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Introduction
Samoa, nestled in the heart of the Pacific, is a nation whose political story sets it apart
within the region. The country's system of government is a product of both global
influences and deeply rooted traditions, making it an exceptional subject for the study
of political systems. The fusion of the British Westminster parliamentary model and
the indigenous Samoan fa’a Samoa way of life has crafted a political landscape that is
both dynamic and unique.

The journey to Samoa’s current political status has been marked by substantial
change and adaptation. The indigenous fa’amatai system, with local chiefs (matai)
organizing society at the village level, provided governance that balanced order and
tradition for centuries. With the arrival of European colonial powers in the late 19th
century, concepts of governance began to mix, sometimes clash, and eventually
blend. The resulting system—especially after periods of German, British, American,
and New Zealand administration—set the groundwork for independence and a written
constitution.

Independence in 1962 marked not only Samoa’s freedom from colonial rule, but also
the beginning of a modern experiment in democratic governance shaped by
longstanding customs. Samoa’s model is distinct for its retention of the matai system
within the parliamentary framework. The only independent nation in the South Pacific
for years, Samoa became a beacon and blueprint for other island countries moving
toward self-governance. Yet, this independence didn’t mean the erasure of tradition:
rather, it encouraged the integration of Samoan customs with new political
institutions.

Today, the political system in Samoa is a living testament to this synthesis. The
Parliament, Cabinet, and judiciary reflect the British tradition, but processes such as
the selection of candidates for the Legislative Assembly remain deeply entwined with
customary structures. The enduring importance of fa’a Samoa is evident in the daily
workings of both local and national governance, anchoring the population’s identity
and political engagement.

In recent years, Samoa has faced pivotal changes: the end of a decades-long party
dominance, the emergence of new political factions, and constitutional crises that put
the rule of law to the test. Through it all, Samoan politics has demonstrated resilience,
adaptability, and a steadfast commitment to both democracy and tradition. The story
of Samoa’s political system is one of balance—honoring the past, managing present
challenges, and preparing for the future.
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This book seeks to serve as a comprehensive guide to the politics and political system
of Samoa, offering a detailed exploration of its historical evolution, present structures,
and the ongoing dialogue between modern statecraft and indigenous tradition. By
examining key elements such as the influence of fa’a Samoa, the role of political
parties, and recent turning points, this book aims to provide insight not only into how
Samoa is governed, but also into the deeper cultural forces that continue to shape its
political life.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and People of Samoa
Samoa, officially known as the Independent State of Samoa, is an island nation located
in the South Pacific Ocean, roughly halfway between Hawaii and New Zealand. This
archipelago is part of Polynesia, a subregion of Oceania renowned for its rich cultural
heritage and stunning natural beauty. Samoa's geography plays a crucial role in
shaping its society, economy, and, consequently, its political landscape.

The country is primarily comprised of two large islands: Upolu and Savai'i. Upolu is the
more populated of the two and is home to the capital city, Apia, situated on its
northern coast. Savai'i, located a few kilometers to the west, is slightly larger in land
area but less densely populated. Beyond these two main islands, Samoa includes
several smaller, inhabited islands such as Manono and Apolima, found in the Apolima
Strait between Upolu and Savai'i. A scattering of tiny, uninhabited islands and atolls
complete the nation's territory.

The terrain of the larger islands is characterized by narrow coastal plains that give way
to rugged, volcanic mountains in the interior. These volcanic origins have blessed
Samoa with fertile soils, particularly in the coastal areas where much of the population
resides and agriculture thrives. The highest point in Samoa is Mount Silisili, located on
Savai'i, reaching an elevation of 6,092 feet (1,857 meters).

Samoa experiences a tropical climate, marked by consistently warm temperatures
throughout the year. The year is divided into two main seasons: a wet season from
November to April and a dry season from May to October. However, even during the
dry season, rain is still possible, and the islands are susceptible to tropical cyclones,
particularly between November and April. This climatic reality, with its potential for
natural disasters like cyclones and tsunamis, poses ongoing challenges for
infrastructure and the economy.

The natural environment of Samoa is a significant asset, contributing to its economy
through tourism and providing essential resources for its people. Lush forests,
predominantly broadleaf evergreens, cover the upland areas of the islands, while
coastal regions feature mangroves and other wetland vegetation. These diverse
ecosystems support a rich array of biodiversity, with a notable number of plant and
bird species being endemic to the islands. The surrounding ocean is equally vital, with
extensive coral reefs supporting a remarkably diverse fish population.

The population of Samoa was estimated to be around 227,300 people in January 2024.
Other estimates place the population slightly higher or lower depending on the source
and the exact timeframe. The majority of the population identifies as ethnically
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Samoan, a Polynesian people with a rich history and distinct cultural identity that
predates European contact by thousands of years. The concept of fa'a Samoa, the
traditional Samoan way of life, is central to this identity and permeates all aspects of
society, including its politics.

Fa'a Samoa emphasizes communal living, the importance of the extended family
(aiga), respect for elders and traditional leaders (matai), and a strong connection to
the church (lotu). These cultural values influence social relations, decision-making
processes, and the structure of authority within families and villages. The traditional
Samoan language, Gagana Samoa, is widely spoken, alongside English, which is also
an official language and commonly used in business and government.

The economy of Samoa is considered developing and relies heavily on a few key
sectors. Agriculture remains a significant part of the economy, providing livelihoods for
many and contributing to exports like coconut products and taro, although a
substantial amount of food is still imported. Tourism is an expanding sector, drawn by
the islands' natural beauty and unique culture. Remittances from Samoans living
abroad, particularly in countries like New Zealand, Australia, and the United States,
are another crucial source of income for many families.

Despite its natural endowments and cultural richness, Samoa faces economic
challenges, including its vulnerability to natural disasters and reliance on imports. The
government has focused on encouraging investment, maintaining fiscal discipline, and
diversifying the economy, looking towards areas like high-tech services and niche
manufacturing.

The interplay between Samoa's geography, its people, and their deeply ingrained
cultural practices forms the bedrock upon which the political system is built. The
dispersed nature of the islands, the importance of village life, the authority of the 
matai, and the communal ethos of fa'a Samoa all contribute to the unique character of
Samoan politics. Understanding this foundational context is essential to appreciating
the blend of traditional and Western influences that define governance in Samoa.
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