SOME NOTES ON THE HISTORY OF THE SAMOAN WRITTEN LANGUAGE

The First European Contacts and Western Influences
The first recorded European contact with the Samoan Islands was in 1722 by the Dutch explorer Jacob Roggeveen.  This voyage and two subsequent European contacts by Bougainville in 1768 and de la Perouse in 1787 opened Samoa to the outside world of whalers, traders, missionaries, and colonialists.  The London Missionary Society arrived in 1830, the Wesleyan Mission five years later in 1835.  From 1830, the date normally accepted as the beginning of sustained European interest in Samoa, until the present, Samoa has had an unending succession of interactions with the Western powers; some were good, and some bad (Masterman, 1934; Gilson, 1970).  

The Introduction of Samoan Grammar

The first grammatical description of the Samoan language was published in 1846 by Horatio Hale for the United States Exploring Expedition of 1838 to 1842.  Hale published a comparative grammar of Polynesian languages based on data he collected from missionary stations in the various islands the expedition visited.  Part of Hale’s Samoan material was derived from a brief Samoan grammar written by Rev. Thomas Heath and a list of Samoan words collected by the Rev. William Mills.  Hale’s work provided the western world with the first description of the newly devised Samoan orthography, a brief summary of Samoan syntax, and a short comparative Polynesian word list (Hale, 1846).  

The Rev. George Pratt arrived in Samoa in 1839 to help with the translation of the bible. In 1862, Pratt published a dictionary containing over 13,000 words and a short grammatical summary of Samoan culled from missionary collections of Samoan genealogies, proverbs and oral traditions (Pratt, 1862).

As we can see from the works of Pratt and Hale we can observe the hardship that European linguists had in explaining problematic areas of Samoan that did not readily conform to a traditional Latin-based grammatical framework.  Linguistic work at the time viewed languages through a framework that used the classical European languages as a pattern (Hale, 1968).  However, the languages of Polynesia often proved to be a difficult fit.  Some of the problems encountered with Samoan, for example, included morphology (word composition), voice, tense and aspect, language levels and registers, and problems with orthographic representations.  Many of these problems have continued to affect the teaching of Samoan today, both in Samoa and abroad.  Modern written Samoan, especially in American Samoa and in Samoan communities abroad, is often marked with errors in the spelling system, inconsistencies in word composition, confusion with the a/o, genitive markers, frequent use of word order associated with English, errors in the use of registers and the t and k styles and most importantly the Samoan writing structures found in morphological concepts (Pratt, 1862). 
Similarity between the Samoan language and other Polynesian languages as 

utilized by the LMS Missionaries in their initial works
The first significant linguistic descriptions of Samoan were collected after the arrival of London Missionary Society (LMS) in August of 1830 and the Wesleyan Mission in 1845.  In 1835 the LMS returned and stationed two European missionaries in Samoa, the Rev. C. Bariff and the Rev. C. Buzzcot.  Both were experienced translators from the Tahitian and Rarotonga missions and were given the responsibility of translating the scriptures into the Samoan language (Faletoese, 1961).  

Faletoese (1961) asserted that the first major task of the LMS was to devise an orthography, lexicon, and grammar for Samoan and translate religious material into the Samoan language.  The LMS works in other Pacific island groups; most notably Tonga, Tahiti, and Rarotonga greatly benefited the missionary undertakings in Samoa and no doubt influenced their views and perceptions of the Samoan language.  In actuality, the missionaries’ work was simplified because of the fact that there were a lot of ties between the Samoan language and other Polynesian languages in the South Pacific.   
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