
7 . 4 . 5 . 6 .  M I SS I ONARY L I N GUE F RANCHE : GOGODALA 
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7 . 4 . 5 . 6 . 1 .  I N T RO DUCTORY  REMA RKS 

The Gogodala t ribe is  not a large one , numbering at mos t  s ome 10 , 0 0 0  

pe ople a t  the pres ent t ime . Thi s number has grown cons iderab ly in 

recent years s o  that in the 1 9 50s  the tribe was cons i derab ly smaller .  

The Gogodala peop le themselves  are e s s entially a swamp and rive r  people 

with s ago as the s t ap le food , as could we l l  be e xpe cted . Sago making 

is the main oc cupati on of the women of the tribe . That of  t he men was 

regarded as canoe making, and the ordinary villager still  finds this h i s  

mos t  imp ortant t ask . There were ceremonial rites centred around canoe 

making but these are large ly forgotten these days . It is intere s t ing 

that in Gogodala the s ame word i s  used for a w oman making sago ( her main 

oc cupat ion ) and for a man making a canoe ( h i s  main occupat i on ) .  

7 . 4 . 5 . 6 . 2 . TH E GOGODALA  LANGUAGE  

The s ound of  t h e  language i s  ve ry liquid with mos t  of  t he cons onant s 

fronted , or made as far to the front o f  t he mouth as the s ound i t s e l f  

allows . Many of  the people speak quickly and the language s eems to rol l  

o ff the t i p s  o f  the ir t ongues whi ch can often b e  s e e n  b etween t he teeth 

as s ome sounds are made there - very fronte d .  

The Gogodala language i s  easy to make ones e l f  underst ood in b ut quite 

di ffi cult to mas ter and t o  speak fluent ly . Many non-Gogodala-b orn people 

find the front ing of the various sounds diffi cult t o  make . Others find 

various parts of the grammar hard to master .  

For examp le , t he stems o f  intrans it ive verb s  often change and quit e  

unpredi ctab ly ,  depending o n  whether t h e  subj ect  i s  S ingular , dual or 

p lural . For example , note t he following : 
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English S tem for Stem for Stem for 
meaning singular dual plural 

subj ect subj ect sub j ect 

aome p ae p a e  p a e d a e 

go we n ae n ae d a e  

desaend p e l 0  k o l ae ko l ae 

fa l l  d i 1 a n i s i s  i n i s  i s  i 1 a 

w a H  w a m u  w a m i w a m i d a e  

run g u l a d ae g u g u l a  g u g u  

Some transit ive verbs  change the stem for plural ( or dual ) obj ects . 

Note the following :  

English S tem for S tem for 
meaning singular dual or 

obj ect p lural obj ect 

au t t ae m i t a e t ae m u  

throw m i  d i t i b ae b a e m i 

p Lant t o d ae t o  

dig t u  t u d a e  

p u t  m i  a l i 

make a e n aem i a e n a e d a e m u  

For a few other verbs , t he s t e m  changes i n  a di fferent way depending 

on the person of the obj ect . There are very few of thes e .  

Then 

hit me n a po 

h i t  

hi t 

h i t  

h i t  

h i t  

als o 

m a e  

n a p u  

a t a  

a p i  

s a s a 

s a p u  

d a t a  

d a p u  

you 

him 

us 

y o u  

them 

the 

( sg .  ) 

( h er,  it)  

( du .  or pI . )  

following:  

l a p o  

l a p o  

s a p o  

d a p o  

d a p o  

give me  one thing 

give me more than one thing 

give  you ( sg .  ) 01' him, h er ,  i t ,  

give  you ( s g .  ) 0 1'  him, h er ,  i t ,  

give us ( du .  or pI . )  one thing 

give  us  ( du .  or pI . )  more t han 

one thing 

more than 

one thing 

give  you ( d u .  or p I . ) 01' them one thing 

one thing 

give you ( du .  or p I . )  01' them more t han one thing 
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Thes e  verb s can get  very complicated and the learner of  Gogodala has 

to be very careful indeed and often finds it difficult to mas ter thes e . 

It can b e  argued that there is  a pattern in these irregularit ies . 

This is true and is a real he lp to the learner of  the language , but they 

are not predictab le , and every verb has to be learnt by heart if one 

wishes to become perfec t ly fluent . There are six tenses e ach with their 

set of endings for the c onj ugat ion of the verb in singular , dual , and 

plural . These  tenses c over act ions and events ( a )  now taking p lace , 

(b ) j us t  immediate ly fini shed , ( c )  finished a little be fore t hat but 

s t i l l  t oday , ( d )  finished yesterday , ( e )  taking p lace in the distant 
past - b e fore yesterday , ( f )  taking p lace in the future . Other things 

like various aspe cts  are indicated by suffixes of  various orders . It  

will be realised from the above that each verb will have 54  tense end

ings depending on the number of t he subj e c t  and the t ime . These  some

times all have to be learnt s eparately , but are sometimes predictable . 

Most transitive verb s end in - m i . Indeed this s uffix i s  a trans 

it ivi s er and different parts of s pe e ch can be turned int o a verb by  

adding it . 

l ew a b e g a 

l ew a b e g am i 

Long 

to make Long, or s tre tch 

Adj e ctives have two main endings - - n a p a  and - b e g a . These are used 

depending on the position of the adj e ctive . I f  it comes be fore the 

noun , then - n a p a  is used . If after the noun , t hen - b e g a  is us ed . 

s a e l e n a p a  l u m a g i 

1 u m a g  i s a e  1 e b e g a  

a good pers on 

a good person 

Either expres s ion can be used in various ways : 

or o b a  s a e l e n a p a  l um a g i 

o b a  1 u m a g  i s a e  1 e b e g a  
H e  i s  a good o r  k ind person 

Nouns can be pluralised in different ways too . There is  regularity 

about them but again they are not always predictable . 

b a i g a 

o s a m a  

s u s a e g i 

b a g a  

p u l a g i  

s uw a k ow a b i  

v i L Lage 

i s Land 

woman 

L e af 

Lad 

L a s s  

b a i g a b a i g a  v i L Lages 

o s a m a s am a  i s Lands 

a t o  women 

b a g i g i  Leaves  

s e kow a b i  Lads 

s u s u kowa b i  L a s s e s  

The usual way , however , is  s imply t o  add the word for 'many ' which 

is w a e l a be g a .  

tree w a e l a b e g a  tre e s  etc . 
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Gogodala also has one interesting singulariser which applies only t o  

one c las s of  words , but again one cannot accurate ly predict what words 

fall int o  this c las s . 

d a l a  men d a l a g i  a man 

l u ma  p e op l.e 1 u m a g i a pers on 

a m i n a te enage gir l.s  a m i n a g i  a teenage gir l. 

k a k a s i te enage boys ( y o u t h s )  k a k a s i g i  a teenage boy (you t h )  

Many suffixes can be added to verb stems t o  give various meanings . 

One example only is  given . 

a e n ae d a e  m i  m a m a  d e l ewa  me n a  t am a  
make p l .  obj . trans . fut . you (pl . ) dependent if 

suffix verb tense subj . verb 

'If y ou do ( th e s e  things ) . 

It  i s  a very intere sting language indeed , but a di fficult one t o  

speak fluently , c onfident ly , and without mi stakes . There are not many 

non-Gogodala people who speak it as a Gogodala does . Yet t here are 

s ome thousands of non-Gogodala who do speak the language . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 6 . 3 .  GOGODALA  AS  A M I S S I ONARY  L I N GUA F RANCA  

The adoption of  Gogodala as  a mis s ionary lingua franca has come about 

in two different ways . First ly , there have been a numb er of small 

tribe s ,  mos t ly nomadic ,  around the Gogodala area,  mainly t o  the no rth 

and eas t . There has been some inter-marrying over the years with a 

marked increase more recent ly . As Balimo , the centre of  t he Gogodala 

area , be came a patrol post and also a mi s s ion s t ation , the se various 

tribes  became more and more involved with the Gogodala people , and 

learnt the language in order to be ab le to communicate with them . 

But in the widening use of  Gogodala , more important has been the 

growth of the church .  For quite a number of  years , all past oral train

ing was done in the Gogodala language and so men from other trib es who 

came to be trained as pastors learnt Gogodala and were trained in it . 

In  mos t  cas e s  also their wives learnt t he language as well . 

And amazingly as these pastors went b ack t o  their own areas , they 

took the Gogodala language with them and used it there too . In 1 9 5 0  

the first two  gospels  in Gogodala which had been in duplicated form 

be fore , were print ed by the Bible Society . 
It  was many years before there were Scriptures in other languages of 

the Evange lical Church of Papua area .  S o  the pastors tended t o  use the 

Gogodala S criptures and thus keep to this language , and often encouraged 
others to learn the language as well . 
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Where mis s ionaries were based , the  use of Gogodala did  not  grow but 

instead the local language was reduced to  writ ing and ministry was car

ried out in that language . But where there were no mi s sionaries , 

Gogodala tended to  spread . 

In the Bituri Creek area of the Trans-Fly , Gogodala pas tors went to 
preach . They were followed not much lat er by Gogodala s chool t eachers . 

Between them , t he pastors and teachers were interested in he lping the 

Bituri people ( who spoke some five different languages thems e lves ) be
come literate so that they c ould read t he Gogodala S criptures ( the only 

Scriptures availab le ) ; and als o help them to be able to write letters 

and communicate with others of the ir tribe who were away working on 

plant ations et c . , and to  be ab le to  know the wider world in general . 

In this they were helped by the fact that primers and readers in 

Gogodala ( two separate sets ) had been prepared . These  t hey accepted 

and used t o  teach others the language orally as well as literacy in it . 

The other thing that helped was the production of a whole Bible series 

o f  Sunday School lessons , in Gogodala . And so  the church took the lan

guage south and we st as well . 

Then in addit ion to  t his , the educat ion programme of the church b e

came more int ense . At first , with the small numb er of teachers avail

ab le , young people were s e lected from many parts of the Western District 

( now Province ) and later from t he Southern Highlands to come to  t he 

' central ' s chool first at Balimo and then later at Awab a .  Here they 

did their upper primary s chool work and b eyond . These young fellows and 
lat er on a sprinkling of girls were us ual ly ' adopted ' by some Gogodala 

family who would look after them , do their cooking for them , and take 

then to  village s for weekends . Because of t his , these young people 
learnt Gogodala to  be ab le to  converse with their adopt ers , and with 
other vi llage people . These  young people didn ' t  really take the lan

guage b ack and teach their own tribes . But in most of their trib e s  

there were Gogodala past ors wh o went as mi ssionaries and w i t h  whom they 

could c onvers e .  And for some years Gogodala S cripture s were the only 

ones  availab le for them wherever t hey were . 

Gradually , however , more and more pastor training c entres in various 
vernaculars were opened . Als o more and more s chools in the church area 

were opened up in the two district s so that people are no longer coming 

now int o t he Gogodala area . Also as the church grows more and more , 
local Christians are training as pastors . The effect of t hi s  is that 

Gogodala influenc e  is shrinking back to  the Lower Fly area of the 
We stern District  ( now Province ) . 
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Neither mi ssion nor church ever made a policy decision to  use Gogodala 

as a church lingua franca . It j ust happened that way . So much so that 

anywhere in the rural Lower Fly area Gogodala is  known , and anyone 

wi shing to communicate in the area can do so in the Gogodala language . 

Wit h  the emphasis at present on English , Pidgin and Hiri Motu as con

tenders as nat ional language s of Papua New Guinea ,  how long Gogodala 

wi l l  continue to be spoken widely in this area remains to be seen . 
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