names and 
loanwords ( Pratt 1862 :6 )  . 1 5 Among example s  of careless pronunciation of conson­
ants l agoga for l agona is mentioned , but it is not indicated that it is a general 
feature of the language . In a later edition of the grammar he has a note in the 
preface dated 5 June 1876 16 saying : 

In Hawaii they have changed the t into k ,  and ng  into n .  
Thus tangata has become kanaka . Samoans are doing the same 
thing at the present time , to the great injury of the lan­
guage . 

An interesting treatment of these changes which sums up most of the current 
views at the turn of the century is ·Von Bulow 189 7a : 3 75 : 

Bezuglich der Anderung - Verderbnis nenne ich es - des t in 
k ,  des n und des g in ng , sagt ein Kenner der Samoasprache , 
der Missionar S . J .  Whitmee , in einer Anmerkung zu Pratts 
Worterbuch der Samoasprache ( S . l ) : "This is a recent change . 
When I went to Samoa in 186 3  I heard k used only on the 
island of Tutuila and on the eastern portion of Upolu . Now 
it is used all over the group . It is difficult to say how 
this change commenced , but its spread has been noted . - -
The more intelligent use t quite correctly in reading and 
in public speaking . But the practice of transposing k and 
t in reading is rapidly growing . "  -

Selbst in Fremdwortern , in denen k vorkommt , vertauschen 
es die Eingeborenen j etzt sehr oft mit t ,  und umgekehrt . In 
derselben Weise werden n und g ( ng) miteinander vertauscht . 

"Both of these changes took place in the Hawaiian dialect 
at a much earlier date and they have been adopted in the 
litterature ( sic ! )  of the Hawaiian Islands , which is not the 
case in Samoa" . 

Kramer 1 89 7 : 7 7 has the following more laconic view of the situation : "Die 
Aussprache des k fur t ist von Hawaii eingeschlept . Auf Savaii wird indessen 
meist noch das reine t gesprochen" . 

Brown 1916 : 182 gives a rather detailed description of the change t > k ( n  
> 9 not being mentioned) which in some respects deviates from other sources : 

When I first resided in the group , in 1860 , there were very 
few people indeed on Upolu , and still fewer , if any at all , 
on Savaii who used the "k"  sound . It was very rarely heard 
outside of the Port of Apia and the Tuamasaga district . 

The general opinion was that the change was introduced 
from the island of Tutuil a ,  and it was certainly called 
o le nanu faa-Tutuil a  ( Tutuila j abber , or wrong speech) . 
Whether it originated on Tutuila or not I cannot say .  Some 
individuals seemed to be conscious of their wrong pronunci­
ation . One man tried to excuse himself by saying that his 
mouth was hard . The spread of the change was very gradual , 
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and I am inclined to believe that intercourse with white 
men hastened the progress of it , for many of the traders 
used the pronunciation . 

There are some points connected with this innovation 
which may be noticed : 

1 .  According to the testimony of the natives the sound of 
"k" was not heard in the Samoan languages , except , it may 
be , in a very few individual cases , prior to the years 
1858-60 . 
2 .  It was said to have originated in Tutuila , but none of 
the individuals whom I knew in the early sixties , who used 
the obj ectionable pronunciation , had ever been to Tutuila,  
from where the nanu ( j abber) was said to have come . The 
worst case which I knew was that of a native of Manono . I 
do not remember hearing it on Savaii , except in a very few 
instances , or from visitors , whilst I was resident on that 
island . It certainly was not frequently used . 

But Brown may not be a completely trustworthy source since he showed a very 
strong antipathy towards the sound change in que stion whi ch he called "a very 
regrettable change " (Brown 1916 : 181)  and "a threatened deterioration" ( 1916 : 1 83)  . 

A modern and s lightly modi fied version of these views is Buse 1961 : 105-106 : 

The following is perhaps the origin of the two styles . In 
the nineteenth century , there began in Samoan an isolative 
dental-velar consonant shi ft by which [ t l , [ n l  moved back to 
[ k l , [ � l .  Either before the shift started or before it became 
at all widespread , missionaries and native Tahitian teachers 
arrived from Tahiti . They reduced the language to writing 
and set up schools ,  using [ t l  and [ n l  both as a basis for 
the script and in giving oral instruction . (Note that [ t l  
and [ n l  both occur in Tah itian , but not [ k l  and [ � l . )  The 
conservative forces of writing and education were thus thrown 
behind the dental style and succeeded in preserving it in 
those fields where their influence was strongest ( schools ,  
churches ,  etc . ) . Elsewhere , however ,  the shift was carried 
through and the velar style became widespread as a colloquial 
medium . Further situational differentiation has set in , each 
style having its own fairly well-defined s�here of influence , 
but the position is still far from stable . 7 

To sum up , the scholars mentioned so far seem to assume that the sound 
changes t > k and n > 9 were simultaneous 18 and that they : 

(a )  started in the last hal f of the 19th century 19 

(b)  started in the eastern islands 
tioned) and spread westwards . 
parts of Savai ' i  at the end of 

( Tutuila and Upolu , Manu ' a  not being men­
The changes had not yet reached the western 
the 19th century20 

( c ) were originally due to influence from the Hawaiian language upon Samoan , 
although nobody has explained how this influence could have taken place and 
how the not negligible geographical distance between Hawaii and Samoa could 
have made contact between the two languages possible . 2 1  Brown 1916 : 1 82 had 
the rather strange idea that white men , e specially traders , promoted the 
change t > k ,  c f .  above . 
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4 .  A CRI T I CAL REVALUAT I ON O F  CURRENT HYPOTH ESES 

Recently Shore 1982 : 269 has given a rather different or at least quite 
modified version of the story , without , however ,  giving very much data to sup­
port his conclusions : 

Samoans sometimes claim that formal pronunciation style is 
still common in those areas where Samoan culture is  least 
affected by European contact , an observation that appears 
almost ironic in light of the actual distribution of social 
contexts in which both styles are used . 22 The island of 
Savai ' i ,  particularly the remote village of Falealupo at the 
northwestern tip of the island , is held to be a bastion of 
"proper" ( L e .  formal-style) pronunciation . My own visits 
there , however ,  did not confirm this assertion . Milner 
( 1966 ) claims to have found the formal pronunciation gener­
ally used only by some older residents of Fitiuta village 
on Manu ' a . 2 3  

My best guess i s  that the dual phonological system in 
Samoan was the product of a phonological drift that had 
already begun by the time the first missionaries arrived in 
1830 . When they orthographized the Samoan language as the 
initial step in translating the Bible , the missionaries 
selected the older and culturally preferred forms , thereby 
" freezing" the [ t l and [ n l into the written language . 

Although Shore ' S  view is closer to mine than for example the theories put 
forward by Von Bulow or Kramer , I think it needs to be modified , and above all 
we have to state clearly what we really know and separate that from what is 
l ikely,  sensible or possible . Let us start with the chronology . 

There are few examples of k/g -style before 1 850 , but enough to prove that 
it existed . In Lundie 1846 : 79 we find a letter of 16 March 1 840 where he tel l s  
us that when arriving i n  Pagopago the boat deck was covered b y  Samoans greeting 
the "Mishingalies" ( = m i s i ona re in Mod . Sam . ) . In the first Samoan book printed 
(Williams 183 4 : 5 ) 24  we find alternating forms like Faf i ne l a l agna/Fa f i gne fa i fa i va 
( =  Mod . Sam . faf i ne l a l aga/faf i ne fa i fa i va ) . But e specially important are the 
observations found in the journals of the LMS missionaries . Most important is 
the fol lowing note at the end of Buzacott ' s  journal of 1 836/3 7 :  

We have been surprized to find a number of Samoans , who cannot 
distinguish any difference of sound in the k & t & ng & n & 

who in the language use nothing but the k & ng where the t & 

n ought to be . It is surprizing what a difference the change 
of these two letters make in the beauty of the language -
from being the most musical & pretty it becomes as rough & 

dissonant as any dialect of the South Seas . 

John Wil liams has in his published works , as well  as in the journals from 
his important visit to Samoa in 1 832 or from later visits there , made no refer­
ence whatsoever to the existence of a k/g -style , although observations on language 
are far from absent in his works . Writing in Samoan or using quotations from 
Samoan he is also ( with the exceptions noted above in Williams 1834)  quite con­
sistent in using the t in -style . But in the journal from Williams ' and Barff ' s  
first visit to Samoa in 1830 we find a very interesting observation on the lan­
guage : 
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The language of the Samoans is  a mixture of three different 
dialects . The Tahitian , which it strongly resembles in 
many words . The Rarotongan which it resembles in the nasal 
consonants gn etc . , and the Tongatabooan which it resembles 
in the use of the C and K. In addition to the above they 
make great use of the S ,  which is not used by any of the 
above mentioned I s lands . 

A sensible interpretation of this is that Williams perceived velar plosives as 
something characteristic when first listening to spoken Samoan . 

Accordingly there seems to be no doubt that the differences between the two 
style s  were fully e stablished about 1 830 . I f  the conclusion drawn above that 
Samoan had no k at the time when the words tapa ' a  and ' ot i  entered the language 
can be accepted , then the changes t > k and n > 9 must have taken place in the 
period 1777-1830 . 

As the material quoted above shows , the current view until quite recently 
was that the changes started in Upolu and Tutuila and that only in this century 
did they reach the western part of Savai ' i .  Milner 1966 and Shore 1982 ( cf .  
above) have pointed out that this view is in conflict with the present situation 
where the k/g- style is less common in Manu ' a ,  the most easterly part of the 
Samoan islands , than elsewhere . My own field studies point in the same direc­
tion . The only Samoans I have heard using t in -style in an informal situation 
when talking to other Samoans are people from Manu ' a .  On the other hand, the 
k/g-style is nowhere as prominent as in the western parts of Savai ' i  and many 
people there are hardly able to talk in the t in -style , managing at best to pro­
duce a mixture of the two styles .  The present situation is hard to conciliate 
with the information from late 19th century sources , referred to above , and it 
is  hardly possible to go further than to admit that we know nothing for certain 
about the geographical place of origin of these sound changes and how and in 
what direction they spread . 

But I think we can say quite a lot more about why the t in - style was chosen 
as the basis of the literary Samoan language and why we in the middle of the 19th 
century have next to no information concerning the existence of a k/g-style in 
Samoa. 

When the LMS missionaries after many years of struggle and hours of desper­
ation finally had broken the code and managed to learn Tahitian and to establish 
a l iterary Tahitian language , they hoped in the beginning to get as much as pos­
sible out of this new achievement and to extend the use of it to other islands , 
c f .  Wil liams 1837 : 12 2 .  When John Williams and Charles Barff came to Samoa in 1830 , 
they talked to people in Tahitian or Rarotongan , they taught them Tahitian hymns25 

and they left behind Tahitian and Rarotongan teachers and book s . The first 
years of the LMS '  mission in Samoa was based on the Tahitian language and many 
of the Tahitian teachers left behind learned no Samoan or at best a rather 
broken Samoan . 26 Accordingly it would be very strange if the missionaries , when 
they had a choice , did not pick out the variant of Samoan phonetically closest 
to Tahitian as the basis for the written language and their preaching . 27 What­
ever the social status of that variant was before the arrival of the missionaries 
it necessarily had to receive a high status from its position as the language of 
the church . Most probably both the number of speakers using it , the range of 
contexts it was used in and its geographical distribution increased with the 
spread of Christianity . It is impossible to prove , but very likely that the use 
of the k/g-style was more common in 1830 than in 1850 for the reasons just indi­
cated and that explains the otherwi se surprising overlooking of the colloquial 
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style in sources from the period 1840-1870 . Maybe a more negative attitude 
towards Europeans and the turbulent state of affairs in Samoa at the end of the 
century prom;ted a new rise of the k/g-style . Sound changes have sometimes 
quite a lot in common with changes of fashion . 

As Milner 1966 and Shore 1982 have pointed out the Samoans today are rather 
negative towards the k/g-style and to use a fashionable sociolinguistic term , 
the use of k/g-forms is in many contexts strongly stigmatised in Samoan . This 
may indicate that the di fference also originally was determined by the status 
of person spoken to or the context , as it is today . But I think that the basis 
for such a conclusion is rather fragile . As we have seen above , both Pratt , 
Whitmee , Von Bulow and others were very negative towards the use of the k/g-style 
and other European authors from the 19th century are no less negative - so Funk 
1 89 3 : 1  says that instead of the " t "  " sprechen die meisten Samoaner leider das 
k der Tonganer , was den gefal ligen Klang der Sprache sehr beeintrachtigt " . Even 
more outspoken is Neffgen 1904 : 11 when he says that the pronunciation 9 for n is 
" fehlerhaft und hasslich" and that k instead of t makes "einen hasslichen E ind­
ruch" . If such attitudes were current among Europeans in Samoa and above all 
among the missionaries , 28  it is rather likely that they were adopted by the 
Samoans . This negative attitude towards velars was nothing peculiar to Samoa , 
it was something which was part of the European attitude towards all the languages 
of the South Seas . The works of the early explorers are full of such evaluations , 
but let me just quote one , which is of special relevance to the problems we are 
dealing with here , namely the fol lowing extract from Banks Endeavour Journal 
( Beaglehole 196 3 : 37 2 )  from Cook ' s  first visit to the Pacific : 

All the Isles I was upon agreed perfectly as far as I could 
understand them ; the people of Ulietea only chang ' d  the t 
of the Otahiteans to a k ,  calling Tata which signifies a 
man or woman Kaka , a circumstance which made their Language 
much less soft . The people of Ohiteroa as far as I could 
understand their words which were only shouted out to us 
seemd to do the same thing , and add many more consonants 
and harshness ' s  which made their Language still more un­
tuneable . 

To understand this attitude properly it must be added that the Tahitian 
language was set up as a model of a beautiful , melodious and soft language by 
the first explorers and any deviation from it was considered as a deviation from 
perfect beauty and harmony. 

5 .  THE SAMOAN SOUND CHANGES I N  A POLYNESIAN PERSPECT I VE 

The sound change PP * t  > k is attested in several Polynesian languages : 
Luangiua , Hawaiian , Coll . Sam. , some dialects of Tahitian ( c f .  Biggs 1978 : 714) 
and seems according to the information provided by Banks ( c f .  above) to have 
taken place on Raiatea before the native dialect there was replaced by Tahitian . 
Biggs ( 1978 : 712 )  assumes that the *t moved back to occupy the velar position 
left vacant by the *k > ' change . The development n > 9 in Coll . Sam .  and 
Luangiua is then seen as a consequence of the first change , the velarisation of 
plosives being extended to nasals . This theory does not , however , explain the 
development 9 > n in Hawaiian and the rise of the phonological opposition /t/-/k/ 
in Mod . Sam . 



THE CHRONOLOGY OF THREE SAMOAN SOUND CHANGES 3 2 3  

Let u s  a s  our starting point take the Proto-Polynesian system of plosive 
and nasal phonemes :  

( 1) Ip t kl 
1m n gl  

After the *k > I change we get the following asymmetrical system : 29 

( 2 )  Ip t l  
1m n gl 

In this system the opposition dental-velar is no longer relevant in the plosive s , 
but still i s  in the nasals . Accordingly the It I phoneme could now be realised 
optionally ( = stylistic variation) as [ t ]  or [ k ]  and we get the following situ­
ation : 

( 3 )  Phonemes Ip t 
I �  I I  r 

Phonetic reali sation [ p  t k m n g ]  

Depending on the frequency or the stylistic function of the non-labial plosive 
allophones the phoneme they represent could be conceived as basically dental 
( = ( 3 » or velar ( 4 ) : 

( 4 )  Phonemes Ip k m n gl  
1 ;1 1 1 1  

Phonetic realisation [ p  t k m n g ]  

In ( 3 )  a further development would be to extend the rule that a plosive dental 
could be realised optionally as either dental or velar to the dental nasal phon­
eme , while in ( 4 ) such an extension would affect the velar nasal phoneme : 

( 3a)  Phonemes Ip t m n gl  
1 [\  I N  

Phonetic realisation [ p  t k m n g ]  

( 4a)  phonemes Ip k m 'Vr 
I /1 I 

Phonetic realisation [ p  t k m n g ]  

Phonological systems l ike ( 3a) and ( 4a) are vulnerable s ince the lack of one-to­
one correspondence between basic segments and phonetic realisations ( = between 
input and output) easily leads to reanalysis  and simplification . One way to go 
was to reestablish the one -to-one correspondence by eliminating the ambiguous 
phonemes : 

( 3b)  phonemes Ip t m gl  
I I'... I I 

Phonetic realisation [ p  t k m g ]  

( 4b)  phonemes Ip k m n I 

Phonetic realisation 
I ;1 I I 

[ p  t k m n 

( 3b) is not attested in any Polynesian language of today but I think it not 
unlikely that this system existed earlier in Luangiua . ( 4b) is the system of 
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Hawaiian . According to the information available the Samoan system around 1 830 
was ( 3a) , c f .  above . But then the phoneme /k/ was reintroduced into Samoan 
through loanwords from Tongan , Fij ian and Engli sh ( perhaps facilitated through 
the widespread knowledge of Tongan in Samoa at that time) . This reintroduction 
was then possible because Samoan already had the sound [ k ]  although not a phoneme 
/k/ .  After the introduction of /k/ the Samoan system was as follows : 

/p t k m I! �/ 
I N I I'\J 

( 5 )  Phonemes 

Phonetic realisation [ p  t k m n g )  

Coll . Sam . then simplified this system following the same principles underlying 
( 3b)  and ( 4b) : 

( 6 )  phonemes /p k m g/  
I 

Phonetic realisation [ p  
I I 
k m 

I 
g )  

But Lit . Sam .  simpli fied by reducing the possible allophonic realisations of the 
phonemes to one single allophone : 

( 7) Phonemes /p t k m n �/ 
I I I I I I 

Phonetic realisation [ p  t k m n g )  

And then we are back where it all started ! 

6 .  ALTERNAT I VES 

The analysis given above implies that the sound changes in the different 
Polynesian languages are independent of each other and determined only by general 
phonological tendencies and the inherited phonological structure of the languages 
in question . Yet there are a few data that may indicate a stronger connection 
between the languages involved than I have till now assumed . 

Tokelauan spoken just north of Samoa has retained the PP system of plosive 
and nasal phonemes ( i . e .  /p t k m n g/ ) . But in Hale 1846 we find some curious 
information concerning the Tokelauan dialect of Fakaofo : 

The confusion in the pronunciation of k and t is not uncommon , 
even in those languages in which both the sounds are met with 
as distinct elements .  In Fakaafo a l  i t i  was heard for a l i k i  
and in New Zealand and Paumotu a r i t i . In Hawaiian , the 
natives make no distinct ion between the t and k ,  and the 
missionaries have adopted the latter , though improperly ( as 
the element is really the Polynesian t ) , in the written 
language . (pp . 2 3 3-2 34) 

It is one peculiarity of this dialect ( i . e .  Fakaofo - E .H . )  
that the k at the beginning of many words is often dropped ,  
apparently at the mere pleasure o f  the speaker . ( p . 258) 

No descriptions of Modern Tokelauan mention these phenomena and in my own 
fieldwork on Atafu I have not observed any cases of k - t  alternation or of the 
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dropping of initial k ' s  ( except in  recent loanwords from Samoan) . But there are 
a few examples of 9 instead of n both in Tokelauan ( e . g . koga/kona because) and 
Anuta ( c f .  e . g .  the personal name Po T i ng i rau in Feinberg 1982 = Samoan T i g i l au ,  
Tongan S i n i l au ,  Rarotongan t i n i ra u ,  etc . ) . The most likely explanation of such 
data and the information provided by Hale ( 1846) ( c f .  above) is to assume a cer­
tain influence or borrowings from Samoan in Anuta and especially Tokelauan . 

But seen in connection with the regular development t > k and n > 9 in 
Luangiua 30 we cannot completely exclude the possibility that we once had a 
Samoan-Luangiua Sprachbund which also partly influenced Tokelauan and maybe Anuta 
and which was characterised by a phonetic instabi lity of dental and velar plo­
sives and nasals with a large degree of phonetic overlapping in the phonemes 
concerned . But only further research on the Polynesian outliers and Tokelauan 
can clarify this hypothesi s .  

NOTES 

1 .  This work is partly based on field studies supported by The Institute for 
Comparative Research in Human Culture , Oslo and The Scandinavian Institute 
of Asian Studies ,  Copenhagen .  I wish to thank Niko Besnier and Sheldon 
Harrison for comments on specific points and especial ly Marianne Haslev 
Skgnland for detailed comments on an earlier draft of this study . I am also 
grate ful to the Kon-Tiki museum , Oslo , for giving me access to its excellent 
Polynesian library and to the School of Oriental and African Studies for 
giving me access to the archives of the London Missionary Society and the 
Methodist Missionary Society . All quotations below from the journals of 
the LMS missionaries and Methodist missionaries are based on material from 
those archives .  

2 .  Except in quotations ,  the velar nasal will in this paper be written 9 con­
forming to the Samoan orthography . 

3 .  PP = Proto-Polynesian . 

4 .  I n  all descriptions of Samoan this phoneme is called a glottal stop or 
break . But in Mod . Sam . it is only realised as a glottal stop in phrase­
initial position . In intervocalic position it is mainly realised as creaky 
voice and only sporadically as a glottal stop . 

5 .  Mod . Sam .  = Modern Samoan , i . e .  the t in - style as used today in speaking and 
writin g ,  c f .  Col I . Sam .  = Colloquial Samoan , i . e .  the k/g -style and Lit . 
Sam . = Literary Samoan , i . e .  the written language of the Samoan Bible , etc . 

6 .  Attested as coch i in Martin 181 7 ,  I I .  

7 .  The first missionaries ( through most o f  them having a Tahitian background 
where a similar development *k > ' had occurred) also observed the corres­
pondence Sam . ' = k in many other Polynesian languages , cf .  e . g . A .  Buzacott ' s  
j ournal from 1836/37 where we find the following note : "The true Samoan has 
neither the k nor the h mostly where those letters occur in the correspon­
ding words of the Tahitian & Rarotongan dialects , the Samoan substitutes 
the f for the h ,  & a kind of break for the k . "  
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8 .  The word i s  attested a s  early as 1793  in Tongan in the form oucamea fer ,  
c f . Rossel 1808 : 562 , c f .  also ookummea metal in Martin 181 7 ,  II . 

9 .  c f .  goo l o  pot in Martin 181 7 ,  II . 

10 . Shore 1982 : 268 assume s that saka predates European contact , but thi s  assump­
tion is rather questionable , c f .  Love 1983 : 142 and note 1 5  below . 

1 1 .  c f .  Shore 1982 : 267-283 for a survey o f  the social aspects o f  the two socio­
lects , their status and range of use and the rather strong emotional atti­
tudes manifested towards improper use of them . 

12 . Thi s  may be a borrowing from Tongan , c f . Tongan puke to take hold of, seize, 
make a grab at , being used in a slang-like way in Samoan , c f .  above . 

1 3 .  A curious exception is tTt a t a , tTka ta , kTtata  tea-kettle , borrowed from 
Engli sh but probably via Tahitian ( c f .  Tahitian tTt a ta ) . Let me also add 
that once during a Sunday service I heard the form l es u  Te r i so ( = l es u  
Ker i s o )  . 

1 4 . Some of the hypercorrect forms have become standard in Mod . Sam .  like e . g . 
ton i ga uniform , c f .  tog i ga in Pratt 1977 and Milner 1966 . Even in Lit . Sam .  
we find a few hypercorrect forms like fesoasoan i help « *fesoasoag i ,  c f .  
Milner 1966 : 21 2 )  and fea l ofan i love each other whi ch should have been 
*fea l ofag i ,  c f .  a l ofag i a .  But as Niko Besnier has pointed out to me , some 
of these variations may be due to the productivity of the -g i a  suffix in 
Samoan , Tuvaluan and maybe other Polynesian languages of that area . 

15 . It i s  interesting to observe that the following note is added to the inter­
jection pu ke in Pratt 1862 : 1 70 :  "It  and the following compound ( = puke ta) 
are the only instances in which the k is used" . In later editions of the 
dictionary ( cf .  Pratt 1977 : 236)  he has made a significant change : " It and 
the next word were the only instances in which the k was used until the 
recent corruption of t into k . "  

16 . Here quoted from the 4th edition of 1 89 3 .  

17 . Buse ends his note by quoting a " footnote added to the second edition of 
Pratt ' s  Samoan grammar and dictionary ( 1876) " which is identical ( except 
for a few minor details)  to the quotation from Whitmee quoted by Von 
Bulow , above . 

1 8 .  None seems explicitly to regard them a s  separate , but many mention only the 
change t > k ,  while n > 9 tends to pass unnoticed . On the other hand it is 
worthwhile to observe that Hale 1846 did not mention the change of plosive s  
a t  all , but was fully aware of a certain instability o f  the nasals , c f .  the 
following note . 

19 . c f .  also Stair 1 89 7 : 15 -16 : "Even the Samoan language is changing . I was 
lately speaking to a young Samoan , a Malua student too , and could hardly 
understand him , as he turned all the t ' s  into k ' s " .  Stair lived in Samoa 
from 1838 to 1845 and his remark must imply that the change had not taken 
place or was quite uncommon in that period . It is also interesting to note 
that Hale 1846 does not mention t > k in Samoan at all , and seems to con­
s ider n > 9 as a sporadic change mainly representing a kind of assimilation 
or metathesis ( Hale 1846 : 2 34) , c f .  e . g . manog i > magog i /magon i and man u t ag i 
> mag u t ag i as well as the example l agona > l agoga quoted from Pratt 1 862 , 
c f .  above . 
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20 . c f .  also Von Bulow 1897b : 345 , Smith 1898 : 141 , and Hocart 1916 : 4 2 . Violette 
1 870 : 208 states that k "parait naturel aux habitants de la partie sud-est 
d ' Upolu " . An interesting , although perhaps not quite trustworthy socio­
linguistic observation is found in Wendt 19 7 7 : 50 where he tells the story 
about some young men vis iting Apia for the first time ( 1921) . They found 
" that the Samoan spoken by the inhabitants of Apia was quaint , unusual -
they used the k instead of the t .  Perhaps it had something to do with the 
language of the papalagi , surmised Osovae " . Some authors are less precise , 
e . g .  Churchward 1926 : 16 who talks about these changes having taken place 
" in most parts of the group" without further attempts to make the areas 
explicit . 

2 1 .  There are not many who explicitly support this hypothesis , but curiously 
enough none who explicitly argue against it . 

22 . Shore 1982 : 2 71 lists as some of the most typical contexts for the formal 
pronunciation ( = t in - style) schools , churches ,  radio broadcasts , conversa­
tion with palagi s , reading and writing . 

2 3 .  Quotation from Milner 1966 : xiv omitted ( E .H . ) . 

2 4 . The book i s  called E TALA A ,  E ,  F ,  contains 11 pages and consists of spel­
l ing lessons and 14  short chapters of reading lessons . The book was printed 
at the Mission Press , Huahine 1 83 4 .  No author is mentioned on the front 
page , but there is no doubt about the author , c f .  G .  Pratt ' s  journal from 
6 September 1835 and Barff ' s  account of Buzacott ' s  labours ( written 1 84 7/ 
4 8 ,  but referring to his and Buzacott ' s  visit to Samoa in 1 834) . 

25 . c f .  the following extract from G .  Pratt ' s  journal of 1 4  October 1835 : 

In the evening with the help of the native teachers and some 
boys who also know Tahitian transposed a Hymn that they 
might at least sing with understanding as they have hitherto 
learned to read and to s ing in a foreign l anguage , tho the 
teachers give the sense of the Hymn in the language they 
always s ing it in the Tahitian language which only a few 
who can read know . 

26 . c f .  the following note from Hardie ' s  journal of 1838 : 

Found the settlement ( in Palauli)  althogether in a very 
impromising state : the school being badly attended and but 
very l ittle attention paid to divine things . The Tahitian 
teacher ,  who has been here for some time is very inefficient , 
being advanced in l i fe and having acquired but a very in­
adequate knowledge of the language . 

2 7 .  Unfortunately we know very little o f  the Samoan literary language estab­
lished by the Wesleyan missionaries from Tonga . None of the books they 
published in Samoan have survived as far as I know , but judging from the 
words and sentences in Samoan in the letters and j ournals of Peter Turner , 
they seem to have chosen a norm quite similar to the one the LMS chose .  
Having Tongan as their starting point , this may be explained i n  the same 
way as the LMS missionaries '  choise of a norm for the language . But I 
hesitate to draw any definite conclusions here since there are hints in 
Turner ' s  journals that k was not a marginal letter in his alphabet , c f . his 
journal of 29 January and 21 May 1835 . 
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2 8 .  c f .  the quotations from the influential Methodist missionary George B rown 
( Brown 1916) given above . 

29 . / ' /  i s  not included in ( 2 ) , being outside the labial/dental/velar system 
of sounds . 

30 . Another problem i s  that we do not know the exact chronology of these sound 
changes in Luangiua . Brown 19 10 : 414 gives the name of the island as Lua 
N i ua which seems to indicate that the change n > 9 is rather recent there . 
But until further material i s  available we cannot exclude the possibility 
that Brown was influenced by his Samoan background and invented a hyper­
correct Luangiua form . 
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