
7 . 6 . 3 .  I NTRUS I VE LANGUAGES OTHER THAN ENGLISH : CH I N ESE 

D av i d  Y . H . Wu 

7 . 6 . 3 . 1 .  T H E  M I G RAT I O N  O F  C H I N E S E  TO N EW G U I N EA AND  I T S S ETTL E M E N T  
H I S T O R Y  

Before the b eginning of  a large- s cale immigrat ion o f  Chinese t o  New 
Guinea at the end of last century , a small numb er of Chinese  had already 

b een active in the Bi smarck Archipelago and the Sepik valley o f  the New 

Guinea mainland . How the s e  Chinese arrived in New Guinea is not known ; 

s ome of  them might have accompanied Malay bird-o f-paradise hunters and 

so visited the Sepik River val ley long before the Germans claimed New 

Guinea in 1 8 8 4 . In any case , Chinese traders had apparently estab li she d 

contact with the is lands off Aitape b e fore the German New Guinea Company 

was estab li shed there . At the end o f  las t century one man had estab 

lished a s hipyard as we ll as other busines s intere s t s  o n  Mat upi I s land 

off New Britai n .  There w ere als o a few do zen pioneers active in the 
New Guinea coas tal areas and among is landers of  the Bismarck Arch ipelago , 

purchas ing copra and trading with natives . By about 1 9 0 0  several h ad 

built up c ontact with the inland Sepik villages where they introduced 
trade goods and new things to the indigenes : stee l ,  several kinds of 

fruit and vegetab les , ri c e ,  firearms , and ' Chines e Pidgin ' .  Thes e 

traders apparent ly encouraged the indigenes t o  leave their home vi llages 

to w ork for the European s  and they also promoted coconut product i on by  

the  is landers . The early Chinese p ioneers seem to have come from 

South-East Asi a ,  e sp e cially Singapore , whe nce als o  the lat er influx o f  

Chine s e  migran t s  t o  New Guinea came . l 

The arrival of  a large number o f  Chinese in New Guinea at the end of  
the last  century was closely  re lated to e c on omic development there under 

the German colonial administrat io n .  The arrival of the first wave of  

Chines e  was assoc iated with t he indentured labour system introduced by  
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the German colonist s .  During the period from 1889  to 1 9 0 1  - when t he 

German New Guinea Company on Kaiser Wilhelms land ( now the New Guinea 

mainland ) was experimenting with coconut and tob acco plant at ions -

hundreds of  indentured Chinese  labourers were brought in each year ,  

first from S ingapore and Sumatra , and later from Hong Kong and China ,  

to work a s  p lan tat ion labourers i n  the present-day Madang and Finsch

hafen areas . Most lab ourers who survived the contracted period were 

repatriated , and less  than 1 0 0  Chines e re mained on the mainland in 1 9 0 9 . 

A s e cond wave of Chinese  migrat ion t o  New Guinea started at the turn 

o f  this century centred on New Brit ain , the adminis trat ive centre o f  

the German South S e a  colony . A large s cale immigration of  free Chinese 

trade smen was init iated and promoted by the German colonial adminis

trat ion in New Guinea.  These  immigrants  became the an cestors o f  the 

present Chine se populat ion in Papua New Guinea . In 190 3 a small number 

of  Chine se were first re cruited in Singapore . More carne in succeeding 
years , and they were later j oined in New Guinea by their brothers and 

cousins from vi llages in China . By 1 9 0 7  a Chinatown had b een built in 

Rab aul , whi le on the eve of  the first World War in 19 1 4 ,  around 1 , 40 0  

Chinese had settled i n  New Guinea,  among them ab out 1 , 0 0 0  livlng in and 

around Rab aul . 

Chinese  immigrat ion to New Guinea carne to a halt fol lowing t he t ake
over of  New Guinea by the Australians . Despite all kinds of restric

t i ons p laced on them during t he Australian Mandat e ,  not only did the 

Chinese  be come indispens ib le in the Territory as artisans b ut also they 

built up the trade store bus ines s .  

It  was not until  19 5 8 ,  when the Chines e were granted the right to 
app ly for Aus tralian citi zenship , that they were allowed to migrate t o  
Papua . The ens uing 1 0 - 1 5  years s aw the mi grat ion of Chinese from 

New Brit ain and New Ireland to Port Moresby and to the New Guinea 

Highlands and other port s to set up conooerc ial enterpri ses . Owing t o  

environmental a s  w e l l  a s  cultural factors the Chinese  populat i on in 

Papua New Guinea has change d from an art isan- dominated populat ion to one 
t hat is characterised by t he dominat ion of  traders and storekeepers . 

Th e 1971  census listed 2 , 7 6 0  Chinese in Papua New Guinea ;  among them 
the maj ori ty live d  in urb an centres as follows : 
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Port Moresby 6 1 8  
Lae 4 0 8  

Rabaul 889 

Wewak 1 0 0  

Madang 129 
Mount Hagen 46  

Goroka 3 6  

Kiet a-Arawa-Panguna 55 

Total in t owns 2 , 2 81 

1 0 4 9 

There were an additional 5 0 0  to 6 0 0  Chinese of  mixed des c ent , born o f  

a Chine se  parent and an indigenous o r  a European parent . 

7 . 6 . 3 . 2 .  D I V E RS I F I CAT I ON O F  C H I N E S E  LANGUAG E S  I N  PA PUA  N EW G U I N EA 

The Papua New Guinea Chinese came originally from the Kwangtung 

province in China . When I was conducting my anthropological fie ldwork , 

the ' Tsu-Chi ' or ancestral home t own of the Chinese in Rab aul and 

Kavieng had b een surveyed in 1 9 7 1 . 2 Among the 7 8 7  Chinese I surveyed 

7 0 . 1% were See  Yap Cantonese who came mainly from the firs t two distri c t s  

o f  t h e  four districts  - K ' aiping, T ' aishan , Enping,  and Shinhui . Other 

Cantones e  who came from Wu Wan , or the five districts  s urrounding the 

Kwangchou city - Sans hui , Nanhai , Panyu , Shunteh and Tungwan , as well 

as  those who came from Hainan Is land formed 12 . 8% o f  the s amp led popu
lat ion . The Hakka people who predominant ly came from the Huiy ang dis
trict accounted for 11 . 9 % of  the s urveyed populat ion . The other 5 . 2% 
were main ly recent arrivals from Hong Kon g ,  Singapore , and elsewhere . 

Four dialects  therefore may be distinguished among the Chinese in 
Papua New Guinea , namely : 

l .  

2 .  

by the 

3 .  
4 .  

The See Yap Cantonese  diale c t  - sp oken b y  the See Yap people . 

The St andard or Capital ( Kwangchou ) Cant onese  dialect - spoke n 

Wu Wan people . 
The Hainan dialect - spoke n  b y  the Hainan Is landers . 

The Hakka diale ct - spoken by  the Huiyang Hakka people . 

Cantones e ,  Hainanes e ,  and Hakka can b e  c onsidered different languages 

as they cannot b e  mutually understood by their respective speakers . 

However, differences between S e e  Yap Cant one se and Standard Cantonese 

pose a prob lem as t o  whether they are diale cti cal variat ions or lan
guage difference s ,  fo r again it is s omet imes found that the speaker of 

one of the se  has difficulty in communicat ing wi th a speaker of the 

othe r .  Although b o t h  languages have basic ally the same grammati c al 
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struc ture , as have the other Chinese  dialect s ,  the di fferences b etween 

them are phonologi c al as well as lexical . 

In Papua New Guinea today , regardless  of  their mother tongue , the 

Chine se  speak either  the See Yap dialect or Standard Cant one s e ,  or both . 

All  the Hakka and Hainanese  speakers have b een c onverted to the 

' Cant ones e language ' .  The See Yap dialect is the most popular b e c ause 

the See Yap people dominate in number,  though Standard Cantonese  has 

b e c ome the lingua franca within the Chinese communi ty s inc e it was used 

as a teaching medium in t he Chinese  s chools before World War II  and 

immediately after . Becaus e of this , mos t  of the middle-aged Chinese 
today c an speak St andard Cantones e .  Furthermore , it  is nec e s sary to 

speak it when they dis cus s  bus iness with the internat ional bus inessmen 
who c ome from Hong Kong and Singapore , or when the Papua New Guinea 

Chines e  vi sit  Hong Kong for vacations . However the post-war generat ion , 

those b elow the age o f  30 , did not have the chance  of learning St andard 

Cantones e in s ch oo ls , and they therefore cannot speak it well . 

Ge ographi cal isolat ion as well as the lack of cont act with China are 

fact ors whi ch have affected the Cant onese spoken by t he Chines e in Papua 

New Guinea.  This change or diversi ficat ion of the Chinese language has 

been further reinforced by the fact that Chinese have had to speak 

Me lane sian Pidgin with other peop l e ,  and the Chinese children have re
ceived the ir education in English . Modificat ions in their spoken 

Cantone s e ,  whi ch sound most peculiar to a Cantonese- speaker in China,  

have oc curred . The first modi fication is  characterised by the  use of 

b orrowed words from Pidgin and English , especially among those young 
adults whose  Chinese  vo cabulary is limited . The Pidgin words mos t  fre

quent ly heard in a conversat ion b etween Chinese  are s a n k  ( ' thank ' ) ,  

o r a i ( ' a l l  rig h t ' ) ,  n o  g a t  ( ' no ' ) ,  n o  g ud ( 'b ad, use l e s s ' ) ,  t r u ( ' in

d e ed ' ) ,  p i n i s  ( ' fini shed, accomp lished ' ) ,  na  t i n g ( 'worth l e s s ' ) ,  d o l a  

( ' do nal" ) ,  s h i l i n g ( ' shi ning ' ) ,  m a s k i  ( ' who cares ' ) ,  et c .  

The second modification i s  a change in the meanings of Cantonese  

words . The following are examples in Standard Cantones e :  

Lexicon 

I f o  t s o l) l  

Ih a l)  k a i l  

Original Meaning 

' warehous e '  

' going down town, 01' 
window s hopping ' 

Meaning in PNG Usage 

' s hop s ,  s tore s ' 

' trave l ,  v acation and 
h o liday trips ' 

l s i h a ul ' time ' ' p o l i tica l s i tu a t io n '  

The third modification i s  the introduction o f  a mixture o f  some See 

Yap words in s poken St andard Cant onese . For instanc e : some people  use 

e i  for p e i ( ' to give ' ) ;  s ome say t ' i n g  ins tead of  d a n g  ( ' to wai t ' ) ;  

and f o n g for h on g  ( ' red ' ) .  
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The fourth modificat ion i s  that the Chinese no longer us e t he lan

guage o f  c ourtesy ,  such as honorifi c s . Most of the Chinese appeared 

to be very rude to a well-educ ated Chinese from Hong Kong or Singapore , 

b e cause they c ould not understand words of  respect . I was t old t hat 

the following c onversat ion between a vi siting Chinese and a Papua New 

Guine a Chinese had occurred : 

( Vi sitor ) Q :  ' May I have your honorab l e  surname ? ' ( N i e  k w a i s i � ? ) . 

A :  ' Honorab le i s  not my surname ; my surname is  s o  and so . . . ' 

( � o rn h a i  s i �  ' kw a i ' g a ! ) .  

( Vis it or ) Q :  ' I s your respectab l e  elder ( father ) home ? ' ( I  i �  t s u n h a i  

7 0 7  ke i rn a ? ) .  

A :  ' We don ' t  have a respectab le elder in our house ( i .  e .  

we  don ' t  have a father ) ' .  ( � o - t e  7 0 7  ke i rno I i � t s u n 

g a ! )  

One young Papua New Guinea Chinese who had returned from a t rip t o  Hong 

Kong was s aid to have commented on the Hong Kong Chinese that ' they 

don ' t  know how to speak proper Chinese ' ,  as the Hong Kong people said 

things to h im he could not understand . After all ,  the Papua New Guinea 

Chine se  thems elves  have gradually di s c overed these modi ficat ions , hence 

they self- c onscious ly call their own Cantones e  ' the New Guinea Chinese ' ,  

and admit that ' We speak funny kind o f  Chinese ' .  

7 . 6 . 3 . 3 . T H E  C H I N E S E  LAN G U A G E  I N F L U E N C E D  B Y  E N G L I S H , P I D G I N ,  A N D 

I N D I G E N O U S  L A N G U A G E S  

I n  Papua New Guinea every Chinese child learns to speak a t  least three 

languages at the same time ; one or the other of the Chine s e  di alects , 
Pidgi n ,  and English . Many chi ldren in fac t mas ter Pidgin first b e fore 
they can speak either Chinese or English . This is mainly b e cause many 

of the Chinese are engaged in trade st ore b us iness  and the adul t s , 

espe cially women , have more opportunity to speak Pidgin with their cus
t omers in the ir dai ly l i fe . It is also b e cause the Chinese  hire indig
enous girls or men as nurse-maids or housekeepers and they usually look 

after young children . Pidgin in many cases i s  most frequent ly spoken 

by Chinese  children be low s chool age . I have heard Chin ese  parents 
speak Pidgi n with their childre n ,  and als o parents speak Chinese to a 

chi ld who replies in Pidgi n .  

When Chines e  children b egin t o  learn English a t  s chool t he y  show 

strong evidence  of b e ing influenced by Pidgin . The amount of  influence  

was more notic e ab le during the pre-war period , when Chinese s chool 

children spent only half their time learning English , and the other half 
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le arning Chinese . The fo llowing composit ion ent itled ' A  Motor Car ' , 

written by a Chinese  s chool b oy ,  is an example : 

The mot o r  c ar i t  got four whe el s .  In fr ont i t  got the s t e e r  
i n s i de he very n i c e .  I s p e a k  t o  Mumma and P apa . ' Mumma and 
P ap a  I drive you to Kokopo ' .  I drive him fast up t he h i ll 
t h e  tyre h e  b r e ak .  I s ay ,  ' Mumma and Papa I s o rry wait I 
chonk on n ew tyre ' .  ( Frederick 1930 ) .  

Owing to long-term cont act and nece s s ity imposed by  busines s dealings 

many Chine s e  can also speak a litt le of  the indigenous language of  their 

locality . Chinese storekeepers , many of them women , can at least say 

numeric al words in t he indigenous language . This is  especially so in 
the Rab aul area where the Chinese speak some Tolai , and on New Ireland 

where the Chinese speak some of the local languages . Mixed marriage s 

b etween Chines e and indigene s al so account for t he fact that the chi ldren 

of these  marriages speak both a Chinese  dialect and an indigenous lan

guage . What interes ted me most was the phenomenon that several mixed

des cent Chinese  spoke bet ter St andard Cantonese  than many of  the ' pure ' 

Chine s e  b orn in Papua New Guinea . I discovered that many of  the mi xed

b l ood Chinese were sent back to China to receive their education and 

thus have been given the opportunity to master perfect Standard 

Cantone s e .  

7 . 6 . 3 . 4 .  C H I N E S E  LAN G U AG E  I N F L U E N C E  O N  T H E  L O C A L  S C E N E  

Although ' Ch inese Pidgin ' has b een known i n  New Guinea since the 

1 8 80 s , the influence of the Chinese language itself on the local language 

is limited . Int erviews with old Chines e immigrants who arrived in New 

Guinea at the turn of this century revealed that many pioneers were 
as signed by  the Germans to teach the newly recruited New Guinean plan

t ation lab ourers to speak ' Pidgin ' .  It  is  as sumed that the Pidgin 

initially taught by the Chines e  was ' Chinese Pidgin ' which,  according 

to those int erviewed ,  the Germans were unab le t o  mast er . Many Chines e 

words have b een adopt ed by speakers o f  indigenous language s or regi onal 

Pidgin,  over and ab ove those words picked up by indigenous employees 

of  the Chinese who work in their homes or trade s tores . One day in a 

Rab aul street I was surprised to hear an indigenous newspaper pedlar 

asking me in St andard Cantonese : ' Mr ,  do you want a newspap er? ' ( S i n 

s a n , rn a i p o - c h i rn a ? ) .  

The most frequent ly heard Chinese words are names of vegetab les on 

sale at the Rab aul market . The indigenous people , in Rabaul predomin

ant ly Tolai , ei ther use the Chinese names to refer t o  them,  or have 

adopted Chinese name s in Pidgin . The fo llowing is a list  of thes e 

vegetab les  whose  Chines e or Pidgin names are known to the local people 

in New Bri tain and New Ire land : 3 
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Chinese Names P idgin Names Engli sh Names 

C h o i S u m  To i T u m  ' Ch i n e s e  cabbage ' 

K a i C h o i K a i T o i ' Ch i n e s e  mus tard ' 

Ka i L u m  Ka i L u n  ' Chinese brocco 'Li ' 

L a u  P a k  L a u  P a k  ' Turnip ' 

O n g  C h o i Ka n g k u n g  ( Ka n g o )  ' Chinese watercres s '  

P a k  C h o i P a k  T o i  ' Ch i n e s e  cabbage ' 

S u n g  C h o i S a  1 a ,  L e s i s  ' Le t tuce ' 

T a o  T a o  ' Beans of se veral, kin ds ' 

S e e K u a  S i k a  ' A  kind of squas h ' 

T u n g  K u a  T u n g Ka ' '' Wi n t e r '' me 'Lon ' 

W u  T a u  T a r o  b i 1 on  9 S a i n a ' Taro ' 

Y i n  S a i  M i n  T a i  ' Chinese c e 'L ery ' 

10 5 3  

I found that many Tolai , although they grow Chinese  vegetab l es and 
sell  them in the market ,  do not know how to keep seeds . They have to 

go to cert ain Chine s e  stores in Rabaul to buy seeds , whi ch are import ed 

from Hong Kon g .  Seeds are referred to i n  Pidgin a s  p i k i n i n i  b i l on g  

s a y u  or p u r  p u r  ( Pidgin as wel l  as Tolai ) .  The Tolai vege t ab le- growers 

are fami liar with the Chinese names ,  and when they purchase seeds in 

Chines e  stores they ask for specific seeds ; for ins tanc e ,  they may ask 

for p i k i n i n i  b i l on g  l a u p a k  = ' tuI'nip s e eds ' .  The se  Chinese  vegetab le 

names have b een inc orporated into t he Tolai as well as Pidgin languages . 
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N O T  E S 

1 .  In this chapter I provide only a summary of the history of  Chinese 
mi gration to New Guinea .  A detailed discussion of t his subj ect can be 

found in an art i c le of  mine ( 19 70 )  and in my diss ertation ( 19 7 4 ) .  

2 .  The fieldwork was spons ored by the Australian Nat ional University 
and the Wenner-Gren Foundat ion for Anthropological Research . 

3 .  I am grate ful to Mr Francis  P .  Cheung for his as sistance in collec

t ing thes e  names of vegetables of  Chinese origin . 
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