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12. From feelings to grammar:
a Samoan case study
ELINOR OCHS

Introduction
In 1822, after traveling throughout the Pacific, the Reverends Tyerman and
Bennett reponed a cenain problem that many Christian families were experiencing. Writing to London, they referred to the head of one such family:
As a Christian parent, he {Mr. Chamberlain] is naturally very anxious to preserve the
minds of his offspring from the moral contamination to which they are liable from the
inevitable exposure to the society (occasionally at least) of native children or their own
ages, whose language they undersWld, and whose filthy talk they cannot but hear at
limes. The abominable conversation (if such it may be called) of mfants as soon as
they begin to lisp out words, is such a jargon of grossness and obscenity as could nOI
be imagined by persons brought up even in those manufacturina towns of our country
where manners are the most depraved. And, so far from reproving the little reprobatcs,
their fathers and mothers, both by voice and example, teach them what they are most
apt to learn, the expression and indulgence. at the earlie.st possible period, of every
brutal passion. The subject is one of great delicacy and perplexity to faithful Missionaries in all stations among uncivilized heathen, but particularly in these islands.
(1822:465-6)1

Without the particular moral interpretation of the good Reverends Tyennan
and Bennetl, emotional intensity among Pacific peoples, particularly among
Polynesians, has been noted and expressed in art, litcrature, and numerous
ethnographic descriptions. The Pacific has often been treated as a haven of
passion, a romantic alternative to Victorian repression and morality.
When I began a longitudinal study of language acquisition in a Western
Samoan village. I had in mind a documentation of the morphologically and
syntactically interesting features of Samoan as they emerged in children's
speech over developmental time .2 I was concerned with those features that
have been described for adult Samoan, such as the ergative case-marking
system and a word order of verb- subject-object. I had an idea of the conctp-

251

252

From feelingl to grammar.' a Samoan cast! study

ELINOR OCHS

tual categories and processes that have been related to grammatical relations. I

Mo: Say "Don', come here againl"

would be looking at notions such as the expression of agent, patient, action,
change of state, object undergoing change of slate, and the like. I would also
be looking at the way in which given and new infonnation are expressed and

Mo: "If YOll come now, (I) will smack your eyes."

inierSCI with word--order patterns. These are the bases of grammar that have

been considered over the years among those interested in language acquisition
and they are the legitimate topics or most grant proposals in this area.
When I began transcribing the tapes or children's speech, however, I was
struck by many or the things that impressed the Reverends Tyennan and
Bennett. So much of the talk was intensely emotional. Caregivers and children talked about reelings and emotional slates a great deal, as in the rollowing examples:
( I) Mother to N, 3;4
Mo: N! Don't do like that again, otherwise I'll be angry at you. Otherwise I'U be
angry at you and 1 won't give you another milk biscuit.
(2) Mother speaking to family members about infant when she cries

Me: Oh! Oh! Her willfulness is exceptional!
(3) N, 3, to older sister, M, after M does not give a biscuit to N or
N: M, ('?), give something
give somethingl
okay, M, the baby is angryl
(laughs]
the babyl

10

infant sister

(4) Mother telling other children that N, 3, is behaving badly
Me: N is conceited. leI's shame, let's shame N. He is concelled.
(5) Mother to daughter M, 4; 10
Mo: Are you upset, M? What is the thing that upsets you?
M: I'm angry only with you because J uid "leI's us play," but you refuse.
In addition, most or the speech acts engaged in were affect-loaded, such as
appeals , rejections, refusals, teasing, accusations. bluffing. shaming, cursing, expressions ofrespcct, sympathy, shock, disappointment, fear, and pleasure. It was clear that display and recognition of emotion were terribly important to these families in this community, This appraisal was reinforced when I
looked at caregivers' speech and found that caregivers frequently provoked or
elicited the expression of particular affect-loaded speech acts. Caregivers
would, for example, ask children to repeat phrases to a third party to convey
feelings, as illustrated below.
(6) M, 4;4, has previously called to her friend V to come, but V goes elsewhere. M's
mother, L, instructs M what to tell V
M. ((softly» L, there's VI

Why docs she go there?1
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M : DoN'T COME HERE AOA'I'"!
M: IF YOU COME NOW,

(I) WILL SMACK YOUR EVes!

Or a caregiver would elicit a chalJenge from one sibling towards another.
socializing the children e:a:plicitly into confrontation:
(7) N, 3, accuses other kids of stealing shoes the night before. Mother turns to N's

sister M
N

Others
Mo: Is that true, M?
M: No, (he) is Iyingl
('?)I

(she) is lyingl
M: (he) is lying (emphatic particle)1
M: he's like X, always lyingl
And, if this in itself was not enough to convince me of the role of affect in
language acquisition, there was an additional body of material, a veritable
treasure trove of emotional riches. Emotional feelings can be encoded at all
levels of Samoan grammar - phonological, morphological, and syntactic.
Surely, even in the most conservative of perspectives on language development, to understand the acquisition of Samoan grammar one would need to
docutnenl the evolving production and comprehension of feelings uuough
language.
AI this point, a string of questions came to mind demanding answers: How
do we talk about emotions and feelings? How do we talk about the linguistic
encoding of these phenomena? With their overwhelming concern with the
logical dimensions of language, both anthropological and psychological linguistics provided me with insufficient tools to carry out the task of relating
arrect 10 language. Fortunately, psychologists and anthropologists have recently revived the interest in emotions. Several Social Science Research
Counci l seminars and American Anthropological Association symposia as well
as a series of workshops at the Australian National Universil)' have generated or
drawn attention to a number or papers on the interface of culture, cognition, and
emotional experience. I am considerably in debt to these materials in the
fonnulation of my ideas on Samoan expression of emotion. In the following
discussion, I draw from these sourccs as well as from research on affect in Samoa carried out by Gerber (1975), Mead (1928), and Shore (1977, 1982).
The expression of eutotion
Aff~CI :

a working

d~finirion

Many of the recent research papers on emotion have considered emotion as a
physiological process associated with the nervous system. Several researchers
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have argued for the universality of a core set of emotional states, including
fear. anger, grief, and embarrassment (Scheff 1977). Other research has
focused on the expression and conceptualization of emotions within panicular

cultures. All human beings experience a core set of emotions sometime in
their lives. but how they interpret and manifest those experiences differs
across cultures. Levy (1984), for example. suggests that certain emotions may
be objects of considerable attenlion and knowledge. They are what Levy calls

"hypercognized," richly expressed within the cullUre. Other emotional re·
sponses may be underplayed or "hypocognized." Often a hypocognized
emotion will be repressed andl or reinterpreted as some other experience such

as physical illness.
The concern with expression of emotion has led to an interest in a wide
range of emotional processes, structures, and conceplS; for example, feelings,
moods, dispositions, attitudes, character, personality, masking, double binds,
undercutting, and the like (see Irvine 1982 for a review of this domain). To
generalize, this semantic domain is often referred to as affect, and this is the
term I will be using in the remainder of this discussion. My particular concern

will be willI linguistic conventions associated with affect in Samoan and how
yOlmg children acquire knowledge of these conventions over developmental
time. To pursue this q uestion, let us lurn to Samoan itself and consider those
dimensions of affect that are richly encoded or, as Levy would say, h)'pCrcognized.

Affect: child development
In the introduction to this chapter, I indicated that Samoan caregivers are
concerned with the child's affective competence, particularly with the child's
capacity to produce and recognize conventional expressions of emotions, both
verbal and nonverbal. This concern is of course not limited to Samoan society, as is evidenced by the current literature o n socialization and social development (Bowlby 1969; Bretherton & Beeghly 1982; Dunn & Kendrick 1982;
Eibl-Eiblesfeldt 1970; Heath 1983; Hoffman 1981; Levy 1973; Lutz 1981;
Much & Shweder 1978; Schieffelin 1979; Seymour 1980; Super & Harkness
1982; Zahn-Waxler, Radke· Yarrow & King 1979). The concern is universal,
and apparently children quite early in their lives attend to, recognize, and act
on displays of emotion by others in their social environment. Klinnen ct al.
(1983) report that by 9 monlhs of age infants can monitor the facia l expression
of affect of mothers and will act differently towards some third object according to the affect displayed. Through this type of monitoring, termed social
referencing (ibid.), infants are socialized into associating particular evenlS
(e.g .• the co-presence of a particular object, a change of state, etc.) with
panicular feelings on the one hand and particular expressions on the other.
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Infants come to know for particular situations what they should feel and how
to display or mask thai feeling (Schieffelin 1979). These frames lay the
groundwork for attitudes, opinions. values, and beliefs that evolve in one's
lifetime.
EVENT _

AFFECT

i_

DISPLAY AFFECT

i

-

D1SPLA. Y AFFECT

ii

(MASK AFFECT

i)

Recognition and use of lexical and grammatical structu res for conveying
feelings are a more sophisticated extension of this early form of production
and appraisal of affect expression. The work of Bretherton & Beeghly (1982).
Dunn & Kendrick (1982), and Zahn-Waxler, Radke-Yarrow & King (1979)
demonstrates that verbal competence in this domain is regularly displayed
before the age of 2 (as early as 18-20 months) . This research concerns
primarily children's acquisition of lexicaltcnns of emotion (in English only).
If we include prosody, we can see conventional linguistic expression of affect
through intonation even before a child 's first words, and it is cenainly widely
in evidence throughout the single-word stage (Cruuendon 1982; Halliday
1973; Peters 1977).
An important difference between the use of lexical tenns of emotion and
intonation is that typically me lexical tenns assen or predicate a qualiry of self
or others whereas intonation presupposes or implies that quality. Relative to
intonation, the adjectives of affect such as "afraid," "angry," "mad,"
"happy," etc. indicate more explicitl y the nature of the affect communicated.
These adjeclives have considerable interest for developmental psychologists.
because their use displays to a high degree an awareness among young children of their own and others' feelings . Dunn & Kendrick (1982). for example.
have documented the capacity of 2- and 3-year-old children to notice and even
anticipate the feelings of their younger siblings:
The important point on the issue of penpec(jve-taking is that the children commented
on the baby's ~havior in a way thai certainly did not always represent a projection of
their own feelings about Iheir own situations. Sometimes the difference between the
perspective of the child and the baby was made quite explicit. One boy watChing his
baby brother playing with a balloon, commented to the observer: "He going pop in a
minute. And he going cry. And he going be frightened of me too. I UK£ the pop." (p.
46)

The interest in affect among development psychologists is growing by leaps
and bounds, for it seems that a great deal can be learned about children's
cognition from observing affective behavior of children and others engaged in
face-to-face interaction. These behaviors indicate the extent to whieh children
can take a sociocentric perspective. their understanding of cause and effect,
and their concept of person as distinct from other entities in their environment. It is apparent from existing studies that attitudes, emotions. moods,
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feelings, and the like are communicated and perceived in the fmt year of life
and that this system expresses an understanding of the world, i.e., a world
view.

Affect: linguistic dimensions

Research in adult processing indicates further the esscntial role of affect in
communication (see, for example, Mandler 197:5; Norman 1979; Zajonc
1979). Among other phenomena, the processes or attention. memory, and
recognition can be facilitated or impeded by an individual's emotional state.
We have every reason to believe from this growing literature as wcll as from
the writings of Burke (1962) and Hymes (1974) that such a fundamental
componcnt of human nature will find its place in language beyond prosody
and the lexicon. Speakers' affective dispositions are expressed through syntactic, morphological, and phonological structures , such as verb voice (Hopper 1979; Hopper & Thompson 1980). word order (Givon 1979; Halliday
1967; Kuno 1972; Mac Whinney 1977, 1984), sentential mood (Searle 1969).
right and left dislocation (Chafe 1976; Duranti & Ochs 1979), tense/aspect
(Hopper 1979; Smith 1983), deictics and other detenniners (Clancy 1980;
Duranti 1984), quantifiers (Lakoff 1972; Brown & Levinson 1978), focus
panicles (Dixon 1972; Hawkinson & Hyman 1974). phonological simplification, reduplication (Ferguson, 1977), and phonological variation (Blom &
Gumperz 1972; Ferguson 1977; L.abov 1966).
In most arenas of daily communication, speakers convey not only infonna·
tion concerning some state or event but their feelings about some state or
event as weU, and languages will havc varying SlrUClures for enoxling this
level of infonnation. Much as in the social referencing of facial expressions
discussed in thc infant-development literature, adult listeners will attend to
these linguistic SlrUctures as keys (Goffman 1974; Hymes 1974) to an affective proposition a speaker is conveying. In certain contexts, the speaker is
more highly constrained as to the affective frame he can communicate. Both
the affect and the grammatical structures to convey that affect will be tightly
bound to registral norms (Andersen 1977; Ferguson 1977). This is the case for
many fornlal communicative contexts, such as certain fonna l meetings, certain religious services, and certain literate genres such as scholarly writing
and front-page news articles in American society.
An important stand taken in this chapter is that all sentences expressed in
context will have an affective component. In certain COntexts, the affect
conveyed will be one of "distance" from some proposition conveyed. Thus,
a speaker or writer may convey an impersonal attitude or indifference or
objectivity in expressing infonnation. As noted, such an affect may be a
registral defining feature. Indced, much of current scientific communication
is consumed with the idea that objectivity is an ideal disposition and means a

From feelings to grammar: a Samoan case study

257

formal style. It would be naive to see this disposition as the absence of affect .
The impersonal, objective style reflects and expresses cultural assumptions
about the relation between the communicator (scientist), the topic of the
message (scientific research), and the audience of that message. This style
renders the communication morc valid and "factual," deemphasizing the
subjective dimensions of the proposition(s) conveyed.
1n other contexts, the personal, subjecti ve response of the communicator to
the infonnation conveyed is more overtly expressed. As will be discussed in
the following section, on Samoan, the personal feelings of speakers are presupposed or asserted in a wide variety of infonnal and formal contexts.
Distinct from the dimension ·of impersonal to personal is the notion of
markedness of affect (see lrvine 1982). Speakers in different speech communities have expectations regarding the type of affect expression associated
with particular events, settings, and social status of communicator. For example, speakers have expectations concerning the expression of affect by women
to women, women to men, men to women, men to men, parents to children,
judges to members of the jury, members of a funerol pany to each other, and
so on. When these communicators display a more marked form of affect,
more complex interpretations of the psychological states and intenrions of the
communicator may be generated.
Whereas both our own experience and scholarly research validate that
affect does indeed penctrate the linguistic code, the precise nature of this
penetration has not been clarified. Until recently , affect has not been a topic
of concern among psychologists pursuing research into information theory.
Shweder (1984) has argued that the concept of "man" as a rational being,
while having a long history in Western thought, has become the foremost
concern of the social sciences generally since World War LI , as evidenced by
the emergence of cognitive psychology , cognitive anthropology, cognitive
sociology. Linguistics has followed this pattern as well, with Chomsky's
attachment to cognitive psychology as a thcoretical paradigm. Now that the
prominent figures in information processing have renewed the interest in
affect and incorporated affect in their models of communication, perhaps
linguistics will follow suit and begin to ascertain the grammatical structures
associated with affect and the pragmatic and sociolinguistic systems in which
they participate.

The linguistic expression or alTect in Samoan
The semantic domain

The structures to be discussed here are drawn from family interactions in
which young children participate. In addition, I will be relying on research on
affect in Samoa carried out by Gerber (1975), Mead (1928), and Shore (l977,
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1982). As discussed by Gerber (1975), Samoans have no word exacily corresponding to the English (erm "emotion," but rather refer 10 the notion of
"fceling" (lagona). Certain feelings corresponding to emOlionai feelings
originate inside the chest (Iota).
The concept of feeling is bound to the concepl of self in all socielies. As
discussed in considerable detail by Shore (1977. 1982). Samoans see persons
as not having much control and as often not responsible for Iheir feelings and

actions. Feelings are seen as reactions. This is encoded in the morphology of
constructions using verbs of feeling. The objects of these verbs are marked
with the preposition i, which also is a case marker indicating instrumental
semantic role. Thus, a sentence such as Fiafia Sino i I~ mea aloia, lit. 'happy
Sina instrument/middle verb object projXlsition the gift', can be loosely understood as "Sina is happy because of the gif!." These constructions are also
translated as "Sinn likes the gift," butlhis captures more the English than the
Samoan concept of affect. In line with the orientation towards extemal origins
of feelings, in Samoan conversation there is explicit talk about the origins of a
feeling in some person. However, there docs not appear to be much talk about
feelings as origins of behavior. One's actions are seen as evidence of one's
feelings rather than as consequences of one's feelings. Thus, for example,
from the Samoan point of view generosity, the giving of food and money and
labor, indicates alo/a 'love' more than it follows from alofa. Indeed, the
meaning of verbs of feeling is more nction- {or reaction-)Iike than in a language like English. Caregivers will often control small children by warning
them that they or others will not love them (if they act in some undesirable
way). This is usually understood as meaning that they will not give things to
or do things for the child. Withdrawal of love means in the most fundamental
sense withdrawal of goods and services. In English-speaking Western communities, withdrawal of love is seen more as the origin or reason for withdrawal of goods and scrvices. The latter behaviors are usually seen as indicators that a change of affective state has taken place .
ln household interactions with small children, four major fee lings dominate
Samoan talk and behavior. These are the fee lings of alofa (love), 'ita (anger),
fa'a'aloolo (respect), and tQuta/aititi (impudence, disrespect). These affects
are topics of talk in themselves, as discussed earlier, and are associated with a
range of grammatical structures. When put to use, these structures signal or
key that a particular affect or intensity of affect is in play much the same way
as do body postures and facial gestures. Indeed, a semiotic grammar would
specify the ways in which nonverbal and verbal expressions of affect systematically CQOCCUT in Samoan .
Linguistic encoding of affect
Table 12.1 displays some of the ways in which Samoan encodes affect. There
are special affect particles. affect first person pronouns, and affect detennin-
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ers. In addition, there are interjections. affect-loaded tenns of address and
reference. and a long list of affect descriptors. Like many other languages,
Samoan uses prosody as well 10 encode feelings, e.g., loudness, intonation.
More language-specific, as noted by Shore, is the use of thc front and back of
the oral cavity to convey distinct affects, namely delicacy/ properness (in a
Christian sense) versus earthiness/coarseness. Additionally, Samoans may
switch back and forth between two different phonological registers and two
lexical register.: (respect vocabulary and unmarked vocabulary) to indicate a
sbift in mood or in intensity of feeling.

Pragmatic functioltS
Affect specifiers and affect intensifiers. I have found it useful to analyze the
linguistic features that encode affect in ten os of two semantic roles. The flrst
role is that of indicating the nature of lM affect being conv~y~d. When a
feature carries out this role. I will refer to it as an affect specifier. The second
role is that of indicating the intensity of the affect being cO/lveyed. Linguistic
features that cany out this role are affect intensifiers. All of the features listed
in Table 12.1 are affect intensifiers in the sense that they are affect-loaded
alternatives to more neutral features. However, the features differ in the
degree to which they function as affect specifier.: as well. For example. the
particles a, ia, andfo'i arc unmarked with respect to type of affect. They can
be used to intensify over a range of positive and negative affects. On the other
hand, the affect particle e is more specifically associated with negative feelings such as anger, irritation, disapproval, or disappointment. Other features
even more natrowly specify affect, such as the first person pronoun Jro ika
'poor me' and the detenniner si 'the dear' , both of which denote sympathy for
the referent.
Speech-act function. In many cases. the affect specifier or intensifier may
color the interpretation of the sentence as a whole, much like a sentence
adverb. Among other effects, the feature may indicate to the hearer which
speech act is being perfonned. For example, the particle e, as just discussed,
typically denotes anger. disappointment, displeasure. or irritation. Adding
this particle to an assertion or imperative utterance usually signals that the
utterance is a threat or warning. For example, the imperative Fa'akali!
'Wait!' conSlitutes a neutral directive out of context. When the particle e is
added, as in Fa'aka/i~! 'Wait + neg. affect', the utterance is interpreted as a
warning, with a gloss something like "You just wait!" Similarly, the declarative utterance Laku i '00 'I'm going over there' is a neutral assertion out
of COOleXI . The utterance with the particle e, Laku i '00 e 'I'm going over
there + neg. affect', will usually be heard as a warning or a threat that the
speaker is going to the specified location. We can also carry out this analysis

g
Table 12. 1. Linguistic expression a/affect in Samoan

Particles

Interjec tions

ill (i nlcos.)

OW ] pos J neg. SU~pnse

a (inte ns.)
e (jnlcns.)

010

/0'; (inlens.)

ucia

"j

Pronouns
I"

P'''''"

ta ita sympathy pronouns
lOla

uoi

Articles

Phonology

si (sing.) ]'[he dear'

loudness

nai

(pI UT.)

"ta

] (inlens.)

lengthening

,,=
glottal stop

etc.
Quoi - pos.fneg.

surp rise;
sympathy

tQfiOlll]
ora/eft

reduplication (::!: inlens.)

backing (earthiness)
fronting (refinement, dis tance)
switc hing registers between/ V & IkJ
(indicates abrupt mood change)

neg. surprise/
sympathy

uisa
oki

,

«h
' j:ol annoyance

" J

a: t']disapproval

00

lolojae - sympathy
lae 'shit'

Adjectives of affect

Address/reference [tmlS

~
~

moile 'dog'
pua'o 'pig'
motaomo 'smallpox'
~pr 'bed wetter'
mOdi' 0 'bcdshittcr'
lima pipi/o 'smelly hand'
lou ailat 'your shiuiness'
pii It/t 'big hole' (to woman)
Sapina (name of woman, used
to effeminate man; man
who fu mbles in span)

aU'i 'master'l'liltle devil'
(to child)
solt 'mate'
rota' ina 'dcar old man'
si 'dcar' + ref, leon, e.g.,
si tamll 'dear boy'
suga 'lassie'
Evalina (name of woman
who is crazy)
avilu 'baby face' (loo k
young for age)
lou oltlo 'snake/eel eyes'

Nick names (gao)

Respect vocabulary

rna'ila 'scarface'
votpl'o 'polio'
la/a ' ri ngwonn'
o lau/auarl 'Jisper'
etc.

a/ia rnai 'come (of a chief)'
maliu mal 'come (of an orator)'

ila ' angry'
l%ftaga 'jealous'
fotomalit 'agreeable'
fiafia 'happy'
mimiw ' proud'
fiapoto 'conceilcd'
fiamOlua ' acts like bigshOl',
acts like boss'
flasiiJ 'showoff
jiapt pt 'babyish'
flu 'fed up, bored'

ofo 'surprised'
fa' aaloalo 'respectful'
fa 'amaon; 'faithful'
popoft 'worned'
ft/t 'afraid'
pala'aj 'cowardly'
maualalo 'humble'
maua/uga 'show pride'
laura/aili 'cheeky'
ulallalt 'naughty'
tata 'disgusting'
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for the first person sympathy pronouns. When the neutral firs! person is used
in the imperative utterance Alai rna a'u! 'Give (it) for me!'. the utterance will
usually be heard as a demand. When the sympathy pronoun is used, as in Mai
kn 'i/uJ! 'Give (it) for dear me!', the imperative will usually be heard as

begging.
I have introduced here only the bare bones of the syslem. As more of the
same types of arreel specifiers appear, with or without affect intensifiers, the
inlcrprelalion of the speech act changes. For example, warnings become
thre:l.lS and acts of begging become acts of pleading.
Speech-genre function. At this point, I suggest that affect features function
10 signal not only speech acts but speech genres and speech events as well.
The use of these features over continuous discourse (indeed, their absence as
well!) defines that discourse as a type of talk. Cenainly in Samoan the extended use of respect vocabulary is a key (Bauman 1977; Duranti 1983;
Hymes 1972) to the fact that the speaker is delivering a fonnal speech mther
than engaged in some olhcr type of activity. Similarly, the use of affect
features in narrative discourse distinguishes that discourse as personal nar·
rative rathcr than as a narrative that might appear in a newspaper anicJe.
These features are not incidental to the genre or event. The use of affect in
personal narrative, for example, is tied to the purpose of these discourses.
They are primarily told to express a feeling and, if possible, to secure an
empathetic response from the audience (Langness & Frank 1981). For Samoans at least (and I suspect for most people in most societies), a teUing of a
personal experience without affC(:t is a story without a point and a speaker
without competence.
Constraints across turns and speakers, In examining personal narratives
exchanged among adult speakers of Samoan, I have found that the domain of
innuence of affC(:t features extends even beyond the discourse of a single
speaker. To put this more precisely, there is a sequential organization of
affect across turns and speakers. A narrator will use one or more affect
features that will indicate the auitude or feelings of the narrator toward the
events d iscussed. These features clue the addressee as to the appropriate
feedback response. Thus, in the course of a personal narrative. one can isolate
sets or pairs of affect-linked turns. The existence of such an organization
reinforces the notion that the point of telling stories is to express feelings and
elicit sympathy. The selection of the appropriate empathetic response will be
guided by the narrator's initial selC(:tion of affect specifiers and intensifiers.
An illustration of the sequential organization of affect is provided in Ex. 8.
(8) Women weaving and talking about Ihe funeral of another woman's mother
F: uhmm [pausel sa'o I
Ie mea ga ka
popale
right crnph . "RT thing that l-dear wony

ai

Ie

10'omakua Ie
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tagi.

PRO ART old woman ART cry

"'t's uue that the thing poor me wOlTied about was the old
woman crying."

L: Kagi kcle sl
Jo'of / makua
cry much the dear old woman
"The old woman cried a lot"

F:

Kagi ia
Ie lo'omaJ Ikua
cry emph AkT old woman
"1bc old woman reaJly cried"
L:
Kalofa e! sh!
pity
emph
"What a pity"
F: Le mafai- leau alu aku
in [pause1 faJekua
gei fo'i
DOt able- try go deixis emph
chiers wife this emph
rna Ie solosolo [pause1 solosolo
fo'i 0 Ie
with "RT handkerchief
handkerchief ernph of ART
keige (pause]
girl
"lbe chiefs wife was not able- tried to give the
handkerchief-the handkerchief of the girl [ "" older woman
whose mother had died]."
E alofa i
i si
oga kigl
pres love emph OBI AB.T-dear her mother
"(She) really loves her dear mother"

In this example, one woman is telling two other women about a funeral. In the
narrative, several features associated with feelings of sympathy are used. Tbe
narrator refers to herself with the first person sympathy pronoun lea in the
phrase Ie mea ga lea popole a; 'the thing that poor me worried about'. The
narrator refers to the woman whose mother had died with the sympathy
reference tenn fO'OmaX:ua 'dear old woman' . The intensity of this feeling is
heightened by the narrator switching phonological register on the word rag;
·cries'. This word is spoken in the register that uses It I in contrast to the
previous discourse. which is in tne register Ik / .
All of this conveys to the hearers what the narrator's attitudes are and
suggests the appropriate response, The first response by L is a more intensive
repetition of the narrator's description . L uses the sympathy determiner si as
well as the sympathy reference tenn lo'omakua in referring to the grieving
woman. The crying is emphasized not by code switching, which the narrator
had used, but by the use of the adverbial intensifier kele 'a lot'. The narrator
subsequently paraphrases what L has just said, using the intensifier particle ia
to emphasize the crying of the woman. This particle typically occurs in
escalations or second sayings of utterances. After three utterances that focus
on the poor woman's crying, L responds with the appropriate interjection of
pity and sympathy Kalola e! In these lines and subsequent.ly, the turns-are
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systematically organized in [cnns of convention.al expressions of affect. Each
tum conslr'3ins the affect expressed in the next tum.
To summarize the points made so far, affect is richly encoded at many
levels of Samoan grammar and discourse. The linguistic features that express
affect fall into two nonexclusive functional categories - those that specify
affcct and those that intensify affecl. These features enter into the Iiteml
meaning of propositions. Further, they signal the speech act perfonned by an

Table 12.2. First apptaraflUs 0/ grammatical /orlnJ 0/ afftcr

Age of child

Grammatical ronns
(angcr)

Grammatical forms
(sympathy)

1:7

Prosody
Phon. alternation or Ilk
mterjection (rae 'shit')

Prosody
Phon. alternation of tlk
1st pers. poss'{obl. pronoun

1;10

Neg. existential (lem)
Neg. imperative (lst deg.
iotens.: auo)
Vocative (iu)

utterilflCc. Finally, there are cooccurrcnce restrictions on the use of affect
specifiers and intensifiers within and across utterances and turns.

(talla ita)

1:11

Acquisilion of a ffect expression in Samoa n
Affect once encoded is a powerful means of securing some desirable response
from others. constraining what will be said nc)(1 and what will be done next.
Young children understand this cause-effect relation quite early in rural
Western Samoa and usc language to this end from the very beginning.
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2:0
2,2

2;4

2;5
2;11

Focus particles (a, ia)
Vocative (.solt)
3rd pen. ref. term
Peed. adj. (flu 'weary')
Diminutive suffix

Ncg. imperative (2nd deg.
intens.: soia)
Pred. adjective ('i/a 'angry')
3rd pers. ref. tenn (It alelo)

3;7

Sing. determiner (S/)

De."elopmental spall
In this section, the order of emergence of grammatical fonns expressing affect
is presented. The data on which this ordering is based are drawn from utterances thai express either anger ('ita) or sympathyllove (aloja). Table 12.2
presents the construction type or area of grammar and the lime of its first
appearance in the acquisition corpus. It does not indicate order or appearance
of different fomls within the same grammatical category (e.g., diffcrent inlerjcctions, focus panicles, etc.).
One of the most general developmental patterns to emerge from the data is
that most of the grammatical fonns for expressing positive and negative affect
are acquired before the age of 4.
The expression of affect through linguistic structures begins at the singleword stage. At the single-word stage, the children in the study used a variety
of curses and vocative insults, switched back and fonh between two phonological registers for rhetorical effect, and used the affect fust person pronoun ('poor 1', 'poor me'). All this was supplemented by a variety of prosodic strategies for conveying affect. These prosodic strategies arc recognized
and named in Samoan. For example, there nrc leons for shouting (t"t'),
screaming (i' I), speaking softly (leo ."ai."al), speaking loudly (leo kele), whining (fa'a'u), and so on, each conventionally linked to types of affect.
From a Samoan perspurive, the acquisition of verbal affect expression
begins nor only ill tM single-word stage, but at the very first word, the
beginning oj recognizable Samoan itself. Every Samoan parent we questioned

said that their child's frrst word was rae, a [enn meaning "shit." The tenn is a
curse, a reduced fonn of 'ai tae, meaning "eat shiL" This conventional
interpretation or a child's first word reflects the Samoan view of small chi I·
dren as characteristically strong-willed, assertive, and cheeky. Indeed, a! a
very early point in their language development, children use the curse frequently and productively to disagree, reject, and refuse and to prevent or SlOp
some action from being carried oue.

Presupposition and predication
As might be predicted from other developmental studies (Cruttendon 1982),
linguistic ronns that presuppose affect seem to be acquired before fonns that
predicate affect in the fonn of an assertion. Thus, like English·speaking
children, Samoan children use prosodic devices for conveying affect at the
earliest stage of language development. Further, for both anger and sympathy. the explicit predication of these affects through predicate adjectives of
affect (e.g., flu 'weary/fed up', 'jk£l 'angry' > fiafia 'happy') is a relatively
lale development. Rather than saying "I am angry," for example, children at
first convey their anger through increased loudness, through a negative interjection, or through a vocative. Similarly, before children state, '" am happy
(about something or towards some person)," they will convey their feelings

266

From feelings to grammar: a Samoan case study

ELINOR OCHS

through phonological code switching, through a referential term of positive
affect for self (ka ika 'dear me'), or through a vocative of endearment (sole
'mate/brother', suga 'lassie', etc.).
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refer to the speaker, i.e., the child, in our corpus of children under the age
of 4.

I oOle here thai the children predicate feelings associated with their own and

others' physiological conditions (hunger, thirst, tiredness, etc.) far more often

Affect-marked versus neutral constructions

than they predicate/assert affective feelings. 111ese predications are formed by

prefixing the verbfia 'wantlfecllikc' to a verb denoting a physical action or
aClivity. such as 'aj 'cat' (fia 'ai = "want to eal" or "hungry"), 'inu 'drink'
(jia 'inu = "want to drink" or "thirsty"), and so on. The predication of
these feelings begins at 25 months among the children in our study.

Speech-act context
Somewhat parallel to the results of the section "Presupposition and Predica-

tion," children use the grammatical forms of affect first and more often in
directives than in assertions. In the domain of sympathyllove, for example,
first person sympathy pronouns first appear in the course of begging for
objects. Whereas the affect pronoun is used in begging at 19 months (when
our recording began), this pronoun is not used in assertions until 29 months.
Just as an adult uses these affect pronouns to obtain sympathy from the
audience in the telling of a narrative, young children use them to obtain
sympathy from someone who has some desired good. As discussed earlier,
from a Samoan perspective sympathy/love is manifest when the audienceladdressee offers the desired good (in the ease of begging) or the desired
verbal expression of support and appreciation (in the case of a narrative about
"poor me"; see Ex. 8).

Referents and subjects

Perhaps the most interesting developmental pattern is that the.re is a strong
tendency for affect constructions to be acquired before the corresponding
neutral constructions. With the exception of the acquisition of detenniners.
whenever there are two alternative forms of carrying out a semantic function,
the affect-marked fonn is acquired before the neutral form.
The besl example of this is seen in tbe acquisition of firsl person full
pronoun forms. As noted earlier, Samoan has an afrect full pronoun ta ita
('poor I', 'poor me'). In addition, it has a neutral full pronoun a' u ('I', 'mc').
Both tenns can appear in a variety of synlactic roles. As possessive and
genitive constituents. they may both be innected for what may be roughly
called inalienable and alienable possession. The two systems are presented in
Table 12.3.
The first uses of (he first person pronoun in the children's speech are as
benefactives ("for me"), corresponding to indirect objects in adult speech.
and as possessive adjectives. In both roles, the. affect pronoun appears in
children's speech several months before the neutral pronoull appears. For
example, for one child the affect pronoun appeared as a benefactive at 19
months, whereas the neutral first person benefactive appeared four months
later at 22 months. For a second child, the possessive affect fonn appears at
21 months, whereas the neutral first person possessive forms appear at 24
months. Examples of the affect pronoun taken from a child at the singJe·word
stage and a child at the multiword stage are presented below.
(9) K, 1;7, asking mother for food
K

Despite the sociocentric orientation of socialization, Samoan children show a
decided egocentrism in their use of affect terms, determiners, and adjectives.
Looking at Table 12.2, we can see that young children acquire or at least
produce terms referring sympathetically to ego (first person pronoun of affect)
before terms referring sympathetically to others (third person reference terms
such as koeiga 'old man') and before noun-phrase constructions that contain
the sympathy determiner si 'lhe dear' (e.g., si kama 'the dear boy', si keige
'the dear gir!'). When children first use these third person forms, they use
them to refer to themselves and much later apply them to other referents. For
the domains of both allger and sympathyllove, reference to addressee, i.e.,
vocatives, precedes third person forms of reference. Finally, the egocentric
bias is seen in subject referents of predicate adjectives. These predicates an

{Crying] , (mail
bring
"bring itl"
[Calls name of mother]

MOIMr
II(LeaL) Leai.

(no) no
(No.) No.
'0

Ie

a

topic ART what
"What is itT'
(i)lal

do" ""

"for dear mel"

(10) P, 2;5, asking mother for water
P: mai ua vai
deika (= ta ita or ka ika]
bring 1 water poor me
"bring water for dear mel"
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"Eat rust the taro"

Table 12.3. First pusan

prtmOUIU

(" [, me, my")

Affect rorm
("Poor I, poor me, poor my")

Full pronouD"

a'.

ttl

Subject clitic
Pass. adj., sing., specific.

'0.

lo'u

'"Iota

Poss. adj . • sing., specific.
alienable

/0'14

lola

Poss. adj., sing.,

so'u

SOia

Category

Neutral form

...

"

okay

"Okay?"

shit
ita

"shit' "
'at

inalienable

'a'a

so'u

neg. aff«t
"Don't!"

0'.

OIa

0'.

alO

Poss. adj .• plural,
nonspecific, inalienable

ni o'u

ni ota

Pass. adj .• plural,
nonspecific, alienable

IIi

IIi ora

Poss. adj., plural, specific.

alienable

Se
'ai ffiuamua Ie talo lea
please eat flfSt
.o.RT taro this
"Oh please eat fll'Sl the laro here"

""

shIt

"shill"
Q'U

"These forms behave. syntlKtically, like nouns and can be used to express differeDt
grammatical functions, viz. subject, direct object, indirect object, oblique object.

A very simi lar pattern is found if we look at the acquisition of negation. In
this case. we lind young Samoan chi ldre n using their official first word
tae/kae (the interjection meaning "cat shit") to express negation in the way
in which English speaking children use "No" and "Don't!" The Samoan
child at the single-.word stage and later as well will use the negative affect
term taelkae to disagree, to reject, to refuse, and to prevent or stop some
action from being carried out. The use of this form for these functions appears
long before the more neur.ral negative particle leai 'No' and the ncgative
imperative aua! 'Don't!' As stated earlier, the youngest children in our sample nre using the affect tenn taelkae at 19 months. The use of the negative
particle lea; 'No' docs nOI appear in the speech of one child until 22 months
and for the other young child not until 24 months. The use of the negative
imperative aua! 'Don't!' appears at 23 months for one child and 25 months
for the second _'lild. An illustration of how young children use taelkae to
refuse and reject is presented in the example below:
(II) K, 1:7. refusing to camp!, with his mother's wishes
K

talo lea.

a ,,"
'! shi t
"(?) shitJ"

nonspecific. inalienable

Puss. adJ., sing.,
nonspecific. alienable
Poss. adj . • plural, specifIC,
inalienable

rnuamua Ie

eal first
ART taro this
"Eat first the taro here."

Mother
'ai muamua Ie talo
eat first
ART taro

Thc basis for children 's p~ference of the affect form over the neutral form
appears to be rhetorical. As notcd earlier, for examplc, the affect first person
pronoun expressing sympathy for oneself is used to elicit sympathy from
others for oneself. In adult speech, onc finds this pronoun in narratives of
complaint, for example, where minimally some sort of commiseration is
desired. As discussed earlier, in the children's corpus the most common
environment for the pronoun is in Ihe course of asking for some good or
service. In using the affect pronoun, the speakcr appeals to the addressee to
provide what is desired out of love or sympathy for the speaker. The neutral
first person pronoun does not have this rhetorical force. Child~n apparently
are sensitive to these rhetorical differences. The affective forms can "buy "
something that thc neutral pronoun cannot.

implications of acquisition patterns
These and other findings strongly support the idea that children can ellpress
affect through conventional linguistic means from a very early pain! in developmental ti me. The Samoan materials indicate that small children are concerned with the rhetorical force of their uuerances and that rhetorical strategies may account for certain acquisition patterns.
Affect strategies and goals, then, should be considered along with others
that have been proposed as underlying children's emerging grammar. No
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matter to what use you put words - whether to request, to assert, or to
question - you need to get the hearer to recognize your disposition with
respect (0 those elocutionary acts and their propositions. All languages have
conventional means of encoding Ihis information. We can tum to the hislo·
rian, the drama critic. and the clinical psychologist to tell us this. But we can
also tum to our transcripts and our recordings of infants. smaIl children, and
caregivers. These materials reveal the patterned and conventional ways in
which affect pervades both form and meaning in language.

Notes
The rese3rth on which this paper is based was supponed by the National Science
Foundation (1978-80), the Auslr1llian National University Research School of Pacific
Studies (1980-1), and the Gardner Howard Foundation (1982-3),
I I am grateful to Dotsy Kneubuhl for discussing the role of affect in the lives of
Samoan children and for sending me this excerpl.
2 For a descripcion of the field n:searc:h methods used in collecting these dala as welJ
as an overview of Samoan social organization, see Platt paper in this volume.
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