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EMBRACING THE SPIRIT OF THE PACIFIC: YOUR GUIDE ON HOW TO SPEAK SAMOAN LANGUAGE

Learning a new language is always a journey into a different way of thinking, seeing, and connecting with the world. When that language is Gagana
Samoa, the Samoan language, you are not just memorizing vocabulary; you are unlocking the heart of one of the Pacific's most vibrant and ancient
cultures. Spoken by over 500,000 people worldwide, from the islands of Samoa and American Samoa to diaspora communities in New Zealand,
Australia, and the United States, Samoan is a language of warmth, respect, and deep communal bonds.
If you have ever wondered how to speak Samoan language, you are about to embark on a rewarding adventure. While it may seem daunting at
first,  especially  with  its  unique  pronunciation  and  respect-based  vocabulary,  the  journey  is  filled  with  incredible  moments  of  discovery.  This
comprehensive guide is designed to give you a clear, structured path forward. We will move beyond simple phrase lists and delve into the core
elements that will help you not just repeat words, but truly understand and use the language in a culturally meaningful way.
Whether you are planning a trip to the beautiful islands of Upolu and Savai'i, connecting with Samoan friends and family, or simply have a passion for
Polynesian languages, this article is your starting point. Let's begin this journey into the soul of Samoa.

GETTING STARTED: THE SAMOAN ALPHABET AND PRONUNCIATION

The first  and most  crucial  step  in  learning  how to speak Samoan language  is  mastering  its  sound system.  The good news is  that  the  Samoan
alphabet is small and phonetic. Unlike English, where letters can have multiple sounds, in Samoan, each letter generally makes one consistent sound.
This makes reading and pronunciation surprisingly straightforward once you learn the basics.

The Core Alphabet
The formal Samoan alphabet, as standardized today, consists of 17 letters: A, E, I, O, U, F, G, L, M, N, P, S, T, V, H, K, R. The letters H, K, and R are
primarily used in words of foreign origin, but you will encounter them often in modern Samoan. You will also notice the ‘okina (‘), also called the
koma liliu or glottal stop. This is not a separate letter but a consonant sound that is essential for meaning.

Vowels: The Foundation of Melody
Samoan is a vowel-rich language, and the vowels are pure and clear, similar to those in Spanish, Italian, or Japanese. There are five vowels, each with
a short and a long form. The length of a vowel can completely change the meaning of a word.

A – like the ‘a’ in “father” (short) or “car” (long)
E – like the ‘e’ in “bet” (short) or “they” (long)
I – like the ‘ee’ in “see” (short) or “machine” (long)
O – like the ‘o’ in “for” (short) or “go” (long, but not diphthongized)
U – like the ‘oo’ in “boot” (short) or “moon” (long)

A long vowel is indicated by a macron (a line over the letter), like ā, ē, ī, ō, ū. For example, moe (to sleep) is different from mōe (a type of sea eel).
Paying attention to vowel length from the beginning will prevent a lot of confusion later.

Consonants: Simple and Consistent
Most consonants in Samoan are pronounced similarly to their English counterparts, with a few key differences:

G – This is always pronounced as the ‘ng’ in the English word “sing”. Think of a word like “singer” without the ‘er’. So words like paga (a pang)
sound like “pah-ngah”.
‘ (The Glottal Stop) – This is a catch in the throat, like the sound between the syllables in the English exclamation “uh-oh!”. The word ta‘i (to
lead) is pronounced “tah-ee” with a clear break between the vowels, while tai (sea) is pronounced smoothly as one syllable “tie”. Forgetting the
glottal stop can lead to confusion, so practice it diligently.

BUILDING YOUR FOUNDATION: ESSENTIAL GREETINGS AND POLITENESS

In Samoan culture, greetings and politeness are paramount. You cannot truly learn how to speak Samoan language without understanding the
deep respect embedded in its words. The concept of fa‘aaloalo (respect) governs how you speak to different people. The most important distinction

is between formal speech (used with chiefs, elders, and in ceremonial settings) and casual speech (used with friends and family).

Core Greetings
Talofa – Hello. This is the most common greeting. A more formal and deeply respectful version is Talofa lava (Hello, indeed).
Mālō – A general greeting, often used as a simple “Hello” or “Greetings”. It can also mean “Well done!”.
Mālō lava – A more emphatic version of the above.
‘Āfio mai – A greeting of deep respect used when addressing a high chief (ali‘i). You would not use this with your friends.
Susū mai – A respectful greeting used for a talking chief (tulafale) or a guest of honor.

Common Polite Phrases
Mastering these phrases will immediately improve your interactions and show that you are a respectful learner.

Fa‘amolemole – Please.
Fa‘afetai – Thank you. For more emphasis, say Fa‘afetai lava (Thank you very much).
Fa‘afetai tele lava – A very big thank you.
Ioe – Yes.
Leai – No.
Leai, fa‘afetai – No, thank you.
Tōfā soifua – Goodbye (to someone who is leaving). It literally means “May you live well” or “Farewell in health”.
Sōifua – A shorter, more casual version of goodbye.
‘Alu ia – A casual way of saying “Goodbye” or “Go well” (said by the person staying to the person leaving).

NAVIGATING EVERYDAY CONVERSATIONS

Once you have greetings down, you can start building simple conversations. The structure of a Samoan sentence is generally Verb-Subject-Object
(VSO), which is different from English (Subject-Verb-Object). However, for basic phrases, you can often use simple structures.

Introducing Yourself
To tell someone your name, you use the verb ‘o (to be), followed by lo‘u igoa (my name).

‘O lo‘u igoa o Sione. – My name is John.
‘O ai lou igoa? – What is your name?

Alternatively, you can say:

‘O a‘u o Maria. – I am Maria.

Asking Simple Questions
Here are some essential question words and examples:

O fea? – Where?
Example: O fea le fale‘oloa? (Where is the store?)
‘O ai? – Who?
Example: ‘O ai lēna? (Who is that?)
O le ā? – What?
Example: O le ā le mea lenei? (What is this thing?)
‘Aiseā? – Why?
Example: ‘Aiseā e te tagi ai? (Why are you crying?)
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Essential Verbs for Daily Life
Learning a few core verbs will allow you to express basic needs and actions.

Alu – Go. Example: Alu i le fale (Go to the house).
Sau – Come. Example: Sau i‘i (Come here).
Fai – Do, make, say. Example: Fai lau mea‘ai (Make your food).
‘O lo‘o ‘ou ‘ai – I am eating. (‘ai = eat)
‘O lo‘o ‘ou inu – I am drinking. (inu = drink)
‘O lo‘o ‘ou moe – I am sleeping. (moe = sleep)

UNDERSTANDING THE NUANCE: FORMAL VS. CASUAL LANGUAGE

This is arguably the most important cultural aspect of how to speak Samoan language correctly. The language has a unique feature: there are

specific  words  reserved  for  speaking  to  or  about  people  of  high  status.  Using  the  wrong  word,  especially  with  a  chief  or  elder,  can  be  seen  as
disrespectful, even if your intention is good.
For example, the verb “to eat” has different forms:

‘Ai – This is the general verb for “to eat”, used in casual conversation. An elder might say to a child, ‘Olo‘o ‘oe ‘ai? (Are you eating?)
Taumafa – This is the respectful verb for “to eat”, used only when speaking about or to a chief or a person of high status. You would say to a
chief, ‘Olo‘o ‘oe taumafa? (Are you eating, sir/madam?)

Other examples include:

Sau (to come – casual) vs. Afio mai (to come – for a high chief) vs. Susū mai (to come – for a talking chief).
Moe (to sleep – casual) vs. Mālōlō (to rest/sleep – respectful).
Fale (house – casual) vs. Maota (house of a high chief) vs. Laoa (house of a talking chief).

As a beginner, you will not be expected to master this immediately. However, showing an awareness of this respect system, especially by using
fa‘amolemole (please), fa‘


