
7 , 1 , 0 ,  MULT I LI NGUAL I SM I N  PAPUA NEW GU I N EAl 

Gi l l i an S an k o f f  

Editor ' s  Note : The contents of this chapter is very largely based on information 
extant in 1972-73. Parti cularly in vi ew of its extensive use of 1966 census data 
using ' district ' divi sions , it has been decided to leave references to ' districts ' 
unchanged and not to alter them to ' provinces ' to reflect current usage in 1977 . 

Though it i s  an incontrovertib le fact that the nature of b i- and 

multi linguali sm2 is changing very rapidly in Papua New Guinea ,  it i s  

c ertainly not the c a s e  that t h i s  i s  a phenomenon unique to  t he colonial 

and independence periods of Papua New Guinea history . Indeed , in order 

to appre c iate the phenomenon of multi linguali sm in the pre sent day , it 

i s  neces sary to attempt the best possible re const ruction of the degree 

and nature of multi lingualism in t he pre colonial period . 

7 . 1 . 1 .  M U L T I L I N G U A L I S M I N  T H E  P R E C O L O N I A L P E R I O D  

7 . 1 . 1 . 1 .  L ANGUAGE V ISTR I B UTI ON ANV I TS I M P L I CATI ONS FOR MU LT I L I NGUA L I SM 

The approximate numb er of l an guages ,  the relative distribut ion of 
Austrone sian and non-Austrones ian ( Papuan ) languages ,  and the imp lica

tions of thi s distribut ion in reflecting prehis toric re lat ion s hips and 
migrat i ons , have been dealt with e xtensively  in chapters of vols I and 

I I  ( Wurm, e d .  19 75 , 19 76 ) ,  as well as in works s uch as Capel l  1969 , 

1 9 7 1 ;  Chowning 19 70 ; Dut ton 1969 ; Healey 196 4 ;  Hooley and McElhanon 

19 70 ; Laycock 19 65 ; Wurm 196 0 ,  1971a;  Wurm and Laycock 19 6 1 ;  Z ' graggen 

19 7 1 ;  and the many detailed studies in McKaughan 19 7 3 . Various kinds 

of language contact in the New Guinea are a ,  with part i cular reference 

to  cont acts between speakers of Austronesian and Papuan languages , have 
been given by Laycock ( 19 7 3 ) . Our main concern here , however,  is the 

implication o f  such diversity for multilinguali sm . 
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7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 1 .  V e ry S ma l l L a n g u a g e s  

O f  the probab ly 7 00 o r  more languages o f  Papua New Guinea ,  it  i s  

like ly that over a third have ( and have had ,  for s ome t ime ) an extreme ly 

small numb er of speakers . ' Ext remely small ' here means less  than 5 0 0  

speakers . This approximat ion is b as ed ( for Papuan language s )  on data 

pres ented by Wurm ( 1 9 7 1 a )  in t he mos t  complete survey of  Papuan lan

guage s to dat e ( unti l  the publication of vol . I  ( Wurm , e d .  1 9 7 5 » . 

E l iminat ing several of his groupings which fall largely in Irian Jay a ,  

w e  are left with approximately 4 4 9  languages , o f  whi ch 1 6 9  have less  

than 5 0 0  speakers , as shown in  Tab le 1 .  Though we have no such com

p lete statisti c s , analogous to Wurm ' s ,  for the Austrones ian languages 

of Papua New Guinea,  data culled from Hooley and McElhanon 1970  on 

37 Austrones ian language s of the Morobe Distric t , from Beaumont 1972  

on  2 0  New Ireland Austronesian languages as  well  as  the  Tolai language 
of New Britain, 3 from Z ' graggen 19 7 1  and Claas sen and McElhanon 1 9 7 0  

o n  1 4  Madang District Austronesian languages , and from Dut ton 19 70a , 

1971  on 1 2  Austrones ian languages o f  south-eas tern Papua , t end t o  

show a simi lar pattern . Of these 8 4  Austrone sian languages ,  2 1  have 

less  than 5 0 0  speakers , as is also shown in Tab l e  1 .  Thus of the 5 3 3  

language s o f  Papua New Guinea for whi ch statistics  o n  the numb er o f  

speakers have b een compi led i n  Table 1 ,  w e  find that 19 0 ,  o r  3 5 . 6 % ,  

have fewer than 5 0 0  speakers . 

Most o f  the speakers of these  very small languages are ( and probably 

were in the past ) b i lingual or mult ilingual , acc ording to evidence from 
recent language survey s .  Laycock ( 19 65 ) ,  for example , discuss ing the 

two smallest members o f  the Ndu language family of  the Eas t and We st 

Sepik District s ,  has this t o  say ( p . 1 3 1 ) : 

N g a l a  i s  spoken by t h e  1 3 4  i nh ab i t ant s o f  a s i n g l e  vi l l ag e , 
Sw agup , [ wh i c h ] . . .  l i e s o ff t h e  S e p i k  R i ve r ,  s e veral h o ur s ' 
travel up a narrow t r ibut ary s t r e am .  The n e ar e s t  speakers  
o f  an  N d u- f amily l anguage are t h e  I atmul - s p e ak i n g  i n h ab it an t s  
o f  Brugnowi , w it h  whom however the people o f  S wagup h av e  t il l  
r e c e n t ly h ad a l o ng- s t a n d i n g  feud . . . .  I t  i s  w i t h  t h e  
W o g amus i n- s p e ak in g  i n h ab i t an t s  o f  W a s hkuk t hat t he Swagup 
n a t i v e s  h ave mo st o f  t h e i r  t r a d i n g  c o nta c t s  . . .  a l arge 
numb e r  o f  adult mal e s  i n  Swagup sp eak Wogamus i n  . . . .  

( It s hould be noted that Wogamusin , a non-Ndu Papuan language , itself 

has only 3 3 6  speakers , whi ch iS, however , more than doub l e  the numb er 
of Ngala speakers . )  Laycock c ont inues : 

Y e l o gu i s  spoken by the i n h ab i t an t s  o f  a s i ngle v i l l ag e  . . .  
All 6 3  i n h ab i t a n t s  app e ar t o  b e  b i l i ngual , s pe a k i n g  t h e  un
r e l a t e d  Kwoma l an guage as w e l l  as Y e l o gu .  (Laycock 19 6 5 : 139 ) 

No s uch b i linguali sm is reported for the four other languages of the 

Ndu Fami ly , all of  whi ch number well over 1 , 0 0 0  speakers . 



TAB L E  1 
D i s t ribution o f  the Numb er o f  Speakers of 5 3 3  papuan an d  Aus t rone s i an Languages in P apua New Guine a 

PAPUAN LANGUAGES* AUSTRONESIAN LANGUAGES * *  TOTAL 
Speakers No . o f  Approx. total N o .  of Approx. total No . of Approx. total 

per language languages population languages population languages population 

30,000 + 9+ ( 2 . 2% )  460 ,000 ( 31.  4% ) 1++ ( 1 . 2% )  30 ,000 (15 . 1% )  10 (1 .  9%) 490 ,000 ( 29 . 4% )  

10 ,000 - 29,999 22 ( 4 . 9%)  385,000 (26 . 3%) 3 ( 3 . 6% )  31 ,500 ( 15 . 8% )  2 5  ( 4 . 7% )  416,000 ( 25 . 0% )  

5 , 000 - 9,999 38 ( 8. 5% )  265 ,000 (18 . 1% )  6 ( 7 . 1%)  39 , 300 ( 19 . 7% )  44 ( 8 . 3% )  304 , 300 (18. 5%) 

1,000 - 4 ,999 135 ( 30 . 1%) 274 ,000 (18. 7% )  38 ( 45 . 2% )  83,700 ( 42 . 0% )  173 ( 32 . 5% )  357 ,700 (21. 5% ) 

500 - 999 76 ( 16 . 9% )  48,500 ( 3 . 3% )  15 ( 17 . 9%) 9 , 800 ( 4 . 9% )  9 1  ( 17 . 1% )  58,300 ( 3 . 5% )  

less than 500 169 ( 37 . 6% )  33,500 ( 2 . 3% )  21 (25 .0% )  5 ,000 ( 2 . 5% )  190 ( 35 . 6% )  38,500 ( 2 . 3% )  

'IDI'AL 449 1,466 ,000 84 199 , 300 533 1 ,665 , 300 

* Data on Papuan languages abstracted f'rom Wurm 1971. 

**
Data on Austronesian languages abstracted from Hooley and McElhanon 1970 ; Beaumont 1972 ; Z ' graggen 1971 ; 
Claassen and McElhanon 1970 ; Dutton 1970a , 1971 . 

N . B .  'lllis table is not corrplete,  particularly with respect to Austronesian languages . Information contained in 
Wurm, ed. 1976 , unavailable to me before the present chapter went to press , will be invaluable in revising and 
corrpleting this table. 

+ The 9 languages are Enga - 110 ,000; Medlpa - 60 ,000; Chirrbu - 60 ,000; Huli - 54 ,000;  Kewa - 39, 500; Kamano - 38,500; 
Wahgi - 37,000; Gawigl - 31,000; Mendi - 30 ,000. 

++ 'Ihe Austronesian language in question is Tolai. 

2 H Z t<l 
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In a s t udy of t he languages o f  the Finist erre Range , Claas sen and 

McElhanon ( 19 7 0 )  make such obs ervations concerning a number of t he 
very smal l languages o f  t hat area .  For examp le , discus sing the  Erap 

Family of the Morobe Di stri c t , t hey s t at e  ( p . 56 ) : 

The Mamaa l anguage i s  s po k e n  i n  t he vi l l age o f  Mamaa ( p op . 2 0 0 ) 
on the e as t  b ank o f  t h e  l ower I rumu R i ve r .  W i t h  t h e  e x c e pt i on 
o f  t h e  Fi nungwan l an guage , t hi s l anguage s hows no l e x i c o 
s t at i s t i cal r e l a t i o n s h i p  g r e at e r  than 3 5 % w i t h  t he o t h e r  
language s i n  t h e  fam i ly . The 4 6% r e lat i o n s h i p  w i t h  F i nungwan 
may r e fl e c t  b orrow i n g s  s i n c e  the p e o p l e  are b e i n g  as s im i l at e d 
by t h e  F i nungwan p e o p l e  an d mo s t  o f  t hem are b i li n gual . 

In a c lose  parallel with the Ngala-speakers o f  Wogamus in cited by  

Lay c ock,  we note  t hat t he Finungwan language , l ike Wogamusin , i s  itself  

very small , numbering only 4 0 0  speakers , b ut again doub l e  t he number 
o f  speakers of Mamaa . 

A further case cited by Claassen and McElhanon ( 19 7 0 )  i s  t hat of 

speakers of t he Yabong language o f  the Yaganon Family in t he Madang 

Dis t ri c t  ( p . 6 1 ) : 

T h e  Y ab ong l anguage ( pop . 3 7 0 ) i s  s poken i n  f i ve vi l l age s 
we s t  o f  t h e  Y angda R i v e r  . . . .  Many o f  t h e  people are 
r e p o r t e d  to be fluent i n  t h e  R aw a  l anguage . 

( Note t hat Rawa i s  an only very dis t antly relat e d ,  fairly large lan

guage of 6 , 0 0 0  speakers b elonging t o  t he Finis terre Stock , whereas 

Yabong be longs to t he Rai Coas t  Stock . ) 
Parallel evidence i s  pre s ent ed in s tudies of other very smal l lan

guage s ,  many of which t end to oc cur in border areas between larger 

language groups , oft en as a result of the dras t i c  reduct ion of a pop

ulat ion through warfare or disease . Such a s i t uation is discussed for 

the Binumari en ( three small villages in t he Kainantu Sub-Di strict  o f  

t h e  Eas t ern Highlands Dis tric t ,  very near t he Morob e District b order ,  

and containing a t otal o f  1 1 7  peop l e )  b y  Oatridge and Oatridge ( 19 7 3 : 

5 17 ) :  

The B i numar i en ar e a v e ry s mal l group . W i t h i n  t h e  memory 
of the older men , they were more numerous , b ut b e c au s e  o f  
t r i b al f i ght i n g  r e s ult i n g  i n  p r olonge d r e s i de n c e  i n  the 
Markh am Valley and r e s ul t ant malari a ,  their numb e r s  h ave 
b e e n  g r e at ly r e duc e d .  Th e i r  n e i ghb ors t o  t he we s t  and s o ut h  
a r e  t h e  Gadsup , a n d  t o  t he north t h e  A z e r a  i n  t h e  Markham 
V al l ey . T h e  c l o s ely r elat e d  l an guage o f  Kamb a i r a i s  i n  t h e  
s o ut h e as t .  The B i numar i e n are mo s t  c l o s e ly r e l a t e d  t o  t he 
T a i ro r a  t h o ugh s ome o f  t he men s p e ak A z e ra and Gadsup w h i l e  
o t h e r s  s p e ak Gadsup a n d  T a i rora as well as t h e i r  o w n  l an g u ag e . 

Though I have rather cons ervati ve ly restricted the ' very smal l ' 
language category to  thos e numb e ring less  t han 5 0 0  speakers , i t  i s  very 

like ly that many speakers of s l ightly larger language s ,  numb ering , say , 

up t o  1 , 0 0 0 ,  were also b i lingual . Bee ( 19 6 5 : 39- 4 0 ) des crib e s  such a 

situation for the Us arufa : 



7 . 1 . 0 .  MULTILINGUALISM IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA 

U s arufa [ i s ] a l anguage s poken by approximat ely 8 5 0  p e r s o n s  
in  t h e  E a s t e rn H i gh l an d s  D i st r i ct . . .  Th e U s arufa- s p e ak i n g  
a r e a  i s  l o c at e d  i n  a p o c k e t  s urrounded by Kamano , Kan i t e , 
For e , and a small s egment o f  Auyana s p e ake r s . All o f  t h e s e  
l anguage s e x c ept  t h e  Auyana h ave b e e n  c l as s i fi ed by Wurm a s  
memb e r s  o f  language f ami l i e s  di s t i n c t  from Us arufa .  Never
t he l e s s  mo s t  adult U s arufa s p eak e r s  s p eak at l e a s t  one of  the 
thr e e  more  d i s t an t ly related l anguag e s  and many s p e ak all 
th r e e . Contrariw i s e  ve ry f ew F o r e , Kamano or  Kan i t e  s p eak e r s  
a r e  abl e  t o  s p e ak Us arufa . Al s o  o f  n o t e  i s  t h e  f act t h a t  • . .  

few U s arufa s p e ak e r s  admit  t o  s p e ak i ng o r  under s t anding 
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Auyana whi c h  i s  s o  c l o s ely r el a t e d  that t he two may b e  d i al e c t s 
o f  one l anguage . 

This is con firmed by Berndt ( 19 5 4 : 2 9 1 )  who notes  also t hat ' nearly 

al l '  of the Usarufa ' s eem to have s ome knowledge of Jate ' .  The Jate 
( or Yate , population 3 , 9 8 8  accordlng to  Wurm ( l9 7 1a »  lie immediately 

to the west of the Usarufa , ' in some cases only 15-20  minutes ' walk 
away ' ( Berndt 19 54 : 29 1 ) .  

The quotat ion from Laycock 1 9 6 5  cited above sugge s t s  one reason for 

speakers of such small languages to be b ilingual , i . e .  trading contacts , 

neces sari ly ( e specially when the language is confined to a s ingle 

village or hamlet ) w ith speakers of other languages .  Another type of 

contact , even more important for fos tering b ilingualism in s uch cases  

was inter-marriage , again a virtual necess ity for memb ers o f  very small 

language groups . Thi s  meant that a large numb er of women brought up 

in s uch a small language group would , upon marrying out side of it , find 

thems e lves to be in a lingui stically foreign environment for t heir 

married lives ; and that men brought up in such groups would very likely 
bring in wive s who did not initially s peak the group ' s  language , which 

in turn would expose their children to  more than one language . 

Note that in all of the citations ab ove , e ithe r no sex  difference 

in b i l ingualism is noted or else  spe cial note is taken that men are 

b i lingual . It is unlikely that this refle cts a real s e x  di fference in 

bilinguali sm; rathe r ,  given that in s uch small language groups a large 

proportion o f  the adult women will b e  married in from other  language 
groups and there fore not be native speakers of the language groups in 

which they now live , they are of little or no int eres t  to a lingui st 
whose main j ob is finding out about t he language of the group in ques

t ion , and there fore will  not perhaps not ice that thes e women are als o 

bilingual . 4 

7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 2 . T r a d e  L a n g u a g e s  i n  C o a s t a l  A r e a s  

Though a s  i s  indicated i n  Tab le 1 ,  speakers o f  somewhat over a third 

of the languages of Papua New Guinea were prob ab ly ob lige d  by demography 

alone to become b i lingual , it is also c lear from this tab l e  that s uch 
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s peakers never const ituted more than a t iny minority of  the t ot al pop

ulation.  Even if we include the next smallest group of  languages , those 

having b etween 500 and 1 , 0 0 0  speakers , not more than 6% of  t he popula

t ion would b e  included in this cat egory ( though the two groups c ons ti

tute  j us t  over half the languages ! ) .  

We now turn to an examinat ion of  the case of the great maj ority of  

Papua New Guineans . that 94%  o f  the  population not living in language 

i s olates , and whose  language group s consist of over 1 , 0 0 0  speakers . 

Though data relevant t o  multi lingualism are very incomplete for the s e  

larger language groups , we c an ,  I feel , piece  together a general pic ture 

with respect to mult i lingual ism among speakers of any such language s .  

Though i t  i s  obvious that the larger the numb er o f  speakers o f  any 
particular language , the les s  likely would c ontacts s uch as trade and 

intermarriage be nece ssary with speakers of  other language s ,  there is  

s ti ll c ons iderable evidence indicating varying degrees and types of 

c ompetence in other languages and diale cts  among many speakers of  s uch 

languages . 

Firs t ,  not e  in Tab le 1 given in 7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 1 . t hat the distributi on of  

speakers differs between Papuan and Austronesian languages . The bulk of  

t he speakers of  the  84  Austronesian languages in Tab le  1 ,  i . e .  4 2 % , are 

c oncentrated in language s having b etween 1 , 00 0  and 5 , 00 0  speakers . As 

is well known , mos t  of these languages ( as we ll as many Papuan language s 

of s imi lar medium s i z e )  are lo cat ed in c oas tal areas , where trade c ir

cui t s  of cons iderable  size  operated in the past . 

In many coas t al areas , the language of  one of  the trading group s , 

s ometimes in a s omewhat s implified vers ion , was used as a lingua franca 

throughout the trade circuit in que st io n .  A very famous cas e i s  t hat 

of Hiri Motu ( also  known as Police Motu ) , the language 

whi ch c ame i nt o  b e ing as a t rade l an guage u s e d  by t he Motu 
p e o p l e  of t h e  P o r t  Mo r e sby area dur i ng their annual trading  
e xpe dit i o n s  t o  parts  of  t h e  c oas t al a r e a  o f  what  is  t o day 
t h e  Gul f D i s t r i ct . . .  The l anguage i s  a p i d g in i z e d  Mot u  
whi c h s h ows mark e d  i n flue n c e  o f  the Papuan l anguage type 
wh i c h is at t r ibutab l e  to t he fac t t hat the coast al p e o p l e  
in  t h e  Gul f D i s t r i c t  a r e  s p e ak e rs o f  Papuan l an guage s .  
(Wurm 1969 : 35 )  

As e arly as the b eginning o f  the 2 0th century , ' the fact that the Motu 
and t he various Gul f tribes vis ited by them make use of a common trading 
diale c t  which is in s ome measure di stinct from the very widely divergent 
languages of eithe r '  (Barton 1910 : 96 ) 5 was c ited as evidence that s uch 
t rade had ' existed for a very c ons iderab le period ' ( p . 9 6 ) .  Thus bi lin

guali sm in their own language and Hiri Motu e xisted among memb ers o f  
t hose groups who traded with the Mot u-speakers well before the b eginning 

of the colonial period . This language was used by the Motuans and 
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their trade partners both o n  t he Motuans ' visits to the Papuan Gul f ,  

and o n  return vis it s  b y  the peoples o f  the Gul f ,  a s  des cribed b y  Eri 

( 19 70 : 35 ) . Speakers of Koita have also b een b ilingual in Mot u for a 

very long t ime : 

The Koi t a  ar e a t ribe  s p e ak i n g  a Papuan l an guage who have for  
generations  int e rmarr i e d  w i t h  t h e  Mot u and who s e  v i l l a g e s  are  
usually built  n ear , or  even i n  direct  c on t i guity w i t h  t h o s e  
o f  t he Mot u .  A l t hough the K o i t a s t i ll  speak a Papuan l anguage 
the maj o r i t y  of the mal e s  s p e ak Motu , a Melan e s i an l a n guage . . . 

( Seligman 1 9 1 0 : 16 )  

Later Seligman goe s on to say that ' practical ly all the Koita s peak 

Mot u '  ( p . 4 5 ) . 

In another well-known trade c ircuit , that of the Kula ,  i t  appears 

that Dobuan was the lingua franca .  Writ ing of the period b etween 1914  

and 1 9 1 8 ,  Malinowski states : 

I t  i s  charac t e r i s t i c  o f  the int e r n at i onal p o s i t i o n  o f  t he 
Dob u an s t hat t h e i r  l anguage i s  spoken as a l i ngua f r a n c a  all 
over t h e  d ' Ent r e c a s t e aux Ar c h i pe l ago , i n  the Amphl et t s , and 
as  far n o r t h  as the Trob r i ands . In  the s o ut h e r n  p art o f  
t h e s e  l at t er i s l ands , almost  everyone s p e ak s  Dobuan , although 
in Dobu the language of the T r ob r i ands  or  Ki r iwi n i an i s  
h ar dly spoken  b y  anyon e .  ( Malinowski 1966 : 39- 4 0 ) 

Malinows ki ment ions t his fact mainly because he finds i t  a curious one , 

his  feeling b eing that Kiriwinian , as the l anguage of the more numerous 

and equally prest igious Trob rianders , would have been a more likely 

choice for a lingua franca .  In describing the t rade visit s of the 

Trobrianders in Dob u ,  Malinowski again remarks on the use of Dobuan . 
He  s ays : 

In t h e  v i l l age s , they a r e  e n t er t a i n e d  by t h e i r mal e f r i e nds , 
t h e  l anguage spoken by b o t h  p ar t i e s  b e i n g  that o f  Dobu , whi c h  
d i ff e r s  c ompl et ely from K i r iw i n i an , but wh i c h  t he S i naketans 
l earn i n  e arly yout h .  ( Malinowski 1966 : 364 ) 

Despite the widespread use of Dob uan , it appears that the Trobrianders 

did use their own language on vis its  to certain other i slands . The 

fact that 

t h e  n at iv e s  o f  t h e  e a s t e rn i s l ands , from K i t ava to W o o dl ark , 
. . .  s p e ak t h e  s ame l anguage w ith d i al e c t i c al d i f f e r e n c e s  
only . . . ( Malinows ki 1966 : 4 7 8 )  

i s  s aid b y  Malinowski to  have faci litated trade b etween the Trobrianders 

and t he people of t hese  islands . He also des cribes  ( p . 2 7 0 ) a trade 

visit in the Amphlet ts in which Kiriwinian was the language use d .  
Farther west along the northern coast o f  ·Papua New Guinea , b i lin

guali sm in the language o f  traders appears to have existed in two other 

areas : the northern coast of t he Huon Peninsula,  and the Huon Gulf are a .  
According to  Harding ( 19 6 7 : 2 0 3 ) : 

S i o  i n form an t s  s ay t hat communi c at i on was b a s e d  o n  a p i dg i n  
form o f  t he S i a s s i  l an guage ( t ok §i a s s i  h aphap) , a t r ade l i n g o  
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w i t h  a S i as s i  voc abulary wh i ch was u s e ful n ot only in m e e t i n g s  
w i t h  t h e  S i as s i s  t hems elve s , b u t  w i t h  o t h e r  i s l and a n d  c o a s t al 
peopl e s . 

Slightly further s outh , in the Huon Gulf area , 

I t  s e ems t hat i n  t h e  p a s t  t he pot mak e r s  from the s out h , t h e  
b as k e t  w eave r s  from Labu , and t he Tami I s l ande r s  all made a 
p r ac t i c e  o f  l e arning Gawa ( o r  Kawa ) , the ver nacul ar s p oken on 
the N orth C o ast  and ar ound B u s ama . ( Hogb in 19 4 7 : 2 4 7 ) 

This s ample of four regional trading languages  c ertainly does  not 

exhaust the total coastal area of Papua New Guinea ; nevertheles s ,  t hese  

four alone were spoken as a second language by  thous ands of people 

speaking many languages , b oth Papuan and Aust ronesian , along hundreds 

of mi les of coast line . In addition , s imilar s it uations probab ly exi sted 

in many other c oastal areas on which I have not b een able to  locate any 

dat a .  Unlike the b i lingual speakers of the very small l anguages dis

cus s ed in 7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 1 . , people b ilingual in their own language and one 

of the coas t al trade languages appear not to have b een so likely to be 

also intermarried with speakers of t he s e  language s . 6 Trading voyages 

involved the traders b e ing entert ai ned , each by his own trade friend in 
a foreign port , for fairly short periods on any one trip , i . e .  not more 

than a couple o f  we eks at a t ime . The traders were men ,  and were on 

their trips apparent ly engaged in talk princ ipally with other men in 

the language groups they vis ited . This probab ly means that unlike the 

situat ion in very small language s ,  there was a sex b ias in  favour o f  

men with respe ct to  b ilingualism i n  the vi llages visit ed b y  traders . 
I t  als o s e ems like ly that few men or women who were native s peakers o f  

t h e  l ingua franca were b i lingual , a s  Malinowski specifically s tates for 

the Dobuans . ( If Barton is corre ct in his statement that the Motu spoken 

as a contact language was indeed quite  different from Motu , then the 

Motuan traders could b e  s aid to have b een ' b ilingual ' and form an ex

ception to t he pat tern of speakers o f  languages like Dobuan . ) 

In an article  George Grace kindly brought to my attention when t hi s  

chapt er was completed , S chlesier ( 1 96 1 )  discusses the impact of ' trade 

friend ' relat ionships on bilingualism in various part s of New Guinea,  

citing mis s ionary and other sources dating from the 189 0 s . He stresses 
the o ft en lengthy period o f  t ime s pent by youths in their fathers ' trade 

friends ' villages , during which vi s it s  language learning was a maj or 
goal . 

7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 3 . I n l a n d  M i d d l e - R a n g e L a n g u a g e s  

Sect ion 7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 2 .  has dealt w ith the middle-range languages o f  t he 

coast , mainly Aus trones ian though inc luding some Papuan languages ( it 

is of note that the four trade languages dis c us s ed in 7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 2 .  in 
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whi ch both Aust rones ian and Papuan speakers were b ilingual , are all 

thems e lves Austrones ian ) . But the bulk of speakers of the middle-range 

Papuan languages are to be found inland . 

Here again , t he situation appears t o  b e  a result of the interact ion 

between demography ( itself  a re sult of the nature of the t errain and o f  

his t orical forces i n  shap ing migrat ion pat t erns ) and socially regulated 

patterns of t rade and intermarriage . But even more than in preceding 

s e c t ions , we are s everely hampered by  lack of informat ion ;  very few 

ethnographies  or lingui s t i c  s urveys have paid much attent i on to  bilin

guali sm .  Very roughly , it appears that there has existed a fair amount 

of bilingualism in border areas and among t he smaller,  or more isolated 

segments of any lingui s t ic group , but  t hat multilingualism i s  unlikely 

in t he cent ral areas of l arge l inguistic  groups . 

The mo st detai led account of multi l ingualism in a middle-range 

Papuan language is Salisbury ' s  ( 19 6 2 )  des cription of the S iane , located 

in the b order areas o f  the Chimbu and Eastern Highlands Dis t ri ct s  south

east of Chuave . S iane , which ac cording to Wurm ( 19 71a : 5 4 9 )  numbers 

approximat ely 1 5 , 3 36 s peakers , i s  the westernmo s t  member o f  the East

Central Fami ly of the Eas t New Guinea Highlands Stock . Sali sbury docu

ments a very h igh degree of b ilingualism on t he part of Siane-speakers 

in ' various of the Dene dialect s '  ( S alisbury 1 9 6 2 : 2 ) . ( Note t hat ' De ne ' 

is regarded by Wurm ( 19 7 1a)  as two languages : Chuave ( populat ion 5 , 6 39 ) 

and Nomane ( populat ion 2 , 5 0 2 ) , b elonging to  t he Central Fami ly o f  the  
East New  Guinea High lands Stock . ) S alisbury , who  lived in a v illage 
where the language s poken was t he Komunku diale c t  of Siane , s t at e s  t hat 

C onve r s at i o n s  among t h e  r es i de n t s  c o u l d  o ft en b e  t r i l ingual , 
a Ramfau [ n ot e : Ramfau i s  an o t h e r  d i al e c t  o f  S i ane ] wi fe 
sp e ak i n g  Ramfau to h e r  s on who r ep l i e d  in  Komunku and who 
was supp o r t e d  by his wi fe s p e aking i n  Dene . ( Salisbury 1 9 6 2 : 2 )  

Sali sb ury ( 19 6 2 ) reports t hat in informal s it uations among groups of 

b i l inguals , e ach would speak ' what eve r language was easi e s t  for them '  

( p . 3 )  with no trans lat ion occurring , whereas in formal s it uat ions , 

' each formal speech would be followed immediate ly by a t rans lat ion o f  

i t  int o  t h e  other language ' ( p . 3 ) . Some Komunku sp eakers would u s e  Dene 

on formal occasions , speaking Komunku on informal ones , an indicat ion 

of the high pres t i ge o f  mult i lingualism among t he Siane ( pp . 4-5 ) .  

Sali sb ury also ment ions that whereas Komunku dialect sp eakers in the 
wes tern area tended to  b e  fluent in Dene , many o f  t hose  in the east 

also knew Gahuku . 
Salisbury ' s  interest ing and provocative account rai s e s  a number of 

que s t ions ab out b ilingualism from a qualitat ive point of view , quest ions 

involving s uch diffi cult prob lems as act ive versus pas s ive b ilingualism 
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( in convers at ions where each speaks his  ' easiest ' language and listeners 

appear to understand ) ,  the i ssues of whet her a lingui s t i c  b oundary c on

s t itutes a language or diale ct di fference , and of t he relati ve prestige 

( or lack o f  i t )  of  b ilingualism.  As  t he s e  is sues will be discussed in 

7 . 1 . 1 . 2 .  b elow ,  let it  suffice t o  ment ion here t hat the relat ively 

large s i ze of  the S iane l anguage does not app ear to have impeded a fair 
amount of  b ilingualism among its speakers , at least those in border 

areas . The fact t hat the Siane live in a very densely populated area 

and are surrounded on all s ides by other language groups is probably 

one of the reasons for t hi s ; anothe r ,  very important , re ason i s  that 

t he Siane t raditionally did not appear t o  regard speaking Siane as a 

b asis  for any t ype of  political ident ity . Salisbury is quit e  explicit  

t hat ( as of  1 9 5 2- 5 3 )  t hey had 

no c o n s c i ousn e s s of an overriding  p o l i t i c a l  uni t y  . . .  The 
s ame general culture . . .  cont i n u e s  b o t h  t o  e ast and we s t  of  
t h e  S i an e , w i t h  no s harp di s c o n t i nuit i e s , w i t h  non- S i an e  
at t e nding S i ane  c e remon i e s  an d vi c e -ve r s a .  I nt e r ac t i on 
b e tw e en S i an e  and non-S iane  i s  also  t h e  rul e , an d a s t a t 
i s t i c al analy s i s  o f  t h e  mar r i age pat t e r n  indi c ate s t h at 
marr i ag e s  are random as b etween S i ane and non- S i an e . 
( S alisbury 1 9 62 : 1 ) 

Other ethnographers working in various inland areas of  Papua New 

Guinea have also noticed mult i linguali sm in border areas b etween middle

range language s .  Harding , discuss ing the interior o f  t he Huon Peninsula 

in the Morobe Dist ric t , speaks o f :  

an ar e a  o f  i n t e r gradin g , . . .  known b y  t he i n di genous p e o p l e  
as t h e  ' h ead ' o f  t h e  Komb a , S e l epet and Timb e  peopl e s . 
Li ngui s t i c ally , t h e  ar ea i s  mainly Komb a , but t he Timb e  and 
S e l e p e t  are c lo s e  at h an d  and t h e r e  i s  a mark e d  degree  o f  
mult i l ingual i sm .  (Harding 19 6 5 : 19 9 ) 

It  should be not ed t hat t he population figures given for t he s e  three 

Papuan languages of  the Huon Micro-Phylum ( now ( Wurm ,  ed . 19 7 5 ) :  Huon 

Stock)  are 1 0 , 00 0  s peakers e ach for Komba and Timb e ,  and 5 , 5 0 0  for 

Se lepet ( Hooley and McElhanon 19 7 0 : 10 82 ) . 

Rappaport , dis cus s ing the Maring ( population 4 , 50 0  acc ording t o  

Wurm 1 9 7 1a : 55 0 ) , s t at es  t hat four o f  t he 5 0  married women and widows 

living in t he Maring local group of 2 0 0  which he studied in 1 9 6 2- 6 3  
' came from nearby Karam-speaking groups ' ( Rappaport 19 6 7 : 10 2 ) . Karam 
( p opulat ion 1 0 , 0 0 0-14 , 0 0 0 )  belongs t o  a family quite  dist ant from Maring 

with which it shares only ' 19 %  basic vocabulary cognates ' ( Wurm 1 9 7 1 a :  

5 5 3 ) .  Rappaport ( 19 67 : 10 2 ,  n . 2 )  als o states t hat 

mar r i ag e  b etwe en Jimi Valley Maring and Narak s p eak e r s  i s  
f r e que nt . I t  may b e  t hat propi nqui t y , r at h e r  than l i n
gui s t i c  a f f i l i at i on , is  the d e c i s i ve fac t o r  in  i n t e rgroup 
marr i ag e . 
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Though t h e  s tatus of Narak has b een somewhat disputed i n  the l iterature , 

Cook ( 19 6 6 : 4 4 2 )  affirms that b oth according to  i t s  degree o f  c ognat ion 

with Maring ( only 5 7 % )  and according to the views of Maring- and Narak
speakers , Maring and Narak are s eparate language s .  Wurm ( 19 71a : 5 5 0 )  

concurs with this view , l i st ing Narak a s  a separat e language with 

approximately 4 , 5 0 0  speakers . Though Rappaport does not draw any con

clus ion on bilinguali sm from his intermarriage data , we can conclude 

that wives from both Karam and Narak would prob ab ly have become bilingual 

in Maring upon marrying into t hat language group , and that maintaining 

affinal relat ions among the various groups probab ly also made for a 

certain amount o f  b i l ingualism among the men as well . 

Taking one further example o f  a middle-range Papuan- speaking group 

in the High lands , Wagner ( 19 6 9 ) has this to say about the Daribi ,  o f  

t h e  extreme s outh of t he Chimbu Distri c t : 

Approxi mat ely 3 0 0 0  D a r i b i  l i ve on t h e  vol c an i c  pl at e au n o r t h  
o f  Mt . Karimu i  a n d  i n  t h e  adj ac ent l im e st o n e  c ountry t o  t he 
we s t ; they have i nt ermar r i e d  ext e ns i vely w i t h  a po c k e t  o f  1 0 0 0  
Tudaw e  ( =P aw ai a )  s p e ak e r s  l i v i n g  n o rth e a s t  o f  t h e  mount a i n . 
( Wagner 1969 : 5 6 )  

According t o  Wurm ( 19 71a) , t he Mikaru-speaking Daribi number approx

imately 4 , 0 00 ,  and t he Pawai a ,  who belong to a different fami ly , some

what under 2 , 00 0  ( Wurm 1 9 7 1a : 551 ) .  

There is  a certain amount of evidence that where large and small 

groups were in contact , it was generally the members o f  the small group 

or i solat e who became b i l ingual , though s ome of t he memb ers of t he 
larger lingui stic  groups also found it advantageous ( or ne cessary ) to  

learn the  others ' language . Among the l arger groups neighb ouring the 

Usarufa di s cussed in 7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 1 . , Berndt ( 19 5 4 : 29 1 )  remarks that : 
b i l i ngual i sm . , .  i s  muc h  m o r e  c ommon i n  t he b o r d e r  d i s t r i c t s 
t han i n  t h o s e  whi c h  have rather  le s s  f r e quent c ont a c t  w i t h  
p e o p l e  s p e ak i n g  l angu a g e s  oth e r  t h a n  t he i r  own . . .  Memb e r s  
o f  t h e  t h r e e  l a r g e r  l an guag e u n i t s r arely t roub l e  t o  l e arn 
Ut urupa ( =  U s urufa ) , exc ept in matt e r s  involving c ont inued 
p e r s o n al c o n t a c t  - s u c h  as , e sp e c i ally , al i en women mar r i e d  
t o  Ut urupa men . 

Neverthele s s  it seems t hat a cons iderab le numb er of foreign women did 

marry into Us arufa , as is shown in the following quotation : 

Kemi j u  ( Ya t e ) ,  Mo i i fe ( U surufa ) , O f a f i n a  and A s a f i n a  ( Fo r e ) 
are b i t t e r  e n em i e s  o f  Kogu ( Us urufa ) ,  b ut they are al s o  i t s  
main s o ur c e  o f  wive s a s  w e l l  a s  i t s  gue s t s for c er t a i n  f e s 
t i val s , c e remoni es , a n d  s o  on . They c omp r i s e  t he p r i n c i pal 
uni t s  in t h e  z o n e  o f  mo s t  i n t e n s i ve i n t e r a c t i o n  c en t e ri n g  
on K o g u  . . .  t hey are engaged  j oi n t l y  i n  s o  many t ran s a c t i o n s , 
. . .  t h e y  c ome i n  c on t a c t  w i t h  on e another fai rly r egularly 
and are dep endent on one anoth e r , and . . .  t h e i r  t er r i t o r i e s  
adj o i n . ( Berndt 1962 : 2 34 ) 
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It  als o  appears that in this border area , the larger groups also knew 

each other ' s  languages to some extent . Berndt menti ons that in three 
border villages of the Fore , ' the Fore language predominates , with some 

Jate ' ( Berndt 1962 : 8 ) .  

The five mult i lingual s ituations discussed in this s e c t ion have all 

involved l inguistic  groups of t he middle range , numbering b etween about 

2 , 50 0  ( Nomane , in t he Siane example ) ,  and 1 5 , 00 0  ( Siane i t s e l f ) . In 

addition, all five have involved border areas , in four of which inter

marriage has b e en specifically ment ioned . Both Sali sbury and Rappaport 

s t re s s  the lack of political unity or common identity within the lan

guage group , and the fact that linguistic differences  do not seem to 

const itute a b arri er to intermarriage . One is  left with the distinct 

impres s ion that this i s  a s i tuation common to many , if  not mo st , lin
gui s t i c  b order areas in the H ighlands . As  we shall see  below in 

7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 4 . , this situat ion can indeed be generalised to at least three 

of the nine ' large language s '  of the Highlands . 

7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 4 .  L a r g e  L a n g u a g e s  o f  t h e  H i g h l a n d s  

Though monolinguals i n  the central areas o f  the large language groups 

( thos e numbering over 3 0 , 0 00 in Table 1 given in 7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 1 . ) are l ikely 

to  be much more numerous than those  living in the c entral areas  of t he 

smaller language groups we have s o  far been discussing , t he phenomenon 

of mult ilingualism in b order areas appears to b e  j ust as true for the s e  

groups a s  for the smaller ones . Brookfield and Brown have this to s ay 
ab out the Chimb u ,  whi c h  with 6 0 , 0 0 0  speakers i s  probab ly the s econd or 

third large s t  language group in Papua New Guine a :  

Th e h i gh mount a i n s  whi ch e n c l o s e  t he C h imbus t o  t h e  e as t , 
n o rt h ,  and n orth-west h ave not proved a b a r r i er t o  t rade , 
m i grat ion , and mar r i age . To t he e a s t  are As aro s p e ak i n g  
p eopl e , . . .  i n  ano t h e r  l anguage fami ly . For  t h e  l as t  t h r e e  
gene rat ions a t  l e a s t , t he Ch imbus  h ave i n t ermarr i ed w i t h  
A s ar o  p e o p l e  n e ar Mir ima a n d  Ko r f e na , a n d  ab out 3 5 0 have 
e s t ab l i s h e d  vi llages  on l an d  whi ch they acqu i r e d  from t h e i r  
a f f i n e s . Yonggamugl C himbus h ave migrated e astward t o  
e s t ab l i s h  v i ll age s amon g  S i ane- s p e ak i n g  p e ople , . . .  with 
whom t hey i n t e rmarry . To  t h e  north- east , t he C himbus  have 
s imilar relations  with t h e  Bundi ( G e n de ) p e opl e . I n  t h e s e  
c as e s  vi s i t ing and c e remo n i al a c t i vi t i e s  c ont i nu e  with t h e  
people  o f  t he Ch imbu Valley . ( Brookfie ld and Brown 19 6 3 : 7 8 )  

Not only Asaro ( populat ion 1 1 , 59 7 )  but also Gende ( populat ion 8 , 0 00 )  

and S i ane ( population 15 , 3 36 ) are in a family different from t hat o f  

Chimbu . And t h e  s it uat ion ( intermarriage ,  visiting for ceremonial s )  
sounds very s imilar to  t hat describ ed b y  Salisb ury . On this basis , we 
are j ust ified in postulat ing a c ertain amount of mult ilingualism , at 
leas t  ( cons ervat ively ) among those who are actually int ermarried w it h  
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memb ers o f  other language groups , and probab ly extending to  a maj ority 

of thos e in border village s . 

Brookfield and Brown ( 19 6 3 )  go on to  di s cus s relat ionships with the 

Chimbu ' s  neighbours to  t he s outh-east , s outh , and west , with whom l in

gui s t i c  and cultural t ies  are ' much c loser ' ( p . 7 8 )  than those w ith the 

As aro , Gende , and S iane . On the Wahgi , to the we s t  o f  Chimb u ,  they say : 

At t h e  b or d e r  o f  C himbu and Wahgi , t e r r i t o r i e s  have i nt e r 
p e n e t r at e d , int e rmar r i ag e  i s  common , a n d  l anguage s ,  wh i ch 
b elong t o  d i f f e r ent S Ub - fami l i e s , are mutually und e r s t o o d  
by t h e  front i er groups . ( Brookfield and Brown 1 9 6 3 : 78 )  

According t o  Wurm ( 19 6 4 ) ,  such case s o f  b i lingualism at the borders o f  

l arge language s were not at a l l  unc ommon . H e  says : 

The s p reading o f  l arge  l anguag e s  i s  p ro gr e s s in g  at t h e  p r e s e nt 
day , and t h e  w i d e s p read b i l i ngual i s m  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  me an s  by 
wh i ch one language gradually supe r s e d e s  anot her . . .  Th i s  may 
l ead t o  the gradual ext i n c t ion o f  smal l l anguage s . .  . 
( Wurm 1 9 6 4 : 9 7 )  

Our s econd case o f  language contact in the b order area o f  a large 

language group is that of t he Huli , as des cribed by Glas s e  ( 19 68 ) . In 

des cribing Huli relationship s  with their neighbours , Glas s e  does not 

appear to  feel there is much contact . He s tat es that t he Huli ( popu

lat ion 5 4 , 0 0 0  according to Wurm 1 9 7 1a : 5 5 1 ) ' exchange visits and occa

sionally intermarry ' ( Glas se 1968 : 20 )  with the Waga,  the Dugub e ,  the 

Ipili  ( populat ion 4 , 50 0  according to Wurm 1 9 7 1a : 5 5 0 )  and the Duna 

( p opulation 6 , 0 00 according to Wurm 1971a : 5 5 1 ) . Nevert hel e s s  he comments 

in di scus s ing the geographical extension of Huli that ' j us t where the 

dividing line - or zone o f  transiti on - b etween Huli and Duna culture 

is to be found , was still  uncertain in 19 5 9 ' ( Glas s e  1 9 6 8 : 18 ) . The 
reason for c ons truing the b order area as a ' zone or t ransition ' appears 

in a chance remark regarding the location of the patrol post at Korob a ,  
' in a bi lingual are a  where Huli and Duna are both spoken ' ( p . 1 8 ) . It  

is  o f  note  t hat Duna is  the most dis tant ly related language o f  any o f  
t h e  Huli ' s  neighbours , being in a di fferent family and showing only 2 5 %  

cognates with Huli according to  Wurm ( 19 7 1a : 55 7 ) . The Huli-Duna border 

area is one of the very few areas where two languages are s hown as 

overlapping on Wurm ' s ( 19 6 1 )  map of the Highlands language s .  

Last ly , Strathern ( 1 9 7 2 )  gives some evidence regarding the Medlpa 

( our s econd large st Papuan language , at 60 , 0 00 ) of t he Mount Hagen area 

in the Wes t ern Highlands . She s ays ( pp . 3- 4 ) : 
North o f  t he Gumant ( Ri ve r )  p e op l e  s p eak Melpa almo s t  e x clu
s i vely , while to the s outh many und e r s t and b ot h  Melpa and t h e  
c l o s e ly r e l at e d  Temboka ( a  d i al e ct o f  Gaw i g l ) . . .  W a r f ar e , 
g roup expan s i o n s  and mi grat i on s  i n  t he r e c e nt p a s t  had l e d  
t o  t h e  i n t e rm i ng l i n g  o f  Temb ok a  a n d  Melpa g roups i n  t he 
imm e d i a t e  v i c i n i t y  o f  t h e  p r e s ent t own . 
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Summari sing very briefly , i t  is c lear t hat though only a minority of 
the speakers of the large Highlands language s had occas ion t o  become 

bi- or mult ilingual ,  t hi s  was a common phenomenon who s e  incidence was 

principally dictated by demography . Language difference s were not in 

and of thems elve s considered as b arri ers to communicat ion . 

7 . 1 . 1 . 2 .  QUA L I TATI VE AS PE CTS O F  M U L T I L I NGUA L ISM  I N  THE LANGUAGES O F  

PAPUA NEW GUI N EA 

7 . 1 . 1 . 2 . 1 .  L a n g u a g e s , D i a l e c t s , I n t e l l i g i b i l i ty a n d  P a s s i v e 

B i l i n g u a l i s m 

Finishing our di s cuss ion of language distribution with t he ' large ' 

languages of the H ighlands has perhaps given a false impression 0 l e s s  

lingui s t i c  diversi ty than actually exis t s . For even i n  t h e s e  large 
language s , there was no lingui s t i c  homogeneity acros s all 30 , 0 00 or 

50 , 0 00  speakers , and as has been attes ted to in 7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . , speakers did 

not re cognise  or often even know of t he existence of s uch large l in

guistic  groups . Instead ,  the s ituat ion was , and i s , one o f  a multi

p li c i ty of speech variet ies , many o f  whi ch are very difficult t o  c lass ify 

as b et we en languages and dialect s . From t he point o f  view o f  linguistic 

identity of a particular speaker or group o f  speakers , and even sometimes  

from the  point  of view of intelligib i lity , two  speech variet ies whic h  

s e em t o  diverge only a t  t he ' dialect ' level w i l l  count a s  s eparat e 

language s .  

An example of t his was illus t rat ed in an earlier paper of mine dis

cus sing Buang d ial e c t s  ( Sankoff 1969 ) , whi ch are related in the chain

dialec t  form common throughout New Guinea , and are located along the  

Snake River Valley in  t he Morobe District sout h of Lae . A comprehens ion 

t e s t  on three Buang s peech varieties : A ( headwat ers ) ;  B ( central ) and 

C ( lowe r )  was adminis t ered to a sample of people in two A vi llages , 

t hree B villages , and two C villages . Lexicostatistic  re lat ionships 

showed A and B to be much more c losely related than either to C ,  A to B 
fal ling b etween 7 7 %  and 8 3% cognates , depending on the pairs of villages 

compared ; A to C falling between 6 0 %  and 6 5 % , and B to C falling b etween 

66% and 69 % .
7 Thus A and B could be  considered to be related at the 

dialect leve l , whereas C would be considered a s eparat e language . 

Nevertheles s ,  in one B-speaking village near the C border , people found 
i t  more di fficult to understand t ape-recorded s t ories in t he c los ely 
relat ed A than in the more dis t antly relat ed (but geo graphically close ) 

variet y  C .  Thi s  would then qualify as a case of bilingualism, alb e it 
pas s ive b i l ingualism , as t he c ontact s i tuat ion was such that any meeting 

between A ,  B ,  or C speakers involved each speaking his  or her own s peech 
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variety and the others understandin g .  The only people to become 

act ively rather than passively b i lingual in one of the s peech varieties 

other than their native variety  were i n-married other-dialec t  women , 
however these cons tituted a very small proportion o f  the populat ion . 

In s even villages where there were approximat ely 6 70 married women , 

only 27 were from other diale c t s , i . e .  approximat ely 4 %  o f  the married 

women . Mos t  of the A ,  B and C s peakers w ith whom I spoke did not 

recognise that C was more different from A and B ,  though they  al l 
re cognised t he three maj or divis ions . 

Though Buang i s  unusual in being  one o f  the few inland Aus t rones ian 

language groups , the socio linguist i c  s ituat ion involving chain dialects 

and languages ,  more int e lligib i lity and height ened cognate perc entages 

at dialect or language b orders , and much pas sive bilingualism, is found 

al l over Papua New Guinea in the di stribution part icularly of the 

Papuan languages .  The mos t  detai led and comprehensive study o f  chain 

relat ionships is  Dut ton 1 9 6 9 . Dutton uses t he complex relat ionships 

among the language s and dialects o f  the Ko iarian language family as an 

aid in reconstruct i ng the history and patterns of migration o f  t he 

Koiarian- s peak ing peoples . Dutton ' s  careful work show s that five o f  

the s ix Koiarian langUages 8 have numerous di alects , and in a l l  s ix o f  

the languages , virtually every vi llage is  t o  some extent distinguishab l e  

i n  i t s  speech from others s haring t he s ame ' dialect ' .  For example , 

Mountain Koiari , with a populat ion o f  approximat ely 3 , 70 0 ,  i s  divided 
into six diale cts , of which Dut ton ' s  remarks on the Southern Dialect 
( populat ion 3 4 7 ,  spread among s ix villages ) are i llustrative o f  th e 
general s t ate  o f  relat ions hip s  in language-dialect chain relat ionships 

( Dutton 1 9 69 : 4 9 ) : 

Thi s i s  a s mall d i al e c t  . . .  , markedly d i fferent  from i t s  
n o r t h e r n  and w e s t e r n  c ount e r p ar t s  s h a r i ng only a n  average  o f  
6 8- 7 6 %  b a s i c  vo c abul ary w i t h  i t s  n ea r e s t  n ei ghb o ur , t h e  
C e n t r al D i al e ct . N o rmally t h i s  d e g r e e  o f  lexi c al r el at ion
s h i p  would b e  c on s i de re d  t o o  l ow for a d i a l e c t - l e v e l  r e l at i on
s hi p . H oweve r , s i n c e  the gr ammat i c al s t r uc t u r e  of t h e  
S outh e r n  D i a l e c t  i s  very much ak in t o  t h e  r e s t  o f  Mount a i n  
K o i a r i  i t  i s  h e r e  r egarded as merely a d i ve rgent di ale c t  o f  
t h i s  l anguage r at h e r  than a s ep a r at e , t hough ve ry c l o s ely 
r e l at e d ,  l an guage . Part of t he r eas on for i t s  l ow lexi c al 
r el at io n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  C e ntral D i al e c t  p rob ab ly l i e s  i n  t h e  
f a c t  t h at i t  i s  i n  c l o s e  c on t act w it h  Ko i ar i  a n d  B a r a i  t o  
t h e  s o uth and e a s t . 

Lexi c ally and phonol o g i c ally t he S outhern D i al e ct i s  a l s o  
divergent  w i t h i n  i t s e l f . Thus , at Naoro , vi l l a g e r s  l i ving 
on oppo s i t e  s i de s of  t h e  vill age ' s t r e e t ' s p e ak qui t e  di f fer
e n t ly from o n e  anoth er . 

That this s ituat ion is also typical o f  the large languages o f  the 

Highlands has b een recognised s ince Wurm and Lay cock ' s  c las sic  art i c l e  
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on language and dialect ( 19 6 1 ) , in which they discus s ed speech varie tie s 

of the Eas t New Guinea Highlands Phylum s haring cognate percentages of 

between 6 0 %  and 80 % .  They noted a t endency towards greater mutual in

tell igib ility among speech varieties in t he 70%-80%  range , but also 

warned t hat such ' intelligibili t y '  can be due in part to such ' speaker

related ' fact ors as pas si ve bi lingualism and the subj ect of t he dis-

course . 

As an i llustrat ion of the ' dialect ' diversity which exi s t s  even in 

the very larges t  Papuan languages , we s hall cons ider the case  of Kewa , 

on whi ch we are fortunat e in having a very detailed dialect s tudy 

( Franklin 19 6 8 ) . Franklin give s 39 , 4 5 3  as a cons ervative populat ion 

est imat e for Kewa ( p . 9 ) ,  making it the fifth larges t  of the Papuan lan

guage s listed in Tab le 1 .  Franklin ( 196 8 : 9 )  distinguishes t hree maj or 

dialects of Kewa : West ( populat ion 17 , 9 2 1 ) , East ( population 17 , 7 58 ) , 

and South ( population 3 , 7 7 4 ) . The se  can ,  however , b e  further s ub 

divide d ,  a s  the West dialect contains a sub-dialect referred t o  as 

North-western ( populat ion 6 , 86 4 ) ,  and t he South dialect cont ains a s ub

diale ct called South-eastern ( populat ion 4 0 4 ) . In addition , 

T h e r e  are 3 , 6 5 2  s p e ak e r s  l o cat ed on t h e  put ative b oundary o f  
t h e  E a s t  and S o uth , all o f  whi c h  are clas s e d  a s  E a s t  D i al e c t  
s p e ak e rs . Thi s  l i ne actually r ep r e s ent s a n  imag i n e d t r an s 
i t i on zone b e tween t h e  two d i al e c t s .  ( Franklin 19 6 8 : 9 )  

Counting the two sub-dialects  and the trans it ion zone , we now have Kewa 

divided into six s peech varieties . But Franklin ( 19 6 8 : 1 )  also notes  

that : 

t h e r e  i s  a gr e at deal o f  r e g i o n ali sm wit hin t h e  language s o  
that few c lans e v e r  s p e ak exactly t h e  s ame as t h e i r  n e i gh 
b our s . . .  Thi s i s  o ften r efl e c t e d  in  t h e i r  mimi c ry o f  h ow 
a g roup n e arby s p e ak s , . . .  For  example , i f  s u c h  a n e arby 
group has vowel n as ali s at i on and t h e  foc al group d o e s  not , 
t h e  l a t t e r  will d e l ib e rat ely n a s al i s e  al l vowe l s , s h ow i n g  
t h e i r  r e c ogn i t i o n  ( i n s ome s e ns e ) o f  o n e  point o f  di f f e r e n c e . 

Maps s howing i soglos s e s  and distribution o f  part icular lexical i tems 

confirm this picture of ordered , but marked ,  divers ity . 

Many other authors confirm the fact that virtually all over Papua 

New Guinea,  people pay very great attention to small linguistic  diffe r

ences in differentiat ing themse lves  from their neighbours . In addit ion 
to  Franklin ' s  observat ions for the Kewa of t he Southern Highlands , we 

have very s imi lar statement s from Cook ( 19 6 6 ) , dis cussing the relat ion
ships of Narak ( West ern Highland s )  w ith its neighbours . He s ays : 

Many n a t i v e s  o f  t he s e  s mall s p e e c h  c ommun i t i e s  ar e extr emely 
s en s it ive  to even the most mi n o r  of d i al e c t  di f f e r e nc e s  and ,  
w i t h i n  a limi t e d  s p at i al range , a p er c ep t i v e  in formant c an 
t e ll you almo st pr e c i s e ly in whi c h  vill age an i n d i v i dual was 
r a i s e d  a s  a c h i l d .  D i al e c t  var i at i o n s  c on s t i t ut e  one s o u r c e  
o f  humour , a n d  t h e  s p e e ch o f  n at i ve s f r o m  s l i ghtly o r  g r e at ly 
vary i n g  s p e e c h  c ommun i t i e R  i s  o ft e n  the s ub j e c t  o f  exaggerat e d  
mimi c ry b y  l o c al inhab i t ant s .  ( Cook 19 6 6 : 4 4 2 )  
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Z ' graggen ( 19 7 l : pas s im )  frequent ly ment ions the ac curacy of s peakers ' 

identificat ion o f  differences , in hi s survey o f  Madang District lan

guages . For example , regarding the inhabitants of Gumalu village , he 

says : ' informants insisted on having their own distinct language , al

though a high degree o f  mutual intelligibility was admitted ' ( Z ' graggen 

1 9 71 : 2 6 ) . Further on , he continues : 

All my i n forman t s  i n s i st e d ,  e v e n  aft e r  r ep eat e d  i n qui r i e s , 
t h at t h e r e  w a s  a c on s i derab l e  d i f fe r e n c e  b etwe e n  Y o i di k  and 
i t s n e i ghbour s , b ut t hey admit t e d  t h at there w a s  a h i gh d e g r e e  
o f  mutual i n t e l l i g i b i l i ty . ( Z ' graggen 1971 : 2 7 )  

As a las t example , my own work on Buang dialects  again confirms the 

great import ance  speakers place in recognis ing the small lingui stic  

details  whi ch differentiat e one village from the next . 

village ( a  central village of Buang ' A ' , referred to by  

as ' Wagau ' dialect ) where I lived , people dist inguished 

In Mambump 

Hooley ( 19 7 0 )  

not only among 

A ,  B and C ,  but also among three s ub-varieties of A ,  citing lexical 

and phonological corres pondences , t hough knowledge of exactly what 

fe atures di fferent iat ed C from B mos t  were unab le to say . The fol lowing 

quotation shows the close parallel with the Kewa and Narak cases c ited 

above : 

That p e op l e  are int e r e s t e d  i n  o t h e r  l anguag e s  and d ia l e c t s i s  
evi dent i n  l i n gui s t i c  play , p art i c ul arly i n  mimi c ry , where 
i t  is  po s s ib l e  to ob s erve t h e  s t e r e o t yp e s  people h o l d  ab out 
the phono l o gy of other l anguage s .  Mambump peopl e , mimi c k i n g  
. . .  B u a n g  B p r e t e n d e d  t o  s p e ak l i k e  t o o t hl e s s  o l d  p eopl e , 
mak i n g  [ s ] ' s  i n t o  [ 5 ] ' S  . . .  ( Sankoff 19 6 8 : 1 0 4 )  

I n  addit ion t o  the detailed eviden ce  from Kew a ,  Narak , and Buang , 

the very exist ence of small differences ( e . g . in cognat e percentages ) 
reported from one village to  the next , in  s ituat ions where people were 

s tated to be in c lose c ontact , in a number of s t udies ( especially 
Dutton 196 9 , who has paid more att ent ion to document ing s uch differ

ences ) ,  bears witnes s to  t he fact that Papuans and New Guineans were 
oft en very much aware of the lingui stic  detai ls , great or small , differ

entiating them from the ir neighbours . 

Some readers may feel that thi s  dis cuss ion o f  dialect difference has 

little to do with b il inguali sm,  except in th e case  that the ' dialec t ' 
in question i s  really s ufficiently distinct t o  b e  considered a separate 
language ( and we have seen that there are many such marginal cases ) .  

However ,  from the point o f  view of a s peaker who does not know o f  t he 

exist ence o f ,  or recognis e  any affiliat ion with , local groups speaking 
other ' dialects ' of his  own language , but who has through contact w ith 

near neighbours learned to  recognise and underst and ( and perhaps also 
produce , s omet ime s  only in a stereotyped form) their diale c t  or language , 
b e  the di fference s  from his own great or smal l ,  perhap s t he dist inct ion 
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i s  of s e c ondary import ance . This is not to say that people were unab le  

to dist inguish degrees o f  di fference , as  we ll as qualit ati ve difference s  

( as between language and dialect ) .  The Buang devi ce for measuring dif

ferences of degree was the length of t ime a person from one ' s  home 

vi llage would need to s t ay in village X in order to be ab le  to ' hear ' 

( i . e .  underst and ) the spee ch variety s poken t here . Thi s model was 

app lied to spee ch varieties within t he ir own language fami ly . For un

related languages , this model was not applied ,  they be ing regarded as 

qualitat ive ly different . 

Knowledge of foreign spe e ch varie t ies , whether ac tive or pass ive , 

varie d enormous ly in precolonial New Guinea , but we do have evidence 

that where it did exist , it was soc ially valued . The next s e ct ion 

attempts  to set this differential knowledge and use within a s ocial 
matrix . 

7 . 1 . 1 . 2 . 2 .  M u l t i l i n g u a l i sm ( K n ow l e d g e  o f  F ore i g n S p e e c h  V a r i e t i es )  
a n d  i t s S o c i a l  U se s  

The reasons for the existence o f  multi lingualism in precolonial 

Papua New Guinea have been cited as involving a combinat ion of demo

graphi c  cons iderat ions ( e specially populat ion density and s i ze of lan

guage groupings ) and the s ocially necessary contacts  of t rade and inter

marri age . It has been clear that even in isolates , in communiti es 

visited by foreign-language traders , and in b order areas , knowledge 

(whether active or pas s ive ) of foreign speech varieties has not been 

uniformly distributed among all memb ers o f  the populat ion . Differential 

knowledge by sex has b een dis cussed with respe ct to each o f  the three 

types of multi lingual s ituat ion pre s ent ed in 7 . 1 . 1 . 1 .  Here we s hall 

briefly consider three other aspec t s  o f  mult ilingualism:  i t s  prestige 

value , its  role in oral literature and verb al art , and i ts pos s ib l e  

re lationship to  language di fferentiat ion . 

Salisbury ' s  view t hat b i linguali sm ' i s tre at ed as a des irab le accom

p li shment ( Salisbury 19 6 2 : 4 ) among the S iane has been mentioned in 
7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 3 .  ab ove . Dis cus s ing the fact that men o f  high status o ften 

made speeches  in Dene , he s ays ( Salisb ury 1 9 6 2 : 8 ) : 

i t  s e ems l ik e ly t h at t h e r e  i s  a r e l at i o n s h i p  b e tween h i gh 
s t atus an d ob s e rved b i l i ngual i sm , b ut s u c h  a r el at io n s h i p  
may well b e  due t o  h i gh s t at u s  ( or n e arn e s s  t o  me ) g i v i n g  
mo r e  opportun i t y  t o  d i s p l ay l i ngui s t i c  abi l ity . 

It is wel l  known that tradit ional leaders in Papua New Guinea were highly 

ski lled in rhetori c , and it may well be that in areas where the l e arning 
of foreign languages was pos s ib l e , aspiring polit icians added such 

foreign s peech varieties  to their b at tery of rhetor i cal skill s . Bio

graphical material on some pres ent-day leaders tends to  give support ing 
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evidence . Handabe Tiab e  ( Memb er o f  the House of Assemb ly ,  Tari Open 

Ele ctorate , 196 4-6 7 )  would appear to fit into the category of a ' tradi

tional leader ' ( Hughes and van der Veur 196 5 :  4 0 8 ) . When elected, he could not 
speak any of the three offi cial language s of Papua New Guinea , but his 

multilingualism in Tari area languages was prob ab ly a mark of high stat us 

locally , and i t  may we ll have helped to increase hi s vote  among lin
guistic  groups other than his  own . Another former Memb er of the Hous e 

of As semb ly noted for his linguis tic  s kills  was Stoi Umut ( Rai Coast 

Open Ele ctorate ) .  Harding ( 19 6 5 : 199 ) notes t hat Umut ' s  trilinguality 

in Komb a ,  Selepet and Timbe was an important aspect o f  the ethni c base 

of his popularity . The multilingualism o f  these contemporary politici ans 

in local languages offers s ome indicat ion that the tradit ional l eaders 

of the past may also have outs tripped their fellows in s uch skil l s . 

The Gahuku leader Makis ( Read 196 5 )  would appear to  b e  one example . 

The use o f  foreign languages in oral literature and verb al art i s  

also mentioned b y  Salisbury for the S iane , who generally s ing s ongs in 

languages other than Siane . In Buang poetry , other-dialect s ynonyms 

are oft en used to make up s emanti c  pairs necessary to the parallel s truc

t ure of the poems . In Kewa , where the init iation cult pros crib e s  

t h e  u s e  of certain words , other-dial ect equivalent s are often u se d  in 

the ir place ( Franklin 19 6 8 : 2 7- 8 ;  see also chapter 5 . 1 . 1 .  in this volume ) .  

Though in other regions verb al art and sacred language appear to  differ 

from the everyday language more in terms of various systemat ic way s  of 

alt ering everyday forms ( cf .  Lay cock 1 9 6 9  on Buin s ongs , as well as 
Malinows ki ' s  classic work on the language of Trobriand gardening magi c , 

1 9 3 5 ) , certainly for Kewa and Buang , knowledge o f  foreign forms i s  part 
of the repertoire for verbal art and elab orat ion . In Buang,  puns based 
on foreign synonyms constitute a commonly heard form o f  j oke . This i s  

one reason for the existence o f  t h e  ' multiple cognates ' discus s ed by 
Wurm and Laycock ( 19 6 1 : 1 3 4 ) as being p resent 

i n  a s it uati on in wh i ch t h e  sp eak e r s  o f  o n e  form o f  s p e e c h  
u s e  only o n e  o f  a p a i r  o f  i t ems  w it h  t he s ame meanin g , but 
r e c o g n i z e  t h e  o t h e r  memb er of a p ai r  wh en i t  is u s e d  by t he 
s p e ak e r s  o f  an other form o f  s p e e c h .  

Based o n  Buang dat a ,  I would further spec ify ' use  only one of a pair 

of items with t he s ame meaning in their everyday s peech , b ut use the 

other member of the pair in various marked usages , inc luding poetry , 

irony , puns , et c . ' This ' other member ' may or may not be known to  be 

the c ommonly used term for t hat meaning by neighb ouring or distant 

groups . 
As w ith the other two t hemes in this s e c t ion , I b egin with a sugge s

t ion from Salisbury , who s eeks to relate the prest ige of b i l ingual ism 
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to  a more rapid rate of language different iat ion . Quoting him at length , 

he s t ates  ( Sali sbury 1962 : 11-12 ) : 

I f  t o  know a fore i gn l anguage i s  p r e s t ige ful , and s i tuat i o n s  
e x i s t  wh ere i n t e rp r e t a t i on i s  a c e remo n i al dev i c e  f o r  t h e  
indivi dual t o  s h ow h i s  knowl e dg e , wh i l e  a t  t h e  s ame t im e  
s t r e s s i n g  t h e  imp o r t an c e  o f  t h e  o c c as i on , t hen int e rpret a t i o n  
w i ll b e  use d m o r e  t han i s  n e c e s s ary t o  e n s ur e  c ommun i c at i o n . 
I t  i s  c l e ar ly p o i nt l e s s t o  i nt erpret s p e e c h e s  t o  people  o f  
t h e  s ame s p e e c h  c ommun i t y , b ut i f  d i f f e r e n c e s  o f  s p e e c h  ar e 
magn i f i e d  s o  t h at i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  deny t hat the n e ighbouring 
group speaks  t h e  s ame language , p o i nt i s  added t o  t he mak i n g  
o f  i n t e rpret at ion s . I nno vat i on s  may b e  added t o  l anguage 
with n o  fear of t he language c e a s i n g  to be und e r st andab l e , as 
one ' s  own vi ll age are all awar e of t h e  innovat i on an d c an 
t ra n s l a t e  for  s t r ange r s . In s ho rt , t he c o unt erpart o f  an 
emph a s i s  on b i l i ngual i sm and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  an added in
t e n s i t y  of l o c al pat r i ot i sm and ethno c e nt r i sm r e g ar d i n g  t he 
l o c al d i al e c t . L i nguis t i c  di f f e r e nt i at i on and c hang e would 
then b e  given added imp e tus by p ol it i c al r i v al r i e s  b et we en 
group s , wh i l e  e x i s t i n g  speech  b ar r i e r s  are enc o ur a g e d  by 
i ndivi duals w i shing to prove t he i r  ab i l ity to l e arn d i f f i c ul t , 
exot i c  l anguag e s . 

I t  s e ems possib le and indeed quite apt to ext end Salisbury ' s  argument 

to the s it uation of local pride in difference , coup led w ith a rather 

thorough knowledge of the nat ure of the differences , even where s uch 

emphasis i s  not p laced on trans lation . In fact this is a si tuation 

whi ch appears to  b e  e xtreme ly widespread in Papua New Guinea .  Whether 

or not it real ly does cause more rapid different iat ion of neighbouring 

speech varieti es , or even more rapid overall change of all the speech 

variet ies  together is , however , not an easy que s t ion . It may be a 

s ituation in which lexical and phono logical diffusion i s  favoured , 

coup le d with many basic s imi larit ies in s yntax and semant i c s  which would 

allow for more communicat ion with ' lower t han us ual ' cognate percentages , 

as again has b een obs erved all over Papua New Guinea .  Areal features 
aiding communicat ion may indeed be diffused across language family 

b oundaries , creat ing a Sprachbund-l ike s ituation . 

Here we are venturing , but on ly very tentatively , into a cons ider

ation of t he possible l inguistic  e ffect s o f  a s ituat ion ( language con
tact and bi lingualism ) whi ch is  itse lf only very imperfectly known . 

In  order to  go any further ,  a much better knowledge o f  the situat ion 

would be required . Neverthe les s , it is  c lear that the way people  use 
languages is  of great importance in understanding the structure and 

relationships of those languages . 

7 . 1 . 1 . 3 .  SUMMARY 

The att empt in se ction 7 . 1 . 1 .  of this chapt er to reconstruct t he 
extent and nature of multi lingual ism in precolonial Papua New Guinea 

would appear to lead to a c onclusion very dif ferent from the view 
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expre s s ed b y  Laycock on the subj ect , where h e  st ates  t hat given the 

linguistic  divers ity of Papua New Guinea (Laycock 1966 : 4 4 ) : 

o n e  woul d e xpe ct a f a i r  amount o f  b i l i ngual i s m , but i n  fact  
in  pre -Europ e an t i m e s  n a t i v e  knowl edge o f  o t h e r  l an guage s 
was  app are n t ly n o t  as ext e n s iv e  a s  was , for examp l e ,  t h e  
knowledge o f  o t h e r  l anguages on t h e  p art o f  Aus t r a l i an 
abo r i g inal s . T h e r e  are a n umb er o f  r e a s o n s  for t h i s : -
( 1 )  t he r e  was  o ft e n  ext r eme di s s imi l a r i ty b etween n e i gh 
b o ur i n g  languag e s ; ( 2 )  t he maj or  l anguage groups i n  New 
Gui n e a  are r e l at i vely l arge , l arger t h an in  Aus t r al i a ,  s o  
t h at i t  w a s  po s s ib l e  t o  t r avel a f a i r  d i s t a n c e  w it hout en
c ount e r i n g  very di ffe r ent t o ngue s ; ( 3 ) many fac t o r s  operate  
agai n s t  c on t a c t  b e tw e e n  di f f e r e nt l i ngui s t i c  groups . In  
t he S e p i k  area  t he main s o c i al unit was t h e  vi l l ag e , and  
e ve n  t r ading w i t h  o t h e r  v i l l age s o f  t h e  s ame l i ngu i s t i c  c om
mun i t y  was  fr aught with s u sp i c i on . Trading  was c ar r i e d  on  
a c r o s s  li ngui s t i c  g r o up s  - o ft e n  in  t h e  form o f  ' s i lent  
t r a d i n g ' ,  wh er e , fo r example , h i l l s  n at i ve s  would l ay down 
t h e i r  yams and swe e t  p o t at o  agai n s t  t h e  fi s h  from t h e  r i v e r , 
unt i l  an agre ement was r e a c h e d  - but t h e  mo r e  n o rmal s o c i al 
int e ra c t i o n  was warfare , wh e r e  a knowl e dge o f  the o t h e r  l an 
guage was  not  n e c e s s ary . 

In my at tempt t o  seek out cases of multilingualism and generali s e  from 

t hem, I did not mean to deny the exis t ence ,  as well , of the type of 

situation Laycock des crib e s . In sparsely populated areas , in areas 

where there were awesome natural barriers like swamps or high mountains , 

in are as where there were great cultural di fferences or a stat e  of uar

fare which impeded amical communicat ion , people would not speak or 

underst and their neighbours ' language s .  

Indeed,  cases  of ' si lent trade ' are attest ed for areas other than 

the S epik . Harding, des crib ing trade encounters between the ' bush ' and 

coastal peoples on the Rai Coast , says ( Harding 1 9 6 7 : 63 - 4 ) :  

At t h e  o l d - t ime mark e t s  t h e  t wo group s  o f  men and women , o n e  
t o  t hr e e  d o z e n  peopl e on  e a c h  s i de , s at down in  t w o  rows 
f a c i n g  each o t h e r . The bush people normally i n i t i at ed t h e  
t r an s ac t i o n  by pushing forward a n et bag  o f  f o o d  an d t aking 
b a c k  t h e  g o o d s  - f i s h , c o c on ut s , and pot s - whi c h the  S i o  
h ad in  front o f  h i m  . . .  The exchan g e s  were  c on du c t e d  l ar g e ly 
i n  s i l en c e , w i t h out h aggl ing or b a r g a i n ing . 

Hogbin makes a s imilar comment about trade between coas tal and interior 

people s on the southern s ide of t he Huon Gulf ( Hogb in 1 9 4 7 : 2 4 7 ) : 

The p e o p l e s  o f  t h e  c o a s t  and t h e  i n t e r i o r  . . .  had no c ommon 
t ongue and h ad to con duct t h e i r  b a r t e r  e i t h e r  t hro ugh a few 
i n t erpret e r s  or  by means of s i gns . 

Such cases s eem to  have occurred where a c omb inat ion of geographical 

and cultural b arriers made communication di fficult , the prototypical  

case  b eing where the  people of the  last  mount ain village in an  inland 

trade circuit came down to the coast to t rade with the coastal dwellers . 

( Though in other areas , despit e very great l inguistic  differences , e . g .  

in t he case o f  Koita-Motu,  t he mount ain people came down t o  the c oast 

and integrated with the coastal people . )  



2 86 G. SANKOFF 

For re as ons explained in various parts of section 7 . 2 . 1 .  above , I 

do not feel that the firs t two of the reasons adduced by  Laycock were 

in fact operat ive to any great degree .  The t hi rd factor , as he himself 
admits , was  variab le , and depended very much on local c ircums tances .  

And Laycock h imself does admit s ome b i lingualism , as he goes on t o  

say ( Laycock 196 6 : 4 4 ) : 

Neverthel e s s , many n at i ve s d i d  p i c k  up at l e ast  smat t e r i n g s  
o f  l anguage s ,  s om e t i m e s  o f  s eve ral d i f fe r ent l anguag e s , and 
t h e r e  ex i s t e d  i n  native c ommunit i e s  . . .  a small proport i o n  
o f  p e o p l e  w i t h  a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  f o r e i gn cultures  and languag e s . 
I n  c ompl ex l i ngu i s t i c  a r e a s  l ik e  t he S e p i k  i t  was c u stomary 
for young b oy s  t o  b e  e x c hanged b etween vi l l ag e s  at the age  o f  
abo ut t e n , s o  t h at t h ey c o ul d  grow up b i l i ngual an d m e d i at e  
i n  di sput e s . But t h e  knowl e dg e  o f  f o r e i g n  l anguage s  was 
individual and r e s t r i c t e d  . • . .  

In looking at the cases of mult ilingualism which have been des cribed , 

and in attempt ing to draw inferences from them to those s ituat ions on 

which I have no informat ion , I have c ome to a set o f  conclusions which 

must , however , differ from Lay co c k ' s .  First , I believe that there has 

probab ly been in Papua New Guinea a great deal more multilinguali sm 

than i s  usually admitted . For various reasons , the subj ect has b e en 

very much neglected .  Most of the ethnographic s ources I consulted men

t ioned marriage and/or trade w ith neighb ouring groups at least in a 

footnote , and t hese  neighb ouring groups often turned out upon further 

che cking to  speak a di fferent language , s ometimes very different , but 

few ethnographers devoted any attent ion to t he l inguisti c consequenc e s . 

Converse ly ,  many of the l ingui st i c  surveys exp lained the heightened 

proportion of cognates  in  certain unlikely speech varieties by postu

lating b orrowing between the two , but did not state what type of bi

lingual situation might have produced the b orrowing .  There is  a general 

lack of at tention to boundary problems , a tacit acceptance of the ' one 

langue = one culture ' as s umpt ion , and a concentration on phenomena 

internal to the language or culture in quest ion , with a consequent 

neglect , even underrating , of boundary prob lems of all sort s . This 

focus i s  maintained despite the cons iderab le evidence that l inguistic  

identity was generally high ly local , as one further quot at ion ,  this 

t ime for Kewa , indi cate s :  

S o c i al ly , t h e  Kewa 
or n at i on al group . 
d i al e c t s  w i l l  d e ny 
( Franklin 1 9 6 8 : 1 ) 

l an guage d o e s  not r e p r e s ent any pol i t i c al 
In fact , many s p e ak e r s  from s eparate  

t hat t hey s p e ak t h e  s ame l anguag e . 

Glas s e  i s  the only author to  stat e  otherwi s e , remarking that ( Glasse 

19 6 8 : 20 ) : 

U n l i k e  many h i ghland peopl e s , t h e  Hul i are c on s c i o u s  o f  t h e i r  
c ul tural homogen e i t y  a n d  t hey a r e  awar e o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  
b etwe en t h e i r  own s o c i al i n s t i t ut i ons  and t ho s e  o f  t h e i r  
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n e i ghbour s . Th i s  cultur al s e l f - c o n s c iou sne s s  may b e  p artly 
att r ib ut e d  t o  t h e  mob i l ity of  t he popul at ion . W i t h  no h i gh 
moun t a i n  r ange s t o  c r o s s , t ravel i s  c omp arat i vely e a s y , and 
people  o ft e n  maintai n two o r  three home s t e ad s  i n  di fferent  
plac e s . 
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A t  least o n  one of their b orders , however , the Huli are not at al l 

c learly demarcated from their ( linguistically ) most different neighbours , 

the Duna , and there i s  a si zeab l e  area o f  bi lingual i sm ,  as described in 

7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 4 . above . 

Se cond , over much o f  Papua New Guinea , though people had a great 
deal of pride in , and derived some of their identity from their own 

local s peech variety , often exagge rating its differences from the s peech 

of their neighb ours , this went hand in hand with an openne s s  o f  att i

t ude and an interest in the learning of other speech varieti es . 

Third , language boundaries were not ne cessarily cons idered b arriers 

to  trade , int ermarriage , and other types of communicat ion . 

Fourth , inasmuch as t he learning of other speech varieties , in border 

areas , coastal areas vis ited by traders , and language i solates ,  was 

conditioned by social roles and relat ionship s , mult i l ingualism was 

di fferent ially dis tributed among memb ers of any given population . 

Fifth , where multilingualism did exist , it was a resource whi ch 

formed part of .  the s et of rhetorical devices  put to use by politic ians 

and other orators . 

The ab ove account is neces sar i ly lacking in some details , given the 

paucity o f  informat ion avai lab le on multilingualism in prec olonial 

Papua New Guinea . Many readers with personal experienc e of one or an
other of the type s of s ituat ions des cribed  may find some of the details 

t o  be in erro r ,  and perhaps t his will  urge t hem t o  make availab le more 

informat ion . The wealth o f  material pub lished s ince approximately 19 6 5 , 

parti cularly the many language surveys of a large number o f  distric t s , 

has made pos s ib le this att empt at reconstruct ion , and it i s  hoped that, 
by t he end of another decade , t he picture may be more complet e .  

Clearly , the hundred years o r  s o  o f  colonial rule i n  Papua New 
Guinea has wrought enormous change s of many kinds , not least in the 

area of multilinguali sm .  In s ect ion 7 . 1 . 2 . , we turn to a cons iderat ion 
of multi lingualism di re c t ly re lated to  t he pre s ence of Europeans in 

Papua New Guinea.  

7 . 1 . 2 .  M U L T I L I N GU A L I SM IN  T H E  CO LON I AL P E R I O D  

With the post-independence period o f  Papua New Guinea his tory j ust 

be ginning,  the t ime i s  opportune for an ass e ssment o f  the multi lingual 

s i tuat ion at the end of approx imate ly 1 0 0  years of colonial rule . 
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Sect ion 7 . 1 . 2 . 1 .  below will  be devoted to a brief examinat ion of  t he 
spread of  regional lingue franche , mainly by  the various Christ ian 

mis s i ons , and in s e ct ion 7 . 1 . 2 . 2 . , we shall consider the use of the 

three official language s of  Papua New Guinea :  Hiri Motu , Tok Pisin and 

English . 

7 . 1 . 2 . 1 .  REG I ON A L  LANGUAGES I N  PAPUA NEW GU I N EA 

I n  s ome cases , mi s s ionary groups in Papua New Guinea .spread the use  

of  a language which was  already widely s poken as a se cond language . 

Thus the Methodists in the Milne Bay area used Dob u ,  an Austronesian 

language widely known by part icipants in t he K ula trade , as we saw in 

7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 2 .  Similarly , the London Miss ionary Society used Motu in the 

C entral District of  Papua . 

An Austronesian language which has become a regional lingua franca 

is Tolai , as Wurm ( 19 7 1b : 10 1 8 )  explains as follows : 

The nume r i c ally l arge ( c l o s e  t o  30 , 0 00 s p e ak e r s ) Aust r on es i a n  
T o l a i  o f  n o rthern N e w  B r i t ain  h a s  b e en  ado pt e d  a s  t h e  m i s s i on 
language by t h e  Methodi st Mi s s i on thr oughout t h e  New B r i t a in
New I r e l an d  r e g i o n , and i t  is  als o  used  b y  t h e  C athol i c  
Mi s s i on ,  b ut only for t h e  Tolai ar e a  i t s el f .  Th e l anguage i s  
now a qui t e  wide s p r e a d  l i n gua fran c a  in t he s e  a r e as . 

The figure of  6 3 , 0 0 0  cited as t he numb er of  Tolai- speakers b y  Beaumont 

( 19 72 : 1 3 )  may well inc lude the total of firs� and second- l anguage 

speakers . 

Two other Aust rone sian languages widely used by  the Lutheran mi s s ion 

are Graged in th� Madang District and Yabem in the Huon Gul f  area o f  

the Morobe District . Yab em, wh ich acc ording to Hooley and McElhanon 

( 19 70 : 10 8 6 ) has 2 , 90 0  first-language speakers , probab ly numbers at least 
15 , 00 0  s econd-language speakers , 9 and i s  used to s ome e xtent at least 

as a regional lingua franca in non-miss ion c ontexts . ( Th i s  general

isat ion is bas ed on my own obs ervat ion s  of s ituati ons in whi ch Buang

speakers communicated with other Morobe District Lutherans in Yab em ,  

despit e the fact that both part ies t o  the interac t ion could have used 

Tok Pisin . Such languages may b e  o f  preferred usage in s ome cas e s  in 

order to s tress regional or religi ous so lidarit y . ) 
Wedau is another Austrone sian language which , acc ording t o  Wurm 

( 19 6 6 : 1 4 1 ), has been used as a lingua franca by the Anglican Mis sion in 

the Milne Bay District . 

A numb er of  Papuan languages have also b een spread as l ingue franche 
by various mis s i ons . These include Orokolo in the Gulf District ( Wurm 
1 9 7 1b : 10 1 8 )  as well as Toaripi , also in the Gul f  District , by the 
London Mis s ionary Society and the Roman Catholics , and Kiwai , in the 

Fly Delta area of  t he West ern Dis trict , by the London Mis s ionary Sociecy  

( Wurm 1 9 6 6 : 1 41 ) .  
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Las t ly ,  Wurm has this t o  s ay ab out Kate , spoken as a first language 

by approximate ly 4 , 00 0  peop le in the sub-coas tal mountains near the 

tip of the Huon Peninsula : 

A s tr i k i n g  example o f  t h e  development o f  a mi s s ionary l i ngua 
fran c a  is provi d e d  by K at e ,  a Papuan l an guage in  the Huon 
P e n i n s ul a  area of the N ew Gui n e a  mai n l an d .  Th i s  language , 
whi ch was o r i gi na l ly s p oken by only a few hun d r e d  native s ,  
was adop t e d  by t h e  Lut h e r an Mi s s i on as  o n e  o f  t h e i r  mi s s i o n  
l an guag e s  t owards  the end o f  t h e  l a st c e nt ury , and i s  n ow 
b e l i e v e d  t o  b e  s p ok e n  and unde r s t oo d  by around 6 0 , 0 0 0  n at i v e s  
t h r o ughout a large  p ort i on o f  n o rt h- e ast  N ew Guin e a ,  in
c ludin g  p a r t s  o f  t h e  H i gh lan ds D i s t r i c t s .  ( Wurm 1 9 71b : 1 018 ) 

It may b e  that the heyday of  regional lingue franche has pas s ed .  At 

one t ime , many people wishing t o  s end their chi ldren t o  s chool had no 

choice but t o  have t hem educated ( at least at the primary level , whi ch 

is as far as most children were sent ) in one o f  the s e  lingue fran che . 

But ' s ince 1 9 6 0  i t  has b een government policy not t o  register or recog

nise mission schools which use such languages ' ( Rowley 1965 : 14 6 ) , which 

means lack o f  sub s idy for the s e  s chools . With no institutional support , 

regional lingue franche may lose ground t o  Tok Pisin , Engl i s h ,  o r  Hiri 

Motu ,  though to the ext ent to which they continue to be used as religious 

language s ,  they may continue to be spoken as second languages by many 

people for s ome t ime to come . Though the regional lingue franche propa

gat ed by the various mis s i ons number many t housands of s peakers , none 

of  them surpas ses the large s t  of the Papuan language s dis cus sed in 

se c tion 7 . 1 . 1 . , and in terms of their numbers of speakers , they are no 
mat ch for the nat ional lingue franche to b e  di s cu s sed below in 7 . 1 . 2 . 2 .  

7 . 1 . 2 . 2 . O F F I C I A L  L ANGUAGES I N  PAPUA NEW G U I N E A  

7 . 1 . 2 . 2 . 1 .  H i r i M o t u  

Of the lingue franche di s cussed e arlier in thi s chapter , only one 

has ac ceded to the s tatus of  one of  Papua New Guinea ' s  official lan
guages . This i s  the language today called Hiri Mot u ,  and known in much 

of the linguistic  literature , as well as in offic ial census document s 
( at least of  the colonial period ) , as ' Police Motu ' . After a spectac

ular start as one of  the most widely used p recolonial trade l anguages ,  

t h i s l i ngua fran c a  was l at e r  adop t e d  by t h e  admi n i s t r at i o n  
o f  B ri t i sh N ew Gui n e a  f o r  u s e  by t h e  nat iv e pol i c e  for c e , 
the Royal P apuan C o n s t abulary - h e n c e  i t s  n ame ' Po l i c e  
Mot u '  - and as t h e  unoffi c i al admini s t rative  l anguage f o r  
nat ive a f f ai r s .  ( Wurm 19 69 : 35 )  

H iri Motu i s  an o ffic ial language in that i t  i s  one of  the three lan
guages in which members may s peak in the House of As semb ly ,  and in 

which  s imultaneous trans lat i on i s  provided . Official government docu

ment s ,  notice s , et c . , are printed in three language s ,  and t he radio 
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s tations dai ly b roadcast the news in all three . But very rarely i s  a 

spe e ch in Hiri Motu ac tually heard in the House o f  Assemb ly . Of the 

three official languages , it i s  Hiri Motu that has the fewest speakers 

overall , and t hat is the most restricted regionally . 

Tab l e  2 shows the overall proport ion o f  speakers o f  Hiri Motu and 

of  the other two official languages , Tok Pisin and Engli sh . Figures 

are from the 19 66 populat ion census of Papua New Guinea , and the 

e s t imates are prob ably all s omewhat exaggerated ,  s ince language know

ledge was b ased at least to s ome ext ent on s e lf-reporting, although 

census takers at tempted to check this where possib l e . 

TAB L E  2 

P opul a t ion o f  Ten Y e a rs and Over S p e aking E ach o f  the O f f i c i a l  
L anguages o f  P apua New Guinea i n  19 6 6 .  ( Popul ation Cens u s : D a t a  

Abs t r a c t e d  F rom T ab l e  1 4 , P r e l iminary Bul l e t in 2 0 . )  

Proportion o f  
Language Male Female Total total population 

10 years and older 

English 1 30 , 4 29  6 2 , 9 0 8  1 9 3 , 3 37 1 3 . 3% 

Tok Pisin 369 , 85 5  1 6 1 , 835  531 , 6 9 0  36 . 5% 

Hiri Motu 86 , 6 6 5  3 1 , 9 1 0  118 , 57 5  8 . 3% 

In  comparing the figures given for t he three o fficial languages w ith 

those cited for the large languages o f  the Highlands , i t  s hould b e  
rememb ered that population est imat es for the latter inc luded a l l  speakers , 

whereas thes e  are based on s peakers over age ten only . 

The regional character o f  Hiri Motu b e c omes more evident on examining 

Tab le 3 ,  which shows the number and proport ion of  speakers of  t he three 
10 languages by District . It  i s  readily observab le that s ec ond-language 

speakers of Hiri Motu are almost  ent irely c onfined to the five Di st ri c t s  

of  coastal Papua , and tha� i n  all five , Hiri Motu speakers great ly out

number Tok Pisin speakers . In a�dit ion , a c loser l ook at t he census  

figures s howing how many people speak various comb inat ions o f  the three 

offic ial languages shows that in all of  these D istricts , many t housands 
more speak ' on ly Hiri Motu '  than ' only Englis h '  ( approximately 5} , 300 
versus 2 4 , 9 0 0 ) .  Thus for the five Papuan coas tal D istricts , Hiri Motu 
serves as by far the mos t  pract ical lingua franca . 



TAB LE 3 

The Numb er and P ropo rt i on o f  P apuans and New Guin e ans Ag e Ten and Ove r 
S p e ak ing Tok P i s in ,  Eng l i s h  an d H i r i  Motu in E ach D i s t r i c t  

Tok P i s in English Hiri 

Districts No . % No . % No . 

Central 2 5 , 6 30 2 8 . 2  3 7 , 3 81  41 . 1  55 , 018  
Northern 7 , 2 6 7  1 9 . 1  1 3 , 4 6 4  35 . 4  1 4 , 6 86  

Papuan Gulf 2 , 8 7 3  8 . 0  7 , 189  20 . 1  1 2 , 09 7  
Coastal Milne Bay 3 , 5 4 7  5 . 2  16 , 16 9  2 3 . 9  1 6 , 7 1 4  

Western 1 , 8 4 4  4 . 5  5 , 30 5  1 2 . 8  9 , 82 5  --

New Ireland 32 , 5 50  9 4 . 2 8 , 6 87 2 5 . 1  2 5 3  

New Guinea Manus 11 , 7 8 4  89 . 2  4 , 6 39 J2.:.J. 2 1 1  

Islands 
West New Britain 2 1 , 02 6  75 . 7  5 , 5 7 7  2 0 . 1  2 0 7  

East New Britain 4 8 , 46 4  69 . 5  2 0 , 29 9  2 9 . 1  1 , 35 6  

Bougainville 31 , 8 4 3  6 8 . 0 1 1 , 0 36  2 3 . 6  2 5 3  

East Sepik 79 , 6 8 0  76 . 6  1 1 , 9 6 2  11 . 5 7 5 6  

New Guinea West Sepik 4 5 , 2 0 8  6 7 . 4  4 , 31 4  6 . 4  3 1 8  

Coastal Madang 6 2 , 4 2 6  6 1 .  5 1 1 , 2 9 3  11 . 1  9 57 

Morobe 65 , 6 3 4  4 7 . 1  1 4 , 9 4 2  1 0 . 7  2 , 5 82 

Eastern Highlands 35 , 2 3 7  2 6 . 3  7 , 2 9 6  5 . 4  1 , 2 5 2  

Highlands 
Chimbu 2 0 , 70 6  1 7 . 4  3 , 519 2 . 9  339  

Western Highlands 2 6 , 3 85 1 3 . 0  6 , 9 2 2  3 . 4  6 8 7  

Southern Highlands 9 , 5 9 2  7 . 7 3 , 34 6  2 . 7  1 , 0 65  

Motu 

% 

6 0 . 5  

38 . 6  

33 . 8  

2 4 . 7  

2 3 . 8  

0 . 7 

1 . 6  

0 . 7  

1 . 9  

0 . 5  

0 . 7  

0 . 4  

0 . 9  

1 . 9  

0 . 9  

0 . 3  

0 . 3  

0 . 9  

NOTE : For each language , underlined percentages are those vhich exceed the national average for that 
language . ( Data abstracted from Table 11 of the 1966 Preliminary Census Bulletins for each 
district . )  Note that the ( now abolished) political division between Papua and New Guinea is 
entirely unrelated to the distinction between Papuan and Austronesian languages .  
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7 . 1 . 2 . 2 . 2 .  T o k  P i s i n  

Us eful materials on t he linguistic aspects  of Tok Pisin ( otherwise  

known as  New Guine a Pidgin ,  Pidgin ( in the census report s ) , Me lanes ian 

Pidgi n ,  and Neo-Me lane sian )  exist in abundanc e ,  e . g . in addit ion to the 
chapters in this volume , Dutton 19 7 3 ;  Hall 19 43 ; Laycock 19 7 0 a ;  

Mlihlhausler 197 6 ;  Sankoff and Lab erge 19 7 3 ;  Sankoff 19 7 7 ;  Wurm 19 71c . 

There is also con s iderab le lit erature available on t he hist ory and use 

o f  Tok Pisin , three of  t he mos t  informat ive treat ments b eing Laycock 

19 7 0b , Salisbury 1967 , and Wurm 196 6-6 7 ,  though Mlihlhaus le r ' s contri

but ions t o  the present volume ( se e  7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . , 7 . 4 . 1 . 4 . 2 . - 3 . ) and his 

contribut ions t o  Wurm, ed . with others 1978  are the mos t  comprehens i ve 

summaries t o  dat e .  

We can see  from Tables 2 and 3 in 7 . 1 . 2 . 2 . 1 . t hat Tok Pisin i s  cur

rently t he mos t  important language in Papua New Guinea as .far as bi lin

gualism i s  concerned .  Not only does i t  have numeric ally more t han twice 

as many speakers as either of t he other two official language s ;  i t  also 

has a very impress ive regional spre ad . As indi cat ed in Tab le 3 i n  

7 . 1 . 2 . 2 . 1 . , Tok Pis in is  the most widely spoke n official language in 

all but  the five Papuan Coastal Di strict s ,  i . e .  Cent ral , Northern , 

Gul f ,  Mi lne Bay , and We stern . l l  In  all o f  the New Guinea C oas tal and 

Is lands Districts ,  Tok Pisin is spoken by a proport ion of people con

s iderab ly h igher than the nat ional average of  36 . 5% .  And even in the 

New Guine a Islands Distric t s ,  where the proport ion o f  English- speakers 

is  far ahead of  the nat ional average of  1 3 . 3% ,  the number of  Tok Pi sin

speakers i s  in every case mo re than double the number of English

speakers , and there are very few ' English only ' sp eakers . Tok Pi sin 

currently dominates  as  t he language of  widest currency in the large s t  

proportion of distri c t s . 

7 . 1 . 2 . 2 . 3 .  E n g l i s h  

As we  might expect , English i s  dominant as an offic ial language in 

none of  t he distri c t s  of  Papua New Guinea . In the Papuan Coas t al 

Di s t ri c t s  i t  runs second , often a close second , to Hiri Motu ;  in all 
the other distri c t s  i t  runs a rather poor second t o  Tok Pis in . Also 

quite expecte dly , the districts where English- speakers exceed the 

nati onal average are those which have b een the longe s t  colonis ed and 

where the e arly miss ionaries set up s chools , i . e .  the New Guinea I s lands 
and al l of the Papuan Coas t al Distri c t s  except in We s t ern District . 
English-speakers tend to be young,  as English s chools in any numb ers 

are large ly a phenomenon of the 1 9 6 0s and 1970s . Many of them are 
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still  i n  s choo l ,  and the ir numb ers have b een  swelled in the 1 9 7 1  census 

when the six to ten year olds in 19 6 6  entered the populat ion and were asked 

ab out their knowledge of the o fficial language s .  

7 . 1 . 2 . 3 . QUAL I TAT I VE ASPECTS O F  M U L T I L I NG UA L ISM  I N  PAPUA N EW G U I N E A ' S  

O F F I C I A L  LANGUAGES 

From many p oints of view , Hiri Mot u ,  Tok Pisin and Engli sh occupy 

very di fferent roles from those  s erved by the large languages of the 
Highlands and even the regional lingue franche . Most import antly , they 

are ess entially se c ond languages ,  learned by the people o f  Papua New 

Guinea in addition to their nat ive languages ,  and having very few if 

any native speakers . In theory at least , none of the s e  is  ident i fied 

as the ' Tok Ple s ' ( native languag e )  of  a particular , geographi c ally 

located group . Hiri Motu , however , is  very clos ely ident ified w ith 

Mot u ,  with Port Moresby ,  and with Papua generally . In the minds o f  the 

maj ority of  non-Hiri Motu speakers , ' Hiri Mot u '  and ' Motu ' are indis

tingui shab l e , b eing the Tok Ples o f  the Motu people o f  the Port Moresby 

are a .  Thi s  close regional ident i fication detracts s omewhat from one 

o f  the usual advantages o f  a lingua franca which is no-one ' s  nat i ve 

language - i t s  neutrality . 

For mos t  New Guineans , Tok Pisin i s  s uch a neutral language . Being, 

in the view of  mos t  New Guineans , no-one ' s  Tok Ples , it  is thereby in 

the public  domain and can b e  learned w ith impunit y .  That is , learning 
it will not s uc ceed in improving the fort unes of s ome other  ( it s  nat ive ) 

group . On the other hand t o  many Papuans , this i s  exactly the conno
tati on of Tok Pisin,  which , as the lingua franca of New Guinea , is viewed 

as a threat to the use and status of Hiri Mot u .  Despite the ant agonism 

of  Papuan nationalis t s , however , Tok Pisin appears to be making definite 

inroads . Though many of  the 2 5 , 6 3 0  Tok Pisin speakers in the Ce ntral 
District are New Guinean migrants resident in the Port Moresby area ,  an 

increas ing number of  Papuans are als o learning Tok Pisin . On a vis i t  
t o  Port Moresby i n  1 9 7 3 ,  I was s urprised t o  note the increase i n  t he use 

of  Tok Pisin by Papuans c onversing w ith New Guineans , a s ituat ion which 

had changed considerab ly s ince my last visit in 1 9 7 1 . 

With the c ontinuing s pread o f  Tok Pisin , in conj unc t ion w ith very 
rapid urban growth , various urb an communities in New Guinea now have 

small but growing communit i e s  of people for whom Tok Pisin has b ec ome a 

Tok Ples , i . e . who speak it as a nat ive language . These are mainly 

y oung peop le ,  children who s e  parents regularly communicate w ith each 
other in Tok Pi sin , often b e c ause they have no other language in commo n .  

Though many o f  these chi ldren are learning English a t  s choo l ,  any type 
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of ' continuum ' s ituat ion between Tok Pisin and English is s t i ll vir

tually non-exis tent . The variety of Tok Pisin most heavi ly larded with 

English loans is that spoken by nat ional politicians , who have incor

porat ed a great deal of English parliamentary vocab ulary into their 

dis cuss ions of parliamentary affairs . Out s ide of thi s very res tricted 

group , one hears virtually no s pe ech whi ch i s  in any way ' in b et ween ' 

Tok Pisin and Engli sh . The two languages as spoken at pres ent are too 

far apart in s t ructure for any mutual intelligib ili ty b eyond the under

st anding of the occasional vocabulary item, as I di s covered in t esting 

fluent Tok Pisin speakers whose nat i ve language is Buang for their c om

prehens ion o f  s imple s tories in English ( Sankoff 19 6 8 ,  chapters 9 and 

10 ) .  Mos t  New Guineans who speak b oth English and Tok Pisin use very 
little English outside of contexts where it is ob ligat ory such as s chool 

or work. 

Of the three offici al language s ,  it  is c learly English which is 

regarded as the most neutral , i . e .  the least related to any parti cular 

group . There are probab ly no more than a few thous and Papuans and New 

Guineans at most who speak it as a nat ive language . But in many way s  

i t  is  regarded a s  almost t o o  neutral , t oo foreign . There is  n o  doub t 

that knowledge o f  English i s  a very great advantage , e c onomically and 

politically , a fac t which is not lost on the many thousands o f  parents 

whose  cent ral goal for their children is to learn Engli sh well ( c f .  

Sankoff 1 9 76 ) . Neverthe les s except among s ome very restricted groups , 

such as tertiary- level s tudents , very l it t le Engli sh is used outs ide 

of  formal context s . 

A s ec ond c ommonality among t he three offic ial languages i s  that all 

of  them are spoken by  very many more men than women . 6 7 %  of  English
speakers are male , as compared with 7 0 %  of Tok Pisin- speakers and 7 3 %  

of Hiri Motu-s peakers . 1 2  

Thirdly , the proporti on of  urb an speakers of  all of  thes e languages 

is much higher than in rural areas . Already in Table 3 given in 

7 . 1 . 2 . 2 . 1 . , we s aw that the only non-Papuan di stric t s  in which the num

b er o f  Hiri Motu- speake rs rise s above 1 , 0 0 0  are Eas tern H ighlands , 

Morob e , and East New Brit ain , due to the presence of  Goroka , Lae and 
Rab aul respe ct ively . The location o f  Port Moresby in the Central 

District is re sponsib le for the relatively high proport ion of  Tok Pisin

s peakers there . Tab le 4 shows t he proporti on of  speakers of  each of 

the three official language s in the seven maj or towns of  Papua New 
Guinea . In each case , the proport ion o f  speakers o f  each of  t he three 
languages is higher than that for the district in which the town i s  
located as a whole . This is due to the presence in t owns of  many Papuans 
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and New Guineans from other areas and districts , t o  the presence o f  

mos t  o f  the e ducated and highly skilled members o f  the lab our force , 

and t o  the greater numb er of  s chools located in urban areas . The very 
s ub s t ant ial increas e  in the urban populat ion indicated in Tab le 4 for 

the period between 1 9 6 6  and 1971  will no doubt have wide ramificat ions 

for multilingualism in Papua New Guinea in the 1 9 70s . 

TAB L E  4 

P e rcentages o f  Speakers o f  E ach o f  the Thr ee O f f i c i a l  L anguages o f  
P apua New Guin e a  i n  the Seven Maj or Towns 

Major tGms 

Port Moresby (Central ) 

Lae (Jlbrobe) 

Rabaul (E . New Britain) 

Madang (Madang) 

Wewak (E. Sepik) 

Goroka (E. Highlands ) 
Mount Hagen (W. Higtllands) 

'lDTAL 

% for 
Tok. Pisin 

54 . 9  

94 . 2  

97 . 1  

96 .2  

96 . 2  

89 . 6  
82 . 7  

% for 
English 

64 . 4  

36 . 1  

37. 4  

30 . 8  

27 . 8  

31 . 6  
27 . 0  

% for Porru-ation Porru-ation 
Hiri �tu 1966 1971 

77. 8 31 ,983 50,988 
14 . 8  13,341 28,494 
11 . 9  6 ,925 20 ,700 

8 . 0  7 , 398 13 ,472 

5 . 2  7 ,967 11 ,383 

14 . 3  3 ,890 9 ,238 
13 . 5  2 ,764 8 , 398 

74 ,268 141 ,973 

NOTE : (Expatriates are excluded as in all the tables . )  Language figures are taken 
from the 1966 Population Census; population figures from 1971 Population 
Census (Preliminary Bulletin 1 )  are provided for canparison, 1971 language 
figures being not available at the time of writing. 

7 . 1 . 2 . 4 . REGI ONAL  D I F FE R E N C ES I N  MULTI L I NGUA L I S M  

We are now in a pos i t ion t o  charact erise  e ach of  t h e  four regions 

into which the distri cts  were grouped in Tab le 3 with respe ct t o  the 
prevalence and nature of  multilinguali sm .  In 7 . 1 . 2 . 2 .  ab ove , the New 

Guine a Is land s and the Papuan Coas tal Di stricts  were characteris ed as 

' most multilingual ' ,  as in all of them except the West ern Di strict of  

Papua , the  proport ion of  Engli sh- speakers was  higher than the nat ional 

average and , in addit ion ,  each of them was also higher than the national 

average for one of  the other two language s ,  Hiri Mot u for the Papuan 

Coastal Dis t ri c t s , and Tok Pisin for the New Guinea Is lands Districts . 
But an examinat ion o f  Tab le 5 shows that a far great er proport i on of  

the  populat ion of  the  New  Guinea I s l ands District s is  bilingual or  

mult i lingual i n  one  or more o f  the o fficial languages .  I n  fac t ,  the  
proportion of  people who  speak none of  these  thre e language s range s from 

only 5 . 2 % in New I reland to 3 1 . 0 % in Bougainville . In the Papuan Coas t al 
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Districts , by contras t , the proport ion speaking none of  t he three o f

fi cial languages range s from 2 3 . 6% in the Central District to 7 0 . 5% in 

the We stern District . As the nat ional average proport ion o f  people who 

speak none of  the three official languages is  55 . 3% ,  we see that Milne 

Bay as well as the Western District  exceeds this proport ion .  Though 

many pe ople in these districts may be multilingual in local or regional  

languages , their multilinguali sm does not ext end t o  the official lan

guages of Papua New Guinea , as well over half of them speak none of the 

three . 

From this perspective , the New Guinea Coastal Distric t s  appear t o  be 

characterised by  much more multilingualism than the Papuan Coas t al Dis

tricts . Though only one language dominates ( Tok Pisin ) , the fact that 

large numbers o f  peop le speak it means that relat ively few are unab le 

to speak at least one of the three official language s .  Thi s  figure 

range s from 2 2 . 9 %  in the Eas t Sepik District to 51 . 4% in the Morob e 

Dis trict , a proport ion whi ch is below the nat ional average in every cas e .  

TAB L E  5 

The Numb e r  
Over Who 

D i s t r ic t . 

and P r op o r t i o n  o f  P apuan s and New Guin e ans Age Ten and 
S p e ak Ne i th e r  Tok P i s in Nor H i r i  Mo tu No r E ng l i s h , b y  
( Da t a  Ab s tr a c t e d  f r om T ab l e  1 3  o f  the 1 9 6 6  P r e l iminary 

Census B u l l e t ins for E ach D i s t r i c t . )  

New Guinea I s l ands Papuan Coastal 

New Ireland 1 , 809  5 . 2% Central 2 1 , 1 3 7  2 3 . 6% 

Manus 1 , 12 8  8 . 6% Nort hern 14 , 515  38 . 2 % 

West New Bri tain 6 , 5 7 8  2 3 . 7% Gul f  19 , 3 8 1  5 4 . 2% 

East New Brit ain 1 6 , 14 3  2 3 . 2 %  Mi lne Bay 41 , 5 7 5  6 1 .  3 %  

Bougainvi lle 1 4 , 5 1 5  31 . 0% Western 2 9 , 14 1  7 0 . 5% 

New Guinea Coastal Hi ghl ands 

East Sepik 2 3 , 8 37  2 2 . 9 % Eas tern Highlands 9 7 , 6 31 7 2 . 8% 

West Sepik 2 1 , 6 2 1  32 . 3 % Chimbu 9 8 , 2 16 82 . 4% 

Madang 38 , 5 86 3 8 . 1% Western Highlands 1 7 4 , 3 3 7  86 . 2% 

Morobe 7 1 , 6 9 8  51 . 4%  Southern High lands 113 , 89 5  9 1 . 3% 

Lastly , it is c lear that in the densely populated districts o f  t he 

Central Highlands of  Papua New Guinea , a very small proporti on o f  people 

s peak any o f  the three official languages .  In  all case s , the p roport ion 
of people who speak none of  the se  languages is much higher t han the 

nat ional average , and i s  everywhere over 70% . These are t he people who , 
along w ith a maj ority of  the inhabitants o f  the Gul f ,  Milne Bay and 

We stern Dis tricts , are the most cut off from communicat ion on the 
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national leve l .  It  mus t  b e  remembered that i t  i s  i n  the Highlands that 
the maj orit y  of  t he very large language group s are located , and t hus 

the speakers of  the s e  large languages are at leas t ideally part of com

municat ion networks whi ch inc lude t ens of thous ands o f  pe ople . But the 

fact that t he great maj ority o f  t hem do not know any of  t he three 

official languages prob ab ly imp lies little travel  or contact with pe ople 

out s ide of  their own small local group s , not t o  ment ion their corre s

ponding lack of acce s s  t o  nat ional-level news through the main medium 
of mass communic at i on , the radio . 

7 . 1 . 3 . S UMMARY 

Nowhere in sect i on 7 . 1 . 1 .  did we at tempt t o  e s t imat e the number or 

proportion of  people with s ome de gree of compet ence in languages other 

than their own , e xcept on a very local b as i s .  I t  is  even harder t o  

comb ine the qualit at ive pi cture ob t ained from looking at t ypes o f  mul t i

l ingual situat i ons with respect t o  local languages , with the quant ita

t ive dat a on knowledge of  the official languages . 

We know t hat a maj ority of  t he Papua New Guinean populat ion does no t 

speak any o f  the offi cial languages , i . e .  55 . 3% .  Only 1 . 9 % claim t o  

speak all three , and t he s e  would virtually a l l  be people who als o  speak 

their own language , from whi ch we can draw t he conclusion that this t i ny 

minority is  quadrilingual at least . Simi larly for t he 6 . 9 % claiming t o  

speak both English and Tok Pisin , and the 1 . 8% claiming English and 
Hiri Motu - most of these people woul d be at least t rilingual .  A s  for 
those who speak ,  of t he t hree official languages ,  only English ( 2 . 7% ) , 

only Tok Pisin ( 30 . 0 % ) , or only Hiri Motu ( 3 . 7% ) , mos t  o f  t hem would be 

at least b ilingual in one o f  the three and t heir own language . 

In examining the two big sub divisions of  the populat ion,  i . e .  the 
4 5 %  who s peak at least one o f  t he offic ial languages and t he 5 5 %  who do 

not ,  an educat ed gues s  i s  as far as we can go in e s timat ing t he mul t i

l inguali sm of  t hes e two groups in t erms o f  local languages or re gional 

lingue franche . I t  is very likely that t here i s  a great deal more 

multilingualism in local and regional language s among the 4 5% than among 
the 5 5 % , as thes e people t end to belong t o  smaller language groups ( with 

consequently greater  border area and t hus more opportunity t o  learn 

neighb ouring language s )  and t o  live in areas nearer the c oas t where there 

was greater chance of learning a trade language in the precolonial era , 
and greater chance o f  learning one of  t he mission-propagated l ingue 

franche over the last s everal generati ons . 
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N O T  E S 

1 .  I wish to expres s my thanks to the Buang people of Mambump Vi llage , 
who initiated me int o  the sub t leties o f  mult ilingualism in New Guinea.  

I als o wish to thank Pierrette Thibault and Marj orie Topham for their 

he lp in preparing the manus cript . 

2 .  I will  use the terms ' multi lingual ' and ' multilingualism'  in the 

generic s ense throughout ,  i . e .  to re fer t o  speakers having competence 

in more than one language . ' Bilingual ' ,  ' trilingual ' et c . , will b e  

used to refer more specific ally t o  part icular groups or individuals 

having competence in two , three , e t c . , languages .  

3 .  The 25 other Austronesian languages o f  New Brit ain discus sed in 

Chowning 1 9 70 have not b een  included b e cause she does not cit e popu

lat ion figures . 

4 .  It  also may refle ct the fact that since the maj ority o f  l inguists  

are men and there fore als o speak mainly with men in the language groups 

they visit ( o ften for reasons of s ocial acceptab i lity , as noted by  

Laycock ( 1965 : 13) ) , t hey have incomplete informat ion on  the  language c om

petence o f  wome n .  

5 .  Barton ( 1 910 : 119-20 ) gi ve s  a wordli s t  o f  over 1 0 0  words i n  what he 

calls the ' lakatoi language ' used as a trading language between the 
Elema and t he vi siting Motu traders . Checking this list against the 

di ctionary in Wurm and Harri s '  Police Motu manual ( 19 6 3 ) , I found that 
o f  the 105 lexical items I could locate in b oth lis t s , only 21 were 

obvious ly the s ame words . Whether this me ans that Barton ' s  list i s  
aberrant or that Hiri Motu has changed very drastically in t h e  inter

vening 50 years , is impos sible for me to j udge . 

2 9 8  
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6 .  The only ex ception t o  this in the four examples discussed appears 

t o  be the Koit a ,  bilingual in Mot u .  As very c lose neighbours of the 

Motu-speakers , however , t hey had relat ions other than trade with the 

Motuans , speci fically a great deal of intermarriage . 

7 .  Hooley ( 19 7 0 , 19 71 ) gives s lightly h igher c ognate percentages among 

these three , but the relat ionships remain the same . ' A '  i s  referred t o  
as Mambump o r  Wagau Buang , ' B '  as Mapos Buang , and ' C '  a s  Manga .  

8 .  In  the s i xth , Koit a ,  the c omp lexity o f  the linguistic  situat ion i s  

due to a gre at deal of  b ilingualism i n  Motu , a s  discussed i n  7 . 1 . 1 . 1 . 2 . , 

rathe r than to dialect diversit y .  

9 .  Thi s  i s  a conservative e s t imate generali sed from my own ob servat ions 

on the use of Yab em at a Lutheran mis sion conference ( known as the Sam ) 
he ld by  the Biangkoun C ongregat ion in headwat ers Buang in 1 9 6 6 . It i s  

intere s t ing to note that the c l o s e  s imi larit ie s between Yabem and Bukaua 

( Capell  19 49 ) said by Hogb in t o  have served as a lingua franca in the 

Huon Gulf are a ,  may have aided in the dis seminat ion o f  Yab em .  

10 . Thi s  paper ,  written i n  19 7 4 , cons erves the then c urrent political 

subdivis i ons o f  Papua New Guinea , i . e .  the Districts  whose  titles  appear 

in Tab le 3 and e lsewhere , principally because the se are the categories 

of the 196 6 and 19 71 cens us data up on which this s e ct ion is largely 

based.  The current Provinces  retain the old District boundaries . 

11 . Landtman ( 19 2 7 )  dis cus s e s  t he ' p idgin-Englis h '  spoken by the Kiwai 

of the Fly River Delta during the period 1910-12 , c laiming that ' many 
men in the c oast vil lages ' knew it . 

The exp l an at i on i s  t hat t he men w e r e  commonly r e c ru i t e d  t o  
w o rk o n  t h e  p e arl- f i s h ing b oat s i n  T o r r e s S t r ai t s  an d o n  t h e  
pl ant a t i o n s  i n  C en t r al a n d  E a s t e r n  D i vi s i on s , an d t h e i r  own 
language s an d di ale c t s b e i n g  so di fferent t hat t hey c oul d not 
unde r s t an d  e ac h  o t h e r , p i dgin-En g l i s h  b e c am e  a s o rt o f  l i ngua
fran c a  amon g t hems elves  wh i c h  t h e y  l e arnt from e ach o t h e r  and 
s p oke fairly well on r eturning to t h e i r  vil lages  after a 
p e r i o d  o f  t h r e e  t o  s i x  months o f  work . ( Landtman 1927 : v ) 

Though this variety is prob ab ly more akin to that spoken in the Torres 

Strai ts ( c f .  Dutt on 19 70b), I do not know how many Kiwai s t i l l  speak i t , 

and whether they cons ider it t o  qualify as Tok Pisin and w ould repo rt 

thems elves as speakers of i t  in the census . I am indebt ed t o  Ann 

Chowning for bringing Landtman ' s  dis cus sion to my at tention . 
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12 . ']his skewing in favour of males strongly reflects  the colonial history 

of Papua New Guinea , as it has always b een men who were the more in
volved in the European sphere s of work and ,  later , s chools . It was , 
of course , the plant at ion system which fos tered the spread of  Tok Pis i n .  

Writing in 19 4 3 , Reed made a ' c onservative estimat e '  of  t he numb er of  

Tok Pisin-speakers as approximat ely 10 0 , 0 00 , or  about one-fi fth of  the  

total  populat ion of  t he Mandated Territ ory as  of  the 19 36 census . This 

estimate i s  b as e d ,  he s ays : 

fi rs t , on the a s s umpt i on t hat  all i ndentured nat ives  l e arn t o  
s p e ak p i dg i n ; s e c on d ,  o n  t h e  n a t i ve l abor s t at i st i c s  s in c e  
t h e  i n augur at ion o f  c i v i l  gove rnment by t h e  Aus t r al i an s  i n  
1 9 2 1 . The t o t al n umb e r  o f  c on t r a c t s  made b e tween 1 9 2 1  and 
1 9 36 has  b e en 4 2 5 , 0 00 , with f i ve years  as the average p e r i o d  
o f  c on t r ac t .  Thus s ome 8 5 , 0 0 0  work b oys h ave l e arne d  p i dg i n  
under t h e  Aus t ra l i an re gime alone . T h e  numb er o f  nati ve s 
who l e ar n e d  t h e  spe e ch during Ge rman t i m e s , t o g e t h e r  with t h e  
wives  and chi l dr e n  o f  work b oys  who h ave a c qu i r e d  t h e  l anguage 
and pupi l s  of the mi s s i on s c ho o l s , would c e rtainly a c c o unt 
for an other 1 5 , 00 0 .  ( Reed 1 9 4 3 : 2 84 , n . 39 )  
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