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PAPUANS AND PIDGIN: ASPECTS OF BILINGUALISM IN NEW GUINEA*
D.C. Laycock

(Australian National University)

Bilingualism in a multilingual situation as found in New Guinea can be studied
from a number of different aspects, only a few of which are touched on here. It is only
in recent years however that extensive bilingualism has been the case; to understand
why, it is necessary to look at the linguistic background.

In New Guinea and the surrounding islands there are upwards of five hundred,
possibly as many as a thousand, different languages, showing every possible relationship
to each other from near-dialect to ‘probably unrelated’. In this situation one would
expect a fair amount of bilingualism, but in fact in pre-European times native knowledge
of other languages was apparently not as extensive as was, for example, the knowledge
of other languages on the part of Australian aboriginals. There are a number of reasons
for this:— (1) there was often extreme dissimilarity between neighbouring languages;
(2) the major language groups in New Guinea are relatively large, larger than in Australia,
so that it was possible to travel a fair distance without encountering very different
tongues; (3) many factors operate against contact between different linguistic groups.
In the Sepik area the main social unit was the village, and even trading with other
villages of the same linguistic community was fraught with suspicion. Trading was
carried on across linguistic groups—often in the form of ‘silent trading’, where, for
example, hills natives would lay down their yams and sweet potato against the fish from
the river, until an agreement was reached—but the more normal social interaction with
other linguistic groups was warfare, where a knowledge of the other language was not
necessary.

Nevertheless, many natives did pick up at least smatterings of neighbouring lang-
uages, sometimes of several different languages, and there existed in native communities,
as with us, a small proportion of people with an interest in forei
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sprinkling of words dealing with cultural innovations:— the word for ‘pig’, which has a
/b=r/root in a surprisingly large number of New Guinea languages; words for ‘coconut’,
traceable from a form / topma / all the way up the Bepik from the coast to the head-
waters; words for ‘tobacco’, borrowed ultimately from Portuguese and then from language

to language in a chain running diagonally from Vogelkop across the island; words for
‘bow’ and ‘arrow’, borrowed in fairly recent times by some Bepik river groups; words for
‘canoe’, borrowed by hills natives who have moved to the river (probably in the last 150
years); words for ‘house’ and ‘village’, that were almost certainly taken over at the
same time as particular house-types and village-layouts. Abelam has succeeded in
imposing on the unrelated Kwoma its words for ‘tree’, ‘grandfather’, 'father’, two of the
personal pronouns, and in all some 20 per cent of the basic vocabulary list—a fact
very damaging to theories of the stability of non-cultural vocabulary. A few words
from Iatmul, especially those dealing with fish and fishing, have found their way into
some of the languages to the north of the river, since Iatmul was used fairly extensively

as a trade language.

But the real flood of foreign borrowings in New Guinea languages came with the
spread of Pidgin. Pidgin was already established in Australian-held areas of New
Guinea by 1900, and by 1910 German administrators in the northern half of the area
were complaining that it was rapidly becoming the lingua franca of their region. After
the first world war German influence was no longer felt, and Pidgin spread everywhere.
The system of indentured labour, coupled with the pacifying of tribes and the greater
freedom of movement permitted by the paz britannica, brought Pidgin to areas where few
or even no Europeans had ever been. Today, especially, most natives learn Pidgin
from other natives, not from Europeans.

Pidgin, as the new lingua franca, served as the vehicle for the importation of new
words connected with European culture, from bible stories to bully beef; and in many
areas it acquired a prestige value it has not yet lost. Elementary schooling is mostly
given in Pidgin, in spite of United Nations opposition, and most men in all but the
remotest areas are bilingual in Pidgin. Young men often use Pidgin to show off in
front of the women. Women, on the other hand, if they live in villages at any distance
from a Government station, may acquire no more than a smattering of Pidgin, and listen-
ing to them speaking their own languages affords a useful yardstick for measuring which

Pidgin words have been definitely assimilated.

Pidgin is fairly easily acquired by speakers of both Melanesian and Papuan lang-
uages. There are few features of the simplified structure of Pidgin that are not found
in most of the native languages, and with the exception of a few consonant clusters
and frequent one-for-one consonant substitution there is little problem in phonology.
But this ease of learning can blind one to the underlying dissimilarities of structure.

The data for this paper consists of five brief texts (pp.49-51) in the Wosera dialect
of Abelam,! one of the main languages of the Sepik District. These texts were recorded
during fieldwork in 1959-60. Each contains one or more significant borrowings from
Pidgin. All are followed by translations into English, and all except the last are

accompanied by interlinear translation.

1. For a full treatment of Abelam phonology and a sketch of the grammar see Laycock 1965.
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These texts show first of all the types of words borrowed. In fext 1 they are for
the most part isolated lexical items for which there are no native equivalents. One of
these /bi_kples—bA/, is assimilated to the extent of taking a native locational affiy,
Text 2 shows examples of Pidgin verb borrowings with Abelam past-tense markers. Ip
this case there are also satisfactory Abelam equivalents for the borrowed words. Texzt
3 reveals cultural interaction between myself and the informant. I had asked, in Pidgin,
for a /stori/, and the word appears in the first sentence of the text, in spite of the fact

that there is a good Abelam equivalent.

In text 4 the borrowings have penetrated deeper levels of the grammar. The Pidgin
construction /save/ + Verb for habitual action replaces the Abelam construction Verb
Base + /ro/ ('stay’') + Tense/Person Suffixes. This ‘sanalytic’’ replacement of native
“sgynthetic’’ constructions is also found in conditional clauses, where Pidgin /sapos/
'if* is used with a native indicative form; the Abelam construction uses a conditional
verb form without a conjunction. Finally, text 5 shows the large number of borrowings
that can occur in particular contexts. Here the informant is speaking of church matters,

and the influence of Sunday-school Pidgin is very strong.

It is however at the phonemic level that Pidgin borrowings are most interesting.
Pronunciation of Pidgin words presents no difficulties to the Abelam speaker, since
phonetically the languages are similar; but the phonemic interpretations of the spoken
forms in the two languages are quite different. In other words, there is what may be
termed allophonic overlap between the two languages. Table 1 (p. 47) shows the
phonemic systems of Pidgin and Abelam, in abbreviated form. Abelam is unusual in
its lack, at the phonemic level, of vowels with high tongue position; their place is
taken by vocoid allophones of semivowels, or vowel-semivowel sequences. This means
that Pidgin words in Abelam are reinterpreted in terms of Abelam phonemics, to the
extent of considerably modifying their phonemic shape. 2 Table 2 (p. 48) lists the
borrowed Pidgin words in the Abelam texts, with their Abelam phonemic shapes.

A number of practical and theoretical problems arise from this matter of allophonic
overlap. In the first place, in a practical Abelam orthography, should the borrowed
words be spelt according to Abelam phonemics, or should they appear in their often mis-
leading Pidgin guise? The question is complicated by factors such as the possibility
of future literacy of Abelam speakers in Pidgin or English.

Secondly, at what stage can a borrowed word be regarded as fully assimilated into
the borrowing language? Many Pidgin words betray their origin by unassimilable con-
sonant clusters, but others are indistinguishable phonetically from Abelam words. If
Abelam were freed at this stage from Pidgin influence, the Pidgin stratum could be
discovered only by the nature of the borrowed vocabulary.

Thirdly, there 18 the possibility of changes being brought about in the Abels™
phonemic system by Pldgin influence.  Though the phonemic distribution of Abel*t
vowels postulated by this author may seem unusual, it is amply justified, at the presef

f Abelam, by structural considerations; but whether it can hold out against the
The Abeldm
ess

stage O
pressure of the commoner 5-vowel system of Pidgin is another matter.

vowel-system is stable, In that it shows no internal tensions, but its very unusualn
may force it to give way, by a process of analogic levelling. This however will rem? .

2. Pidgin orthography, as used In this paper, |g approximately phonemic.
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to be seen; In this paper I have been more concerned to point up problems than to

answer them.
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TABLE 1

Phonemic Systems of Pidgin and Abelam

(Significant allophones are shown in parentheses)

PIDGIN ABELAM

Consonants: Consonants:

p t - k p t c[ts,s] Kk

b d - g bmb]  d[ndl j ] g [l

m n = 7 m n ot 7

- r - - v [b] r 1 1] -

- 1 - - - - - -

wwbl s y h w [w,u,0] - y ly,i,L] -

Vowels: Vowels:

i e a 0 u 3) ) A a <y (W)

Vowel Sequences: Vowel and Semivowel Sequences:

ia  ia  jo iu oy [1:] ay [ei] ay [ai]

ai au aw [u:] Aw [ou] aw [au]

o ye [y] ya [ye] ya [ya]
wo [w] WA [wO) wa [wa]

Consonant Sequences: Consonant Sequences:

ng (pr) ctry ckr) None except across syllable boundaries

(otherwise none except across syllable and in sequences of Cty or Ct+w

boundaries)




TABLE 2:

Pidgin

don

pren
bikples
liklik
hanwara
orait
poto
stesin
sambai
nambawan
dokta
misis
makim
kam
story,
save
hapmun
pater
sikul
haus lotu
pinis
wonem taim
marit
brukim
stretim

yu tu
is
kalap nabaut

tambu

El;.;im nating
wok

tumas

Eohasn

yes
mekim gut
bikhet
kros
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wArayt

bwataw
con
WAy

nabawan

dakta

mycac
lkeamap
catawry
cavAy
apmwn
patayt
ookwl

awc lawtw
pynec
wanam taym
maret

barnkym
ootraytym
yvw tw
otap
nabawt,
tabw

Pidgin Words in Abelam Phonemic Interpretation

English

(proper name), *Don’
'friend’
‘village’
'‘small
‘stream’
‘well’

‘photo’
‘station’
‘wait’

‘chief’
‘doctor’
‘white woman'’
‘mark’

‘come up’
‘story’

'know, be accustomed’
‘fortnight’
‘priest’
‘school’
‘church’
'finish’
‘when'

‘marry’
‘break’
‘straighten’
‘vou two’
‘continues"’
‘play around’
‘type of shell®
‘exert pressure on'
‘work*

*too much’
'‘God’

‘after’

.ﬂes.

‘rectify’
‘stubborn’
‘angry’
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TEXTS

— — — indicates that a portion has

een /7 #.

Pidgin or non-Abelam words are underlined;
been omitted; three levels of pause are indicated by .

1. don wne pren yadoka oarckem wavy vay kotydaka ano yk # yay

Don my friend coming Seragum yams seeing they-dancing we-2 went going

bikplesba votaknay ane dawly liklik hanwara naky pwtaknay ano warok #

seeing we-2 descending small stream one crossing we-2 ascended

orait poto kerataknadska ans gwamolay yak #

photo he-taking we-2 back came

village-in

warsy ans wavy vetay ...
ascending we-2 yams seeing well

yay eand stesin sambai gorabw yadoka ane tope gwamolay wayk - — -
evening it-coming we-2 again back ascended

coming we-2 station wait

kotytay yadeka day nembawan dokta dokw misis wala bet wayay totay
head doctor his wife with they-2 ascending standing

dancingv they-making they

wavyt poto yak # takwa kotydaka bet poto yak # em tasol #

yam photo made women they-dancing they-2 photo made that is-all

Translation: My friend Doh came and we went to see the yams and the people dancing.

We went up and looked at the main village, came down, crossed a creek and went up
.. Don took a photo and we came back. We waited at

again. There we saw the yams .

the station till evening, then went back up again — — — the people were dancing; the

head doctor came up with his wife, and they stood around taking photos. They took
That is all.

photos of the women dancing.

2. tay do dw makimwk takwa makimwk # yadeka day dwtakwa waba
having-done they people thus

cutting he man marked woman marked

k_a_magmwk # ﬂtasol #

arose that is-all
Translation: Having cut the tree he shaped a man and shaped a woman, human beings
That is all.

arose in this fashion.
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3. orait nans gayna stori kege do raw #
well our village-of story thus it sits

Translation: This is a story of our village.

4. day save nak bapmw ketyw ,// nak gay save day hapmun ketykwa

one village know they half-moon dance

they know one moon dance

day kepwk yawa # orait em tasol #
they not make well that is-all

Translation: Some villages are accustomed to dance a whole month, others (who do not
do it right), usually dance a fortnight.

5. pater wgayba wadokwa ywa gaba kwamwk # pater do wadokwa baka ya
sikulba to # sikulba tay nomwan yay yay wnat kemapbonw wakawtokwa #
wno wako yakWA_.T haus-lotuba ... beno ywawt ... dwtakwa wala yay
orait wawto yk pinis yadw wonem taim maritbonw ... wns wawtokwa
pater ... magway ... wawtokway brukim marit yabonw # brukim marit
yay oepolak apolak dw kwby flon # wno aga wawtokwa # yay wno wa
stretimko haus-lotuba # haus-lotuba stretim yu tu maritbenw # marit
kay i stap whacale rabenw # kalap nabaut yay nak dwby marit ...
tambu kwaywtokwa # tambu kwaywtokwa bonat orait marit wga gayba #
gayba repkabonw # kay flono kalap nebaut yay marit nak dw kyke
marit wgeray flono Lkyafionw ... flone kyafionw # orait wno yaba
vawtolmay flono remw yay geba kwafioga # ramw yay gaba kwafioga #
mo aga wawtokwa remw yay geba kwa baka tay // ramw yay gaba kwa
baka tay // baka may waty sikulba # sikulba mayate ... ramw yay
gaba kwa baka to # wgay yafiogn nano apa aoat hadwok yakwa # baka
yay apa aca pulim nating yay ywa teboroka nano hadwok tumas yakwa //
nano hadwok tumas yakwa # yay tay tay joba yanagwa god papwynagwa #
papwynaga nanat # — - — do ban yanaga yay pater stretimke yadsn
nanat # behain nane gayba kwadskwa # nano gayba kwatay orait nans
gay stretimke yay orait nano makal fan flan fiabale silulba takedaka //
takonaga telwa # yes pater mekim gut yadekwa nanat // nano fiabalat #
yadoka nano bikhet yakwa ... paterst # paterot bikhetnagwa #
yanadawa pater nanat kros yadokwa # ating em i inap liklik #
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Sense translation: The menstruating women used to stay in the women’s house, but the
priest objected: they should go to school.  When two are to be married correctly in the
church, their name is called out in the church, and I speak to the priest; if adultery
is committed I speak to the priest, and he rectifies it in the church. Two married people
should not play around; 1f you do this you will lose eternal life. I help in the gift
exchange of shell-rings. Parents can no longer coerce their children; our parents made
life too hard. We deceived God --- now the priest has come to straighten things out in
our village and send our children to school. But some people are stubborn and make
the priest angry with us. I think that is enough for now.




