
7 . 4 . 5 . 3 .  M I SS I ONARY L I N GUE  FRAN CHE : YABEM 

G . L .  R e n c k  

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 1 .  I N T R O D U C T I O N  

The Yab �m language was original ly spoken b y  approximately 9 00 people 

in the c oas tal area between Kamlawa , a village n orth of  Fins chhafen and 

Kasao a ,  approximate ly 2 0  mi les s outh of Fins chhafen . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 2 .  S T R U C T U R E  O F  Y A B EM 

Yab em i s  an Austrones ian language with fairly s imple phono logical 

and morphologi cal features . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 2 . 1 .  PHO N O L O G Y  

The phonemes o f  Yab�m are the followin g :  

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 2 . 1 . 1 .  C o n s o n a n t s  

/p/ voicele s s  b ilab i al unaspirated s t op 

/ t/ voiceless  alveo lar unaspirated s t op 

/k/ voicele s s  velar unaspirated s t op 

/b/ voiced b i lab ial stop 

/d/ voiced alveolar s t op 

/9/ voiced ve lar s t op 

/ ' /  voiceless  glottal s t op 

/w/ voiced bi lab ial rounded fri cative 

/ s /  voi celes s alveolar grooved fri cative 

/m/ voiced b ilab ial  nasal 

/ n /  voiced  alveolar nasal 

/0 / voiced ve lar nasal 

/ 1 /  voi ced alveo lar lateral 

/y/ voiced alveopalat al continuant 
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For the prac t ical alphabet , the Lutheran miss ionaries have so far 
used p ,  t ,  k ,  b ,  d ,  g ,  W ,  5 ,  m ,  n ,  Q ,  1 .  For the phoneme Iy l ,  j has 

b een in us e .  The glottal stop has b een indi cated by c , and in the 

tradit ional analysi s ,  it has not been interpreted as a consonant , but 

rather as part of the pre ceding vowel . Act ually , the number o f  vowels 

has b een doub led by that interpretat ion . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 2 . 1 . 2 .  Vowe l s  

I i i  high c lose  unrounded front vowel 

lei mid c lose unrounded front vowel 

l E I  mid open unrounded front vowe l 

lal low open unrounded central vowe l 

l u i  high c lose  rounded b ack vow e l  

101 mid c lose rounded b ack vowe l 

101 low c lose  rounded b ack vowel  

I n  the practical alphabet , i ,  a ,  and u have been used  for the  res

p e ctive phoneme s ,  lei has been indicated by e ,  lEI by e ,  101 by 0 ,  and 

h i  by o .  

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 2 . 1 . 3 . T o n e  

Yab em i s  a tonal language with two tonemes , high and low . Since the 

high tone is  much more frequent than t he low tone , the latter i s  usually 

indi cat e d .  In  Yabem textbooks , howeve r ,  the indicat ion of tones has 

usually b een left off altogether , since the meaning of a word , and with 

it its tone , is eas i ly determined by its context by Yabem- speakers . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 2 . 2 .  MORPHO LOGY  

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 2 . 2 . 1 .  N o u n s  

The noun morphology i s  relatively simple . There are two classes of 

nouns . Clas s I comprises everything which be longs essentially to a 

person , i . e . part s o f  the b ody , and pers onal relative s .  Those  nouns 

always o c cur with a possessive suffix , i . e . cannot occur without it . 
C las s I I  compris es  all other nouns . Possession with them is expressed 

by the posses sive pronouns . There are three pronouns each in  s ingular , 
dual , and plural , the firs t persons dual and plural have inclusive and 

exc lus ive forms of the pos s e s s ive pronoun . Suffixes with nouns may 
expres s ab s en ce , connect ion , s i ze , emptiness , dest ination , e t c . 
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There are no tenses , but  only two mode s ( aspects ) ,  real and unreal . 

The real mode , named Realis , des crib es  real act ions o f  present and 

past . 

The unreal  mode , named Imaginativus or  Idealis , des crib e s  everything 

whic h  is to happen in the future , and al so thought s ,  wi shes , imagina

tions , possibilitie s , and conditi onal act ions . Mode and subj ect  of the 

verb are indicat e d  by p re fixes o f  whi ch there are two s ets : one having 
voiceless  stop s  with verb stems carrying hieh tone , and one having 

vo iced s tops with verb s tems carrying low tone . 

There are five verb c las ses : C l as s  I are the monosyllab i c al verb 

s t ems with high tone ; Clas s I I  are the monosyllabical verb s tems with 

low tone ; Clas s  I I I  are the monosy llab ical  verb s t ems wh ich actually 

carry the high tone , b ut since the singular forms of the real mode carry 
the low tone , the voiced s ub j e c t  prefix occurs w ith t he s e  forms ; Clas s  

I V  are a l l  verb s tems with two s yllab les , e ither high o r  low t one ; 

Class V is  a special clas s , having monosyl lab i c  low-t one s t ems , but 

vo icele s s  s ubj e c t  prefixes . 

Emotional at titudes , s uch as cert ainty ,  s urpris e ,  urgency , exc lus ive

nes s , res ignation , et c .  can be e xpressed by a number of verb s uffixes , 

or by adverbs . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 2 . 2 . 3 . O t h e r  W o r d s  

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 2 . 2 . 3 .  1 .  Num b e� W o�d� 

There are five b as i c  number words which may be repeated t hree t imes , 
counting fingers and toes , up to the final figure o f  20 . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 2 . 2 . 3 . 2 . P�o no un� 

There are nine personal pronouns altogether , and 11 possessive pro

nouns , s ince there are inc lus ive and exc lus ive forms in the firs t  pers ons 

dual and plural . Yab em has three demonstrative pronouns re lating to 

the s pe aker,  the addres s e d ,  and others . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 2 . 2 . 3 . 3 .  Adjec��v e� 

There are not many b as ic adj e ctives , b ut quite a numb er of adj ectives 

are derivations from nouns , with t he pre fix 8 a - which ori ginally is a 

kind o f  genitive marker . 
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7 . 4 .  5 . 3 . 2 . 3 . S Y N TAX 

The usual word order in a clause is : Sub j e ct-Predicate-Ob j ect . 

Temporal clauses can be formed by us ing conj unctions , re lat ive c lauses 

with short forms of the demonstrative pronouns , final and caus al c laus es 

with the conj unction g e b e  'becaus e '  or ' in order to ' ,  conditional 

c laus es with the conj unction e m b e  ' i f ' . The negation word is  a t om , 

and is always p laced at the end o f  a c laus e .  

There are many inte rj ections to express emot ions . 

Que s tions are indicated by a s pe cial int errogation word me which can 

t urn a whole c l aus e into a que stion .  

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 3 .  Y A B E M  AS A L I N GUA  F RAN CA  

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 3 . 1 .  HOW YABEM B E CAME A L I NGUA F RANCA 

In 1 8 8 6 , the first Lutheran mis s i onaries J .  Flierl and K .  Treme l 

s t arted mi ss ion work at Simb ang , s outh of Fins chhafen , right in the 

centre o f  the Yab em language area .  Yabem was the firs t New Guinea lan

guage whi ch the Lutheran mis sionaries had t o  deal with . There was a 

s ort of dict ionary or rather wordli st whi ch had b een compi led b y  the 

German physi cian Dr S che llong who was with the German ' Neu Guinea 

Kompagnie ' at Fins chhafen . That list helped in the beginning , but was 

full of errors . Mi ssionaries K .  Vet ter , and ,  after his early death , 

H .  Zahn , were the men who mainly worked on Yabem language research , 

aided by the German linguist Dr Dempwolff , of Hamb urg Uni versity . Al- · 
ready during the first decade of this century , the Yab em congregat ions 

s ent evange lists  a'cros s t he Huon Gulf to the Kela area near S alamaua 

( Malalo ) .  The people there speak Bukawa , an Austronesian l anguage 

re lat ed to Yab em ,  but s ince Yab em had become a s chool language already 

wi th a limited amount of lit erature , it was us ed for mi s s ion work amongst 

the Kela peop le . Aft erwards it  spread with the Lutheran mi ssion work 

amongs t all people in the Finschhafen-Lae-Morobe area who spoke Austro

nes ian languages , so that final ly it was decided that Yabem s hould be 

the s chool and church lingua franca for all Austrones ian-speaking people . 
The non-Christ ians who we re contacted by the mis s ion workers were 

quit e keen to  adopt that l anguage in order to have contact with t he 

Christian congregat ions and the educat ion , and especially to  have ac cess  
to  the existing literature , meagre though it may have b een at t hat time . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 3 . 2 .  TH E US E O F  YABEM AS A L I NGUA FRANCA 

Already in the early years s ome literature was produced,  especially 

for s chool work whi ch played an important role in mis sion work . Vetter 
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compiled a Reade r ,  and trans lated a s ele ction of  Bib le st ories . By  19 0 1  

he had Acts  trans lat e d ,  and b y  1 9 0 6  the first 1 8  chapters o f  the Gospe l 

of Luke . Zahn continued the work o f  Ve tter,  and became the author of  

most literature for  s chools and congregati ons . He  compi led a Yab em 
dict ionary with 1 3 , 00 0  entries , which was mime ographed ( 7 0 0  pages ) in 

New Guinea in 1 9 1 7  ( 6 0 copies were made ) . In  1 9 2 5  the New Tes t ament , 
trans lated by Zahn,  appeared in print , and was printed in London . 

Short ly b e fore World War I I ,  Dr Dempwolff wrote a grammar which was 

printed in Germany . Of al l other pub lications , the Hymnal s hould b e  

mentione d ,  i n  which the Christian hymns , wh ich had been composed , we re 

compiled,  and also a month ly newspaper whi ch brought , bes ides congrega

tional news , also general news to the peop le . 

After Chris tian congregations were establishe d , it  was ne cessary t o  

promote s chool work furthe r ,  and also engage the Christ ians themselves 

in t hat work . For that purpo se , a s chool for evangelists  and teachers 

was e s t ab lished at Logaweng, Fins chhafen , in 1 90 7 ,  but t hat s chool worked 

e ffectively only from 1913  on . The people trained there , started s chool 

work in the villages along the coas t . With t he expansion of  s chool and 

mi s s ion work , the Yab em language was also promote d .  All s chool material s ,  

and the teaching programmes for the t eachers ( syllab i )  were i n  Yabem.  

Four years of  elementary s chool were enough t o  give the children a sound 

knowledge of the Yab em language . 

The expansion of  Yabem had one natural limit , namely the fact that 
furthe r inland there are not too many Austronesian languages in t he 
Lutheran mis sion area .  

Already b e fore World War II , Yab em had there fore reached its limit s ,  

without having c ompletely penetrated all areas within t hose  l imit s . 

All e fforts t o  spread Yab em further within thos e given limits were 

thwart ed completely at the end of  the 19 5 0 s  by the l egis l at ion o f  the 

Aust ralian Administ rat ion regarding s chool work . All lingue franche 

were b anned from s chools except in areas where thos e l anguage s had b een 

the mother tongue of the people original ly . The aim was universal 

primary educat ion in English , a goal whi ch was never to b e  reached,  as 

was fore seen by a lot of mis sion people t hen , and has b een realised by 

everyb ody else  in the years since then . 

That legis lat ion put Yabem out of  the vil lage s chools completely 

except in a few areas . In many cas es , the s chool s  had to be c lo s ed ,  

b ecause there was nothing which could b e  sub s t ituted for the Yabem text

b ooks and syllab i . The law was a s evere b low to t he whole o f  the Church 
s chool system,  and in most areas robbed t he people of the only way of  

educat ion avai lab le to t hem without giving them a s ub s titute . 
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7 . 4 . 5 . 3 . 3 . 3 . THE PRES ENT S I TUATI ON 

The estimated numb er of  people who have an active knowledge of Yab�m 

is nowadays given as 2 5 , 0 0 0 .  The numb er of  people with a passive know

l edge might be considerab ly higher .  Yab em is still being widely used 
in the services , i . e . for the liturgy and for preaching , in the Austro

ne sian Lutheran congregat ions throughout t he Finschhafen-Lae-Morob e 

area .  The Old Testament is being trans lated into Yabem . The language 

is s t i l l  being used in the training programme for pastors and other 

church worke rs . It has almost vani shed in the village s chools where it 

has b een replaced by Pidgin , b ut e ffort s are being made to introduce the 

te aching of  Yabem again , bes ides Pidgin , as a medium of  ins truc t ion,  

als o on village s chool leve l .  
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