
7 . 4 . 5 . 4 . M I SS I ONARY LI NGUE FRANCHE : BEL ( GEDAGED) 

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

P aul G .  Freyb e r g  

It  i s  only s i n c e  ab out 1 9 6 7  that t h e  name Bel h a s  b een generally 

applied to this language . Previous ly t he language was called by  t he 

name of  the is land in Madang Harb our on which the Lutheran Mi ss ion for 

many years had its evangeli stic  s t ation for t he Madang coastal area;  

that i s ,  Gedaged , a name which has  b een given a number of  variant spel

lings . l Gedage d  i s  only one of  s everal offshore i s l ands in  the vic inity 

of Madang whi ch , t ogether with the nearby mainland coas tal s trip , are 

inhab ited by the native speakers of this language . The three i s l ands 

on which Lutheran Mis sion has b een part i cularly active are Gedaged and 

Bi lia ( b oth in Madang Harb our )  and S iar , which lies ab out five miles t o  

the north . There i s  only minor dialectal variation among these  three 
groups . Neverthe less , when the preparat ion of  literature b egan in 

earnest , a choice  had t o  be made among variant forms , and s ince at that 

t ime the mis s i on ' s  chief stat i on for the area was on Gedaged Is land , t he 

di ale ct spoken there was chosen as the s tandard dialect and gave i t s  
name t o  t h e  language . 

The recent adoption o f  the name Bel appe ars t o  b e  a b elat ed recog

nit ion of t he fact th at s ub stantially the s ame language i s  t he native 

tongue of  a much wider group , including espec ially the S i ar and B i lia 
people . Bel seems t o  b e  a tribal name for the group , as Mager ( 19 52 : 2 2 )  
indicates in his  dictionary definition .  Inve st igations by Z ' graggen 

( 19 71 : 9 7 )  p oint to the likelihood that for linguistic purpo ses t he name 

Bel is more properly applied to a fami ly of language s ( called ' Be l an '  

by Z ' graggen ) ,  one o f  which may b e  called Gedaged . The respons e t o  

recent inquiries tends to support t h i s  view t hat t h e  name ' Be l '  expres ses  
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a s o c ial unity among people whose speech is diverse enough t o  j ustify 

a divis ion into s everal languages .  For this reason,  and because pre
vious linguistic pub lications have normally used s ome form of the name 

' Gedaged ' ,  this name will be used in this c hapt e r .  

7 . 4 . 5 . 4 . 2 .  T H E  S T RU C T U R E O F  G E DA G E D  

7 . 4 . 5 . 4 . 2 . 1 .  I NTROVUCTORY R EMARKS 

Gedaged is an Aus trone sian language , c las s ified by Capell ( 19 6 9 : 1 5 6 )  

as a member of  the Aust rones ian s ub-group whi ch shows strong non

Austrone sian influence , e specially in the verb . This  is supported by 

Z ' graggen ( 19 7 1 : 9 6-7 ) and others . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 4 . 2 . 2 . PHONO L OG Y  

The phonology is relatively uncomp licate d ,  having a five-vowe l system 
and no unusual cons onants  except the voiceless  lateral spirant ( like 

the Welsh 1 1 ) .  This voic e le s s  1 regularly replaces the trilled apical 

r found in cognates in related language s .  ( In the mis sion ' s  orth ography 

the voiceless  1 is represented by z . ) Gedaged has also the trilled r ,  

but only in a few loanwords and in a small st ore o f  nati ve words , almo st 

all of  which are c learly onomat opoeic repres entations of fluttering , 

rattling , or t remb ling mot ion , usually with reduplication of  t he syllab le  
c ontaining this  phoneme ; e . g . b a r a b a r a  ' rus t Zing ' ,  t e re re ' tremb Zing,  

v ibrating ' .  There is also a voiced 1 with wide dist ribution in the 

vocabulary . 

Word stre s s  is  rel at ively light , fall ing regularly on the ultima , 

with se condary stre s s  in longer words . The ultimat e stres s is  not re

stricted to the root , but on nouns it falls on the final syllab le o f  

pe rsonal possess ive s uffixes , and o n  verbs i t  shi fts to t h e  final syl

lab l e  of personal obj ect s uffixe s .  Other suffixes , such as clause 

markers on verbs  and locative and instrument al suffixes on nouns , are 

never stre s s e d .  

7 . 4 . 5 . 4 . 2 . 3 . GRAMMAR 

The grammar is also a relatively s imple one . Nouns are of two 

clas se s ,  acc ording to the manner in whi ch posses sion of them is indi

cat e d .  The one clas s ,  denot ing body part s ,  personal re lationship s , and 
a few other items which are thought of as bearing an int imate and in

alienab le relation to t he person , are marked in typical Austronesian 
fashion by ins eparab le personal possess ive suffixes . All remaining 
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nouns fall into the s e c ond c lass and are unmarked b y  possessive suffixes . 

The poss es sor of  a noun of  the s e c ond class is  shown by  a preceding pos

s e s s ive form of the personal pronoun , whi ch may also b e  used b e fore 
nouns of  t he first c las s .  

The personal pronoun has t he inc lus ive/exclus ive distinction in the 

first person p lural . This dist inc t ion is maintained not only in its 

pos sessive forms as a s uffix or a free morpheme qualify ing nouns , but 

als o  in subj ect-marking and obj ec t-marking ve rb al affixes . There is no 

infle ction for dual number . 

Clause st ructure has t he order Sub j ect-Obj ect-Verb . 

The verb itse l f ,  whi le showing non-Austrones ian influence , is  in

flect ionally s imple  in comparison with neighbouring non-Aust ronesian 

languages .  Affixes are emp loyed to mark both s ub j ect and obj ect as to 

person and numb e r .  The s tructural pat t ern of  the verb ( disregardin g  

a l l  elements  of  time , mood,  and aspect , which are i n  any case  , s uffixed 

to this pattern without re ce ssive phonological e ffect ) is as  fo llows : 

Subj ect  + Verb Root ( +  Obj e ct ) 

Ob j e ct-marking is obl igatory for t rans it ive verbs . The opt ional omi ssion 

indicated applies only to int rans itive s . 

I nflectional indi cation of  tense seems almost non-existent . Time is 

usually expre s s ed by pre ceding free morphemes ( ' temporal adverbs ' )  or 

other c ontextual element s .  The uns tressed suffixes which may b e  appen

ded to the ab ove nuclear pattern invol ve the element of t ime in only an 
incidental or relative way . They appear rather to expre s s  a kind o f  
indivis ib le ' time-mood-aspect complex '  in which  time is  perhap s the 

least significant element . Wi th this addit ion the ab ove pattern become s 
Subj ect + Verb Root ( +  Ob j e c t )  ( +  T-M- A )  

With zero repres ept ation o f  t he T-M-A marker the verb i s  aoris t i c  and in 

this form appears most commonly as the s entence-final verb in narrat ion , 
whi ch nat urally i s  in pas t time . The same form may , however , refer to 

pres ent time , and on oc casion it may represent a brusque command , very 

definit e ly re ferring to the present or immediate  future . 

One T-M-A marker does at first appear to repres ent the pre s ent tense 

unequivocally,  in either the progres s ive or cus t omary aspe ct . I t  c ons ists  

of t he repetition o f  the sub j e ct prefix p lus - me , e . g . u - I a - u - m e  ' y ou 

( s ing . ) ar e-going/go ' ,  d i - b i - t a g - d i - m e  ' th e y  are - r epu �B ing/repu �s e me ' .  

Neverthele s s , this form seems b asically as pectual , pic turing an act ivity 

as in progre s s  or as cus t omary , and it may als o be freely used as a 

' historical pres ent ' in the narration o f  event s far in the past . 

Even the handful of  eight or s o  intrans it ive verb s which  in the 

' aorist ' or nuclear form alway s change the final - a  or - 0  o f  t he root 
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t o  - e  are not to b e  thought of as indic ating tense  by  this vowel shift 

as in European ' ab laut ' .  This i s  shown by the fact that the same change 

also precedes the affixing of c laus e markers referring to hypothetical 

or antic ipated events which have not yet b e come fac t ,  and are there fore 

by our reckoning in future t ime . This irregular vowe l s hift , which 

also appears in b rusque prohibit ions , s eems rather to b e  as so ciated 

with the perfe ct ive aspect . 

The T-M-A markers s eem best  clas s ifie d as dist inguishing b etween 

' realis ' ,  event s t hat have actually o ccurred or are in the process  of  

occurring,  and ' irrealis ' ,  event s imagined,  c onceived,  anticipat ed , 

des ired , requested,  e t c . There are two s e t s  of  suffixes corresponding 

to the s e  two categories , each s et b eing subdivided into sentence- medial 

and s entence- final sub s et s .  The real is  sentence- final s ub s e t  c ontains 

the form - I a k ,  whi ch marks an event as comp leted , and t he form com

pounded with - me as i l lustrat ed ab ove , which des crib es an event as in 

progre s s . The irrealis set likewi se  c ontains two s entence- final forms . 

One , - 0 1 , e xpre s s e s  a wide range o f  concept s ,  s uch as simp le futurity , 

int ention,  des ire , request , even a rather firm command . The other,  - p e , 

is  used in the apodos is o f  unreal c onditions (but also sentence-medially 

in the protas is ! )  or as the optative of  an earne st wish or a polite 

reques t .  

The two s ubsets  marking sentence-medial forms are neat ly co-ordinated ,  

a s  shown in the following t ab l e . In the first line the one-letter suf

fixes are used on nuclei ending in a vowel .  The form in brackets , which 

may follow e ither a noun or a cons onant , is t he marker for unreal con

dit ions . 

Reali s  

- g .  - g e  

- me g  

- t a g  

- l a g 

I rrealis 

- P o - p a  ( - p e )  

- m a p  

- t a p  

- l a p  

Marking 

Immediate succe s s io n  

Cont emporaneity ( 'whi Z e ' )  

Dependent relation ( ' then ' )  

Durat ion 

For t he foreign learner one of the more troub les ome morphophonemic 
features of an otherwis e  rather simple verb system is the reduct ion 

and/or regres s ive ass imi lation of the vowe l in the subj ect prefix , which 
o ften o c curs when the remainder o f  the verb in its  nuclear form c ons i s t s  

of more than on e syllab le . Examples are d l bo l  ' t hey speak ' / d e ma t a l 

' they s i t ' .  t a g o d  'we  ( inc l . ) l'eque s t ' / t o g o d o a n  1 'we  l'eques t h im ' .  

I) a l o l)  'I  h eal'. know ' / I) u f u n l ' I  s tl'ike him ' .  The firs t syllab l e  o f  a 
verb root may it self  undergo t his  process  in the change from trans it ive 
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to intransi tive , as in m a g u  'be  re s e n tfu Z ' / m u g u n i  ' hate him ' .  A 

somewhat s imilar s hi ft in vowel quality accompanie s s uffixation on 

noun s ,  m a l a g 'my ey e '  / me l a d i n  ' th e i r  e y e s ' ,  some t imes with compen

s at ory shifts elsewhere , b a l e g 'my tongue ' / b e l a d i n  ' th e ir tongues ' .  

The reduce d  vowe l represented by e in d e ma t a l ,  me l a d i n ,  and b e l a d i n  is  
cent ralised s o  as t o  b e come , or clo sely approach , the  shw a .  

The ab ove ske t ch should s uffice to bring out s ome o f  t h e  chief 

characteris tics  of the language . 

7 . 5 . 4 . 5 . 3 .  TH E Q U E ST I O N  O F  A C H U R C H  L I N GUA  F RA N C A  I N  T H E  M ADAN G A R E A  

7 . 4 . 5 . 4 . 3 . 1 . TH E PER I OV UNT I L W O R LV W A R  I I  

When Lutheran mi s s ion work was b egun in the Madang area in 1887  by  

the  Rhenish Mi s s ion Society  o f  Barmen ,  Germany , the  first e fforts were 

made in the Astrolabe Bay region . Work was s t arted in the Bogadj im and 

Bongu languages , b oth non-Aus trones i an .  In 1 889 , w ith the establi shment 

of a stat ion on Siar Island , a be ginning was made in the Gedaged lan

guage . Early est imat es of t he number of nat ive speakers of Gedaged at 

this time usually vary between 4 0 0  and 60 0 .  It was prob ab ly difficult 

at t he time t o  ob tain an exact count , and the s e  est imates  may h ave in

c luded only the vi llage s of  Gedaged , S i ar ,  Bi lia , and Riwo . The total 
of  thos e four groups would not have been much more than 60 0 .  For com

parison , the re cent count by Z ' graggen ( 19 7 1 : 9 7 ) ,  which inc lude s als o 

Sek and Malamal , s hows 2 , 1 80 nat ive s peakers . 

Each o f  the e arly mi ss ionaries naturally b egan t o  le arn the language 

of his area .  Having li t t le or no linguistic  training , they nevertheless  

commenced working out orthographies and grammars and compiling dict ion

aries t o  the best  o f  their ab ility . Many years pas sed b e fore this work 

could progres s  t o  the s t age o f  preparing and print ing simple  Bib le 

s tories , cate chisms , and primers so that formal school ing could b e gin . 
It  soon became e vident that the linguistic  divers ity great ly hindered 

the progres s  of mis s ion w ork , s o  t he promot ion of a lingua franca for 

the whole region was cons idere d .  However , consultations had l e d  rather 

early to the realisati on that the area contained two main language group s ,  

today known as Austronesian and non-Aust ronesian . With the founding o f  

s t ations i n  the hi lly inland region, at Nobonob i n  19 0 6  and at Amele  in 
1 9 1 6 ,  it became c lear that except for the c oastal strip and offshore 

is lands the great maj ority of  the people in t he Madang area spoke non

Aus tronesian languages . The structural differences b etween t he two 

groups s eem at this point to have led the miss ion to abandon hope of 

uniting both under a s ingle lingua franca . But t he choice o f  a common 
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language for the non-Austronesian group was extens ively discussed in 

annual c onferen ces . Be fore linguistic  data were suffic ient t o  lead to 

a decis ion , the disruption brought by World  War I forced the postpone

ment of the matter . 

After the war this urgent quest ion was again taken up . It was dis

cus sed in detai l  at the mis s ion c onference  in Feb ruary 1 9 2 2  on the b as i s  

of  two papers on the topic ' How C an W e  Deal Effect ively with t he 

Lingui stic  Fragmentat ion Exist ing in Our Mi s s ion Fie ld? , . 2 The first 

paper was by the Ame le miss ionary , A .  Wullenkord , who had collated 

c ons iderab le mat erial on the grammat ical s tructures of  eight languages 

of the are a .  Basing h i s  argument o n  thi s c omparat ive s tudy , o n  t he 

large population speaking Amele ( 4 , 0 00  by his est imate ) and c lo sely re

lated languages ,  and on the fact that Ame le was centrally located in 

the mis s ion ' s  area , he st rongly urged the estab lishment of Amele as the 

lingua franca.  The other paper , pre sented by the Nobonob mi s si onary , 

F .  S chue t z , who had be gun work in Nob onob a decade b e fore the b eginning 

in Amele , offered j ust as st rongly the c ounter-propos al that Nob onob 

should be cho sen . Wullenkord ' s  arguments c onvinced t he maj ority . The 

conference decided that Amele s hould b e  t he lingua franca and that a 

s chool for evangelist s and teachers should b e  estab lished at Amele . 

This  s chool was opened in 1 9 2 3  with s tudents from Amele , Nob onob , and 

the A strolabe Bay area .  

The Gedaged language s eems not  t o  have ent ered signi ficantly into 

the di s cus s i on in 192 2 .  Wullenkord did indeed urge that also s t udents 

from the Austronesian area be sent to Amele for training , w ith a view 

to the early introduct ion of  Amele there too , making it the c ommon lan

guage of the whole miss ion fie l d .  However , this proposal was not fol

lowed . The maj ority o f  the mi ss ionarie s s t ill s e emed t o  think that each 
of the two groups would have to have its own lingua franca .  In 1 9 2 4  a 

s chool was opened on Karkar Is land t o  train teachers and evangelists in 

Gedaged,  the lingua franca of the Austronesian area .  So for a numb er of 

years the mis s i on was operating two training s chools , one in each lingua 

franca . Literature was s lowly be ing produced in b oth languages , b ut it 

cons isted o f  little bes ides Bib le st orie s ,  primers , and a monthly pape r .  

Men trained i n  the s e  s chools were being s ent out t o  begin vi llage s chools 
in their respective language areas . 

Be fore many years had pass e d ,  this duplication of  e ffort was s een to 

b e  unwis e .  Bes ides aggravating the chronic staff s hortage , it was als o 

in danger o f  dividing the emerging church and the communit y at large 
into two separat e groups with poor intercommunicat ion and with c onflic

ting loyaltie s .  In the e arly 1 9 3 0 s  t he mat t er was reconsidere d ,  and 



7 . 4 . 5 . 4 .  MISSIONARY LINGUE FRANCHE : BEL (GEDAGED) 861 

with the consent of the church e lders it was decided to make Gedaged the 

lingua franca  for the ent ire Madang field . In 1 9 3 5  a central training 

s chool was estab lished at Amron near Madang for training workers in the 

Gedaged language , the s t udents being drawn from the who le field . By 

the time World War II interrupted the work , a fairly e xtensive s chool 

system was operating, with primary s chools  conducted in Gedaged in many 
of the villages under the miss ion ' s  influence , including those of t he 

large non-Austrones ian group . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 4 . 3 . 2 .  THE S I TUATI O N  S I N C E  W O R L V  WAR  1 1  

After the war the school at Amron was reb uilt , and t raining of 

workers in Gedaged was resumed . Besides the strictly religious material , 

s chool literature available at the time included a prime r ,  a s et of 

eight graded readers , a hygiene b ook , and a monthly paper .  In  the  e arly 

1 9 5 0 s  a fair numb er o f  Ge daged s chools were again in operat ion . The 

post-war entrance  o f  t he Administration into the fie ld o f  education, 

howe ver ,  was bringing rapid change s .  The constantly ris ing s t andards 

and the demand for English educat ion made it impos sib l e  for the mis s ion 

to cont inue its vernacular s chools in the Madang District . By 1 9 5 6  the 

use of Gedaged in te acher training had b een given up . I n  that year the 

Evange lical Lutheran Church of New Guinea was founded,  and Pidgin im

mediate ly gained in importan ce as communicat ion b etween church districts  

increas ed . 

At that time it  was estimat ed that ab out 20 , 0 0 0  persons had a reas on

ab ly good command of Gedaged . Thi s numb er will have s hrunk c ons ide rab ly 
by now , perhaps by as much as a third . Gedaged has had no significant 

use in primary educat ion for almost two de cades , so outside its  home 
area a whole generation has grown up without learning it . It was s till  

used  e ffectively in theologi c al training until  19 6 2 ,  but  s ince then  its 

use in education has prac tic ally disappeare d .  I t  is s t ill po s s ib l e  to  

find , even in  non-Austrones ian areas like Amele and Nob onob , a surpris ing 

number of persons b etween t he ages of ab out 25 and 45 who speak Gedaged 
very well , b ut they rarely have occas ion to do so . Gedaged is  s t ill 

used in worship s ervices in its  home area and to s ome e xt ent in other 

Aus tronesian groups , b ut hardly at all in the non-Austrone sian areas . 

A few hymn b ooks are still b eing sold , but t here is  almost  no sale for 

any other Gedaged li terature . As a lingua franca it has b een supplanted 

by Pidgin with its wider use fulnes s ,  especially since t he pub licat ion in 

1969  of the Bib l e  So ciety ' s  Pidgin vers ion o f  the New Testament . 
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The rapid dec line o f  Gedaged as a lingua franca is  in p art attribu

t ab le to the vaci llat ion and delay in its introduct ion in the firs t 

place unti l a time when other groups had elementary literature and 

s chooling in their own language s ,  wh ich t hey we re natural ly reluctant 

to give up . Thi s delay ,  in turn , was largely due to  s hortage o f  s t aff,  

part icularly of lingui stically trained persons who  could as sess  the 

s ituati on quickly and accurat e ly . Another maj or cause was t he me agre 

and uns atis fac tory s upply of literature in Gedaged . This too was due 

chiefly to shortage of e xpatriate s t aff .  A few local authors developed 

who wrote useful material on local history , cust oms , and legends , but 

trans lation or authorship o f  mo st religious and educat ional mat erial 

fe ll to expatriate mis s ionaries , who were already overburdened with 

teaching or evangelistic dut ies and unab le to find t ime for the long 

process  of dis c us sion , t es ting, and frequent revi sion with a variety of 

native informants .  Much of the literature , p roduced in hast e ,  was there

fore flawed by  an excessive de gree of ' literal trans lation ' result ing 

in European thought patterns and construct ions that were unidiomat i c  t o  

the native reader and serious ly impeded c omprehens ion . Reading without 

e as y  comprehens ion and enj oyment contributed little to the deve lopment 

of literacy and the urge to read - or to write for pub licat ion . The 

same danger await s  Pidgin or any other lingua franca in whic h  t he lit

erature is  s canty or is pres ented in an idiom that is foreign to the 

maj ority o f  t he natural speakers of t he language . 
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N O T  E S 

1 .  Examples are ' Graged,  Graget , Kranket , Ragett a ' , the third in this 

s eries b eing the pre sent official government spelling . The name as 

pronounc ed by indigenous speakers is [ g a d a ' g e d ] .  Thi s pattern of re

duplication with reduct ion of the vowe l in its first oc currence is  com

mon in the language , e . g . [ b a g a ' b e g ] ,  meaning ' orphan ' or ' s ervan t ' .  

To many ears the brevity o f  the s hwa makes the following d · s ound like 

a tri l led or flapped r ,  so much so that e arly mi ss ionaries apparent ly 

fai led to  not e the initial voiced velar p los ive and used the last spel

ling in the series quoted above . The final vowel they appended s eems 

to come from the remote demonstrative used by speakers on the mainland 

or neighb ouring islands when they s aid G e d a g e d  a ' Gedag ed y onder ' .  

Other phonetic  changes  in the se  variant spell ings are ob vious resul t s  

o f  filtering through foreign phonologies .  

2 .  The original German theme o f  the s e  p apers from Lutheran Mis s ion 

archive s reads : Wa s h a t  zu geschehen , um  der bes t ehenden Sprachzer

spl i t t e r u n g  i n  un serem Mi s s i on sgeb i e t  wirksam z u  begegn e n ?  

8 6 3  
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