
Phonemic variation in the Hawai’i Tokelauan diaspora 
Akiemi Glenn 

University of Hawai’i 
Friday, Paper Session 7, 5:05 pm 

 
 Tokelauan is a Polynesian language traditionally spoken on four atolls north of Samoa 
and east of Tuvalu. Today, however, most Tokelauans reside in a diaspora distributed across the 
Pacific where Samoan and English are languages of wider communication and are perceived by 
community members as threats to the vitality of Tokelauan. Tokelauan has approximately 3,000 
speakers worldwide and the Olohega dialect has very few speakers left, mostly elderly people 
who were removed from the island to American Samoa by the US Navy in the 1950s. Most 
members of the Hawai‘i Tokelauan community of nearly 1,000 have ties to Olohega and as a 
result their speech is often represented as .more Samoan’ than other varieties of Tokelauan. 
Recently, the community has been engaged in efforts to revitalize their heritage language in the 
face of significant assimilation into local Hawai‘i culture.  
 This study explores a set of phonemic dialectal variants available to members of the 
Tokelauan community living in Hawai‘i. The primary data are ethnographic interviews and 
recordings from community meetings. Both Samoan and Olohega speech employ the phonemes 
/s/ and /f/ where the other varieties of Tokelauan have /h/ and /F/ respectively. The data show 
that despite the markedness of Olohega speech in the diaspora, speakers in Hawai‘i use all four 
phonemic variants, demonstrating a preference for one set of variables over the other depending 
on their age, gender, fluency in Samoan, identification with Samoan culture, identification with 
diasporic Tokelauan culture, and fluency in English.  
 The results of the study suggest that management of these phonemic variables allows 
speakers in the diaspora to alternately subordinate Tokelauan national identities in favor of 
distinctive atoll-centric identities and destabilize the prestige of Samoan in the community 
while alleviating the perception of English-dominant heritage learners’ pronunciations as 
marked.  
 


