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7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . THE H I STORY OF  NEW GU I NEA P IDG I N  

P e t e r  Muhlh aus l e r  

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 1 .  I N T RODUCTORY  REMARKS  

New Guinea Pidgin is  a young language , mo st o f  its deve lopment 

having oc curred in the last hundred years . One would therefore e xpect  

s uffi cient documentat ion to  b e  avai lab l e  on  t he hist ory of Pidgi n .  

Thi s ,  however , i s  not the cas e .  Although we  are fairly we l l  informed 

ab out Pidgin ' s  lingui s t i c  and non-l ingui stic  developments s ince the 

turn of the century , the first decade s of i ts existence l ie in t he dark . 

Pidgin was a despised language for many years and t herefore drew remark­

ab ly little attention from s cholars although in recent y e ars much has 

b een written on the history of Pidgi n .  However , the theories ab out the 
origin and early development s of Pidgin are only insuffic iently s up­

ported by fact s . Only a j oint effort of lingui s t s , sociologists , and 
his torians will s o lve this prob lem. 

In dis cussing t he hist ory o f  New Guinea Pidgin i t  i s  nec e s s ary to 
distinguish b etween its  lingui s t ic and so cial development on one hand 

and the quest ion of i t s  origin on the other . Where as the que s t ion of 

its  origin has drawn cons iderab le attention ,  less  work has b een done on 
its sub s equent development . The que s t ion of the origin of Pidgin has 

b een emphasi s ed be cause o f  its relevance to  the dispute about the origin 

of pidgin languages in general . New Guinea Pi dgin is  s een as yet an­

other test  cas e  for a number of linguistic  theories . Moreover ,  apart 

from the ques tion of i t s  genetic affi liation , there is also the argument 

ab out i t s  s t at us as a mi xed language . 
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7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 2 .  T H E O R I E S  ABOUT  T H E  O R I G I N  O F  N E W  GU I N EA P I D G I N  

I n  recent years a numb er o f  theori es ab out the origin o f  p idgin lan­

guages have been proposed and various t heoret ical frameworks ,  developed 

by leading pidginists , have b een app lied to New Guinea Pidgi n .  It has 

become obvious , however , that at least in t he cas e  o f  t hi s  p idgin the 

exist ing theories fai l t o  account for all the facts known . 

The four main theori es ab out the origin o f  pidgins are the following : 

i )  re lexification theory 

i i )  theories  that as sert that Pidgin is b as i cally English 

ii i )  theories that stress the mixed charac ter o f  the language 

iv ) hyb ridis ation theories that stre s s  the complexity of l inguis­

t ic deve lopments . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 2 . 1 . R E L EX I F I CAT I ON THEORY 

Re lexificat i on theory in its stronge st form claims that all pidgins 

pos s es s ident ical grammars which can be traced back to an e arly 

Portugue s e  Pidgi n .  The di fferences between individual pidgins are s aid 

to be mainly lexical . Pidgins change the ir l exical affiliat ion b ut not 

their grammar . Relexification theory att empts to explain not only the 

l inguis tic  s imilarities but also the hist orical relat ionships of  pidgin 

languages . I n  i t s  s tronge st form it i s  not applicab le to the maj ority 

of pidgins and a direct relationship of New Guinea Pidgin with Chinese 

Pidgin English and Macao Pidgin Portugues e  has never been claimed . A 

weaker c laim can b e  found in Lay cock ( 19 7 0a : ix ) . Laycock propose s  that 

New Guinea Pidgin i s  at least partly related t o  other pidgins s poken i n  

the Pac i fic  area .  

There are cert ainly many s imi larities b et ween Pidgin and ,  for e xample , 

Bi che lamar . Thes e s imilarities can be interpreted as an indic at i on of  

historical relationships . Struc tural difference s ,  on the other hand , 

can be  explained in terms of  s ubs equent linguistic  deve lopments . Thi s  

is  more realis tic than t h e  assumption that t h e  grammars o f  pidgins do 

not change . An apprai sal of relexi ficat ion theory and i t s  relevanc e  t o  

New Guinea Pidgin can b e  found in Hall 1 9 7 5 . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 2 . 2 .  THEORI ES PROPOS I NG A C LOSE STRU CTU RA L R E LAT I ONSH I P  

B ETWE E N  PIVG I N  ANV E NG L I S H  

The b as ically English struct ure o f  New  Guinea Pidgin has  been claimed 

by Hall at various time s ( e . g . Hall 1 9 6 1 : 4 14 ; 1966 : 115 ) . Hall wants t o  
exclude s ub s tratum influence s a s  relat ively minor factors in t h e  devel­

opment of  Pidgin and tries to show that all English-b as ed pidgins have 
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the ir origin in a 17th cent ury ' Proto  Pidgin Engli sh ' which in its  turn 

is close ly re lated to 17th century English . 

The hypothe sis  o f  the es sentially English origin of New Guinea Pidgin 

has been examined by Hooley ( 19 62 ) , who compares a numb er of syntactic  
trans formations in Pidgin and Standard English to conc lude that ' the 

re sults of the study would seem to indi cate that Hall is  right in his 

contention that Ne omelanes ian i s  much more closely re lated t o  English 

structurally than is  generally c onceded ' ( Hooley 1 9 6 2 : 12 7 ) . However , 

Hooley ' s  analys i s  i s  open to  a numb er of criticisms , s ome of which have 

b een dis cus s ed by Turner ( 19 6 6 : 2 0 6 f f . ) .  Unt i l  much more i s  known about 

Pidgin grammar , the validity of such claims cannot be established . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 2 . 3 . M I XEV LANGUAGE THEORY 

Hall ' s  view is contras ted by yet another view that claims that the 

grammar of New Guinea Pidgin is  b as ically Melane sian and that only the 

lexicon is preponderant ly English . Thi s  opinion is  p art icularly st rong 

among non-English pidginists . Many examples of this view can b e  found 

in works on Pidgin written by German mi ss ionaries . The mos t  extreme 

examp le is Borchardt 1 9 3 0 , a Pidgin grammar b ased entirely on B ley ' s  

grammar of Kuanua . A s imilar view has been expressed by  Salisbury ( 19 6 7 )  

who proposes  that New Guinea Pidgin was ' naturalized and convert ed into 

a variety of Pidgin Tolai between 1885  and 1 9 21 ' ( Salisbury 196 7 : 4 8 ) . 

However , Salisbury fails to provide convincing linguistic  dat a to sup­

port his views . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 2 . 4 .  H YB R I V I SAT I O N  THEO R I ES 

Re cent deve lopments in the t heory o f  pidgin languages are charact er­
ised by a cons iderab l e  refinement of the earl ier models . At the s ame 
time , key-cause or s ingle-cause theories s uch as t he ones j us t  discus sed 
have been replaced by  more complex integrated mode ls wh ich take int o 

account a number of diverse causes and their int errelat ionships . The 

re lative importance of each of the c auses has to be estab lished for 

every individual p idgin . A good example of a more comp le x  explanation 

of t he origin of New Guinea Pidgin i s  Wurm ' s  modified version of 

Whinnom ' s hybridisat ion  the ory (Wurm 19 7 1 ) . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 3 . E V A L UAT I ON O F  T H E  T H EO R I E S  O F  O R I G I N 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 3 .  1 . 1 NTROVUCTI ON 

Theories s t and and fall w ith factual evidence that either confirms 

or dis confirms them. In the c as e  of New Guinea Pidgin , thi s  factual 
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evidence is insufficient to allow a j udgement at this stage . However , 

I will  out line what s ort of  fact ual evidence i s  avai lab le and how it 

can affect the evaluat ion o f  the various theories o f  origin . This 

evidence falls into three categorie s : 

i )  linguis t i c  evidence 

i i )  e xtralingui s t ic , mainly historical , evidence 

i i i )  comparison w ith other pidgins 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 3 . 2 .  L I NG U I ST I C  E V I V EN C E  

In  order t o  establish relat ionships b e tween Pidgin and other lan­

guages , we need fairly complete grammatical des cript ions o f  all t he 
languages involved and a set of  cont rastive grammars that would reveal 

differences and s imilarit ies . Although a number of grammars of New 

Guinea Pidgin are availab le , none of them can be said to be even ne arly 

complete and in many instances the model of des cript i on used suggests  

a c loser s imilarity with  European l anguages tQan is  actual ly present . 

One must re-examine how far such s imilarities  are j ust suggested by  

grammat ical terminology and in what cases  t hey  are genuine . Such re­

examination is  part icularly nece s s ary in the case of  those t heories  

that propose a close  relat ionship between English and Pidgin grammar . 

An examinat i on o f  the minor rules o f  grammar may reveal a number of far­

reaching di fference s .  The writer h ims e l f ,  for instance , has found that 

in two are as of  Pidgin grammar , the functional sh ift of  w ord b ases  and 

redup licat ion , the grammars of Engli s h  and Pidgin are fundamentally 

different , (Muhlhausler 1975a , 19 7 5c , 1976b), although more s tudies are 

needed to e s t ab l i sh the full extent of these difference s . 

Grammat ical des criptions of  Pidgin b e fore 19 0 0  are rare and found 

s cattered in trave l  accounts and letters . One is struck by t he amount 

of grammati cal variation found in the s e  early document s .  Thi s  sugges t s  

that the ances t or of  pre s ent-day New Guinea Pidgin was not a unified 

' Prot o  Pi dgin English ' but a numb er of  varieties  of p idginised Engl is h ,  

s ome influenced by  other Pidgin Engli sh varieties , s ome little more 

than broken Engli s h .  Thi s  is confirmed by extralinguistic  evidence 

concerning communicat ion di fficult ie s in these early varieties  and their 

re s ulting limited use fulnes s . 

Grammat ical  des criptions and dict ionaries have appeared in increas ing 
numb ers s ince  the turn of  the century . Many of  them have never appeared 
in print and are difficult to come by . Unfortunately , the des cription 

of  other Paci fic p idgins , s uch as So lomon Is lands Pidgin and Bichelamar , 

is les s  complete and comparison there fore diffi cult . 
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7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 3 . 3 . EXTRA L I NG U I S T I C  E V I VENCE  

Few people have writ ten ab out New Guinea w ithout making at leas t  

501  

s ome remarks ab out Pidgin . Although we have few s t atement s by profes­

s i onal linguis t s  we s t i l l  have a fair amount of more general informat ion 
about the role of  Pidgin s ince the beginnings of German co lonis at ion . 

Again,  howeve r ,  the period b e fore 1880  lies  in the dark . 

Two facts emerge from these  early observat ions , namely that Pidgin 

was extreme ly limit ed in its vocabulary and i t s  us e ,  and s econdly , that 

the numb er of Pidgin- s peakers was very low , Pidgin not b eing used in 

inter-trib al communicat ion . 

There has been much speculat i on ab out t he ro le  o f  various forces in 

the development of  early Pidgin . Whereas most earlier writers stre s s  

t he importan ce of  whalers and traders , more recently t h e  influence of  

b lackbi rding and the  Queensland s ugar plant at ions has been  put forward 

as an important fact or . The import ance o f  t he Queens land plant at ions 

for the development of Pidgin has been dis cussed by various authors , 

for inst ance , by Hall ( 19 55 : 33ff . ) ,  Sali sbury ( 19 67 ) ,  and Laycock 

( 1 9 7 0b : 1 05ff . ) .  It  appears that although New Guinea Pidgin is  not a 

dire ct offspring of  Queensland plantation pidgi n ,  the two pidgins are 

interrelat e d  to s ome degree . 

What we ne ed in order t o  c l arify this prob lem i s  more research into 

populat i on movements , shippin g ,  and trading in the period b e fore 190 0 .  

It would also he lp t o  know more about other lingue franche and about 

language policies at that time . The writ er has found evidence that 
b oth Chinese Pidgin English and Bazaar Malay were used in German New 

Guinea b etwe en Germans and their Chinese and Malay lab o urers respec­

tive ly .  There are also indi cat ions that there was an e ffort t o  re­

lexify Pidgin English with words of German origin . It i s  difficult t o  

as s e s s  t h e  importance of these fact ors b ut it i s  quite conce ivab le  that 

they played a ro le in the development of New Guinea Pidgin . 

The author has re cently found evidence permitting him t o  propose 

that Samoan Plantati on Pi dgi n ,  s poken b y  i ndentured l abourers from the 
northern New Brit ain area , has p layed a fundamental role in the estab­

lishment o f  New Guinea Pidgin ( Mlihlhaus l er 19 7 6 a ,  1 9 7 8 ) . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 3 . 4 . COMPAR I S O N  W I TH OTHER P I VG I NS 

Pidgin language s can b e  di stinguished from other languages on t he 

basis  of two main criteria , name ly t hat they have no native speakers 

and that they are reduced in grammar and vocabul ary . Such l anguage s 

s how cert ain s imilarities  even i f  t hey are historic ally unrelated . 
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Re cent preoc cupation of l ingui s t s  with univers als of grammar has led 

many p idginists  to be lieve that some o f  these similarities  can be ex­
p lained in terms of language- independent univers al s of s implificat ion . 

It is important to separate such univers al tendencies from the idio­

syncrat ic  grammat ical propert ies  found in a part icular pidgin language . 

Whe re as ,  for examp le , the abs ence o f  infle ct ion can hardly b e  an indi­

cation of the his torical relat ionship of two pidgin s , the presence o f  

a tran s it i vity marker i n  two p idgins is  a s t rong indi cation thereof .  

Several models of the social  conditions under which pidgins develop 

have been proposed in recent ye ars and s ome art i c les in Hymes 19 71 

provide good examples of such mode ls . They could b e  pro fit ab ly applied 

to  New Guinea Pidgin . I f  it i s  true , for example , that s t able pidgins 

do not develop unless  t he pidgin is  used among speakers of at least 

three different languages , this would explain why there was no stab il­

ised p idgin in New Guinea b e fore the Germans created the social con­

dit ions under which a s tabi li sed p idgin could develop . 

So  far the findings of theoretical p idgin s tudies have not been 

sufficiently used in the s tudy o f  New Guinea Pidgin . However , this 

will  certainly b e  done in the future con sidering the ever increas ing 

intere st in this language . It will , however , be difficult to come to  

more satis factory answers about the origin of Pidgin unles s more fact s 

are known about its early history . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 4 .  T H E  L I N GU I S T I C  H I S TO RY O F  N EW G U I N EA P I DG I N  

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 4 . 1 .  I NTROVUCT I O N  

In this sect ion I w i l l  attempt t o  characterise the patterns of lin­

gui s t i c  growth t hat have emerged over the last hundred years . The main 

emphas i s  will  be on the growth of the Pidgin lexicon . 

Pidgin language s di ffer from other languages not only s ynchronically 

but also diachronically . There i s  s omething ab out their his t ory t hat 

dist i nguishes them from ordinary languages . The lingui s t ic structure 

of a p idgin can b e  s aid to  refle ct its  us e .  The smal ler the number of 

situations in which a pidgin is  used the less  developed is its  grammar 

and lexi con . New Guinea Pidgin typically re fle cts  t he growth o f  a 

trade j argon into a fully- fle dged language . The growth o f  a pidgin is  

not only quantitat ive . I shall try to s how how the very quality o f  

grammatical  rules has changed with i t s  ext ernal growth .  To do this it 

is ne cessary to distinguish b etween the following stages in the devel­

opment of New Guinea Pidgin : 
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i )  j argon pidgin 

i i )  incipient st ab i li s at ion 
i i i )  nat i vis at ion 

i v )  creolisat ion 

v) depidginisat ion and decreoli sat ion 
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Although thes e five s t age s are seen as  being in hist ori cal s equence 

we can also ob s erve a simi lar sequence along the dimension o f  ge ograph­

ical i solat ion . Thi s  has b een di scussed elsewhere in this volume ( in 
7 . 4 . 1 . 4 . 3 . ) and will not be taken i nto cons iderat ion here . The five 

stage s are of course ab stracti ons and only s erve as a frame of re ference 

within a continuous deve lopment . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 4 . 2 .  JARGON PIVG I N  

The term j argon re fers t o  the unstab l e  varieties o f  broken Engli sh 

which , it can b e  assume d ,  were t o  be found in New Guinea and the B i smarck 

Archipe lago b e fore the arrival o f  the Germans . The l inguistic mate rial 

avai lab le s uggest s a great amount of variat ion from p lace to place . 

One-word s entenc es  and very s hort sent ence s  were the items commonly 

recorde d .  A large amount of extralinguistic informat i on was nece s s ary 

to s upp lement the ins ufficient verb al informat ion . In  spite o f  this , 
communicat ion beyond the most rudiment ary topics was not possib l e . 

The s i ze of  the vocabulary was smal l ; estimat es range from 20 0 t o  
5 0 0  lexical i tems . More important , it  appears that t he lexi c on was an 
unorganised list  of words . We find confusion o f  part s o f  s peech rather 

than sys tematic  funct ional shift , ad hoc ci rcumlocut ions rather than 

rule-governed compounding .  One o f  the main propert ies o f  a real pidgi n ,  

stabi lisat ion , was abs ent in these early variet ies . A do cumentat ion 
of Pidgin s poken b e fore the turn of  the cent ury can be found in 

Church i ll ( 19 11 )  and Schuchardt ( 18 81 ) . Stab i lisat i on of  Pidgin b egan 

in the 1890s  superseding t he inadequat e j argon varieties ( Muhlhaus ler 

1975 , 19 7 8 ) . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 4 . 3 .  I N C I P I ENT S TAB I L ISATI ON 

The Ge rman government b egan t o  exercise full contro l o ver New 

Guine a in 1899  when the first governor was appo inted . With t his , con­

diti ons were created in whi ch i t  was possible for the indigenous pop­

ulat ion to communi c ate acro s s  tribal boundaries . Thi s ,  together with 

t he p lantat ion system,  can be said t o  cons t itute the main factor 

accounting for t he stab i li s at i on of Pidgin . A more detailed discuss ion 

can be found in Sali sbury ( 19 6 7 ) . It  i s  important that at this crucial 
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point in Pidgin ' s  deve lopment , its original target language , English , 

was w ithdrawn . There fore , new grammatical constructions and vocabulary 

had t o  c ome from s ource s other than English . The vocabulary was sup­

plemented by words from Tolai and Ge rman . The s e  loans s t il l  account for 

10%  and 4% re spective ly of the Pidgin vocabulary . In grammar ,  German 

in fluence is negligib le whereas Tolai influences are said t o  b e  con­

siderab le . I t  has not yet b een established how much of the newly 

stab i li sed grammar is due to  independent internal growth of the language . 

A number of Pidgin construct ions which are neither  Tolai nor Engli sh 

may have to be e xp lained in this way . During the stage o f  incipie nt 

stab i li s at ion,  Pidgin was heavily dependent on external sources 

( Mlih lhau s ler 19 75b ) .  

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 4 . 4 . N AT I V IS AT I 0N 

Thi s  st age i s  characteris ed by the independence o f  Pidgin from ex­

ternal influence s .  In the last years of German rule in New Guine a ,  

Pidgin was s poken b y  a great number o f  people from diverse  language 

b ackgrounds . The relative importance of a s ingle subs tratum language -

Tolai under whose influence Pidgin b ecame stabilised - started t o  

decline with the cont inued ge ographi cal spread o f  Pidgin . The growth 

of both grammar and lexis in the years fol lowing World War I resul ted 

mainly from internal developments o f  the language . The Pidgin grammar 

that developed at thi s st age i s  s t i l l  the standard grammar in rural 

areas of New Guinea .  Limited access  to  English favoured t he development 

of a s ophisticat ed sys tem o f  word format ion which provided new terms 

for new fields of dis course . St andard grammars of Pidgin are Hall 

( 19 4 3 )  and Mihalic ( 1 9 71 ) . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 4 . 5 .  C RE O L I S AT I ON 

Creolis ed Pidgin i s  Pidgin spoken as the first language by a new 

generat ion of spe akers . It is  favoured by high social and regi onal 

mobi lity as we l l  as urb anis at ion . The s e  condit ions could not b e  found 
b e fore the 1 9 5 0s and even today the number of s peakers of creolised 
Pidgin is  very low . 

Though not fundamental ly different from non- creolised Pidgin , it 

shows a numb e r  of trait s not found in other variet i e s  o f  the language . 

A det ai led theoreti cal dis cuss ion o f  creoli sat ion can b e  found in Lab ov 

1 9 7 1 . Several case studie s of creoli s ed Pidgin have b een made by 
S ankoff ( 19 7 5a)  and Sanko ff and Lab erge ( 19 7 3 ) . The writer has recorded 

creolised Pidgin on Manus I s l and and in the Madang and East Sepik 

Provinces . 
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The general properties  o f  creolised Pidgin are that the existing 

rules of Pi dgin are supplemented by  a small numb er of new rules . In 

many cases only the scope o f  old rules is widened to cover a wider range 

of lexical items . Creolised Pidgin is found in various p lace s and the 

so lut ions to certain grammati cal inadequacies  may differ great ly . For 

instance , the relat ive cons truction found by the writer on Manus I s land 

di ffers great ly from the one used in the Lae area as des cribed by 

S ankoff ( 19 75b ) .  Creolised Pidgin among children appears to be more 

divergent from s t andard Pidgin than that of older  speakers . Th e fact 

that speakers of creolised Pidgin have to  communicate with speakers o f  

ordinary Pidgin prevents the deve lopment o f  radical differences . This , 
however , may change if  the numbers of speakers of creolised Pidgin 

increase . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 4 . 6 .  V E P I V G I N ISATI ON ANV VECREO L I SA T I O N  

The development o f  English-medium primary s chools s ince the 1950s  

has  led to the  re-introduction of English as  an  import ant target lan­

guage of Pidgin . This has led to a rap id b reakdown of parts of the 

established grammar . The variety which I have des crib ed in chapt er 

7 . 4 . 1 . 4 . 3 . as Urban Pidgin is  s imilar to j argon Pidgin in its insta­

b ility . Both lexi con and grammar vary from speaker to  speaker .  However ,  

intelligib ility does not depend on the e xt ralingui stic  context but on 

the speaker/hearer ' s  know ledge of Engl i s h .  A dis cus s ion of the lin­

guistic  implicat ions o f  the mixing of Pidgin and Engli sh i s  found in 

Bi ckerton 1 9 7 5  and I will there fore no t dis cuss this point further.  

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 4 . 7 . AVV I TI ONAL  REMARKS ON THE L I NGU I S T I C  H IS T O R Y  O F  P I VG I N  

More general remarks ab out the linguistic his tory o f  pidgin languages 

have been  made by Hall who has deve lope d a ' li fe-cycle ' model to  ac count 
for the growth and de cline of pidgins . It appears t hat the internal 

growth of p idgins is dependent on favourab le  ext ernal condit ions . New 

Guinea Pidgin has maintained a steady rate of linguistic growth b e cause 
of its continued usefulne s s  as a lingua franca in an ever increas ing 

numb er of fie lds of communi cat ion . 

No historical grammar of Pidgin has been writ ten s o  far . Such a 

grammar could provide a clear picture o f  the interp lay of internal and 

external forc e s  in the deve lopment of the Pidgin grammar and lexicon.  
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7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 5 . T H E  S O C I AL H I STORY  O F  N EW G U I N E A  P I DG I N  

Thi s  has b een dis cus sed i n  chapt ers 7 . 4 . 1 . 4 . 2 .  and 7 . 4 . 1 . 4 . 3 .  in 

this volume and will there fore not be further dealt with here . 

7 . 4 . 1 . 1 . 6 . CON C L U S I ON 

Our knowledge of the history of New Guinea Pidgin i s  restricted 

partly b ecau se of the lack of dat a and partly be cause  o f  t he ab sence of 

s at is factory models o f  the growth of pidgins . I have tried to s how what 

data  are needed to gain a better picture of its  deve lopment and I have 

s ke t ched a model for the linguistic growth of Pidgin . Col laborat ion 

b e tween linguist s ,  soci ologi st s , and historians is needed to give an 

adequate des cript ion of t he hi stori cal deve lopment of New Guinea Pidgin . 
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