
7 . 4 . 2 . 3 .  POL I C I ES AND EXPER I ENCES I N  TH E CATHOLIC  

M I SS I ON I N  THE F I E LD OF TEACH I N G IN  P I DG I N  

F r an c i s  Mih ali c 

Over the las t century , the Catholic Mi s s ion in Papua New Guinea has 

made more e xtensi ve use of Me lanesian Pidgin than any other organis at ion 

in the country . 

When the first Missionarie s  o f  the Sacred Heart ( MSC ) arrive d  on 

Mat upit Is land off Rab aul in 1 8 82 and the Divine Word Missi onaries ( SVD ) 

settle d  on the small island of  Tumleo o ff the Ait ape  coast in 1896 , 

Mel anes ian Pidgin was already s olving the language prob lem o f  p lantations . 

Both groups of  mis s ionari es s ooner or later came upon t he s ame prob lem 

of  choosing a common language for evangelising a count ry w ith 7 0 0  t ongues . 

Lucki ly in Rab aul they already had three large l anguage groups : Kuanua 
( 3 3 , 0 0 0 ) ,  Lote ( 1 2 , 0 0 0 ) , and Baining ( 6 , 00 0 ) . With these they could 
manage qui te we ll s o  long as they confined their work to New Britain . 

The SVD mi s s i onari es , on the other hand , estab lished beach-heads from 

Aitape to Madang and each t ime landed in a new language area . 

Both mis s ions found a ready -made s o lut ion in Mel anes ian Pidgin dis ­

s eminated b y  indentured labourers who shut t led b ack and forth from the 
Gazelle Penins ula t o  t he Solomons and the Sepik River b asin . Friederi ci  

( 19 11 )  s ays that this worker migrat ion was already a common proce dure 

in 19 11 . From then on it increased , for this was the first chance that 
local people had to earn money and they we re recrui ted in drove s .  By 

1 9 3 1  there was an annual turnover of more than 2 7 , 00 0  indentured lab our­
ers . Each b rought b ack to his  people the useful language which had made 

communicat i on pos s ib le on the mul t ilingual plantat ions and gold fields . 
There were several at tempts t o  e st ab lish an offi cial language in 

Kais er Wilhelms land , as New Guine a  was called when it b elonged t o  Germany . 

The government was s o  horri fie d at the possibi lity of ' t hi s horrible 
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j argo n '  even b e coming recogni s ed as a language that it tried uns ucce s s ­

ful ly t o  introduce Malay (Holtker 1 9 4 5 ) . The Catholic Mis s i on of  

Alexishafen firs t cons idered us ing the  Bogi a  language and later  Boiken  

(see  chapter 7 . 4 . 5 . 10 .  in thi s  volume ) as its official medium o f  evan­

gelis ation . But b oth choi ces came to naught . Where was the tribe or 

area which would accept a rival ' s  language in preference t o  i t s  own? 

And even if it did ,  the coastal Melanes ian languages differed so much 

from the P apuan language s of the interior,  that they we re comp letely 

foreign languages when compare d with e ach other . And i f  a fore ign lan­

guage was t o  b e  chosen , then why not e ither German or English and b e  

done with i t ?  

In  that context imagine a man of  the s t ature o f  W . C .  Groves , long­

time Director of Education in Papua New Guine a ,  making a st atement like 

thi s :  ' When English is widespread in New Guinea villages , they will  no 

longer b e  New Guinea village s . And a sorry day that indeed will be ' 

( Grove s 1 9 3 6 : 1 62 ) .  

But the tendency in t hat direct ion was not to come unti l  the 1 96 0 s . 

In  the meantime , during the German and Australian regimes , Pidgin 

kept spreading by its own innate usefulnes s  and univers al acceptance . 

Be fore the advent of  roads and radio , i t  did more to vault the b arri ers 

o f  Papua New Guinea ' s  7 0 0  languages t han any oth er factor.  

Father Kirs chb aum, that intrepid explorer of  the Sep ik and its  

p eople s ,  never neede d  any l anguage but Pidgin on his count less expedi­

tions b etween 1913  and 1939 . 

From 19 2 4  unti l  1 9 5 7 , the Rabaul C atholic missionaries set  ab out 

comp i ling half a dozen dict ionaries of  Me lanes ian Pidgin . Fathers S t an� , 

Borchardt , Brenninkmeyer , Dahmen , and Kut s cher were amongs t the pio­
neers . Unfortunate ly all o f  t hese works remained manus cript s ,  s ome o f  
which I have seen personally and copie d ont o tapes . I n  the line o f  

Pidgin literature the Rabaul mis s ion a t  this time produced mos t ly cate-­
chi sms and devotional b ooks . 

Independently of  them the Divine Word Mi ss ionaries on the New Guinea 

mainland were pooling the opinions o f  their trained linguists . After 

a series of  meetings the Catholic Church in this area declared 
Melanesian Pidgin its  o fficial language in 19 3 1 .  Two of the prime 

movers were Fathers William van Baar and J .  S cheb es t a .  Both had written 

Pidgin di ctionaries and Fr S chebes t a ' s  comprehens ive one was on t he 
pres ses  at Alexishafen , when t he war broke out . Fr L .  Mei s er ,  S . V . D . , 

dup li cated what had been s alvaged of  it and pub lished that in 1 9 4 5 . 

I t  was far more extensive than John Murphy ' s  Th e B o o k  0 6  Pidgin E ngti� h ,  

which appeared as a practical handb ook for the troops in 1 9 4 3  ( Murphy 

1 9 4 3 )  . 
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Even  be fore the offi cial st atement of  1931 , C atholic  mi ssionari es 

along the north coas t were using Melanesian Pidgin in all their s chools . 

Primers , catechi sms , liturgical books , hymnals , pray er b ooks , Bib le 

s t ories , and s ome biographies were run off the small press at Alexishafen 

or were printed overseas . It  must be rememb ered that in thos e  day s 

prior t o  World War I I  virtually all the s choo ls from Madang to the West 

New Guinea border we re run by the Catholic  Mi ss ion . Li teracy first came 

to north coast New Guinea through Pidgin in miss ion s chools . The s ame 
can be s aid for much o f  the Eastern and We stern Hi ghlands after they 

opened in 1 9 3 4 . 

Alexishafen now took the next s t ep and adapted Me lane s ian Pidgin t o  

its re ligi ous needs . In  1 9 39 it pub l i shed i t s  o ffic i al list o f  the theo­

logical and liturgical  t erms , which had to b e  invented for Pidgin . The 

mis s i on pre ferred to fo llow Latin and came up w ith such derivat i ves  as 
b a p t i s m o , m i s a , e k l e s i a ,  m a t r i mo n i o  which b ecame standard in coas tal 
Pidgin unt i l  ab out 1970 . 

The Rab aul Catholic  Mis s ion , on the other hand , culled i t s  liturgical 
and theologi cal terms as much as possib le  from local words , using r a r i n g 

for pray , n u kp u k u  for penance , v a r t o vo for s ermon , et c .  To this day 

thes e  have remaine d in the is lands ' dialect of Pidgi n .  

After World War I I  the Catholic Mis s ion resumed i t s  practical inter­

est  in Pidgi n ;  it took up i t s  education work where it had l e ft off . 

But now there was a di fference : t he government became ke enly interested 

in educat ion and from the outset  its  swing was t oward s t andard English .  
All books it supplied free were in this me dium .  Nothing appeared in 

Pidgin as standard issue for s chools . The Catholic  Mis s i on ac commodated 

itself to this trend and as a result Pidgin was relegated t o  th e first 

grades o f  primary s chool . 

By 1 9 6 2  the Education Department , strongly influenced by the Uni t ed 

Nat ions ' b i as against Pidgin , ruled th at all s ub s idised s chools were 

to us e only English , from the first grade on . Since most mis s ion 

s chools were in this cate gory , they  had to adj ust to the directive . 

Pidgin was phas ed out of  the curric ulum comp let ely . 

But the Catholic  Mis si on did n ot give up us ing Pidgi n .  In 19 5 7  one 

of its  mis s ionaries , Rev . Francis  Mihalic , S . Y . D . , produced the mos t  

comprehens ive grammar and dict ionary o f  the language y e t  to b e  pub li shed 

( Mihalic 1 9 5 7 ) . Thi s  b ook was ins trumental in s tandardis ing writ ten 

Pi dgin b ecause  i t  was t he firs t b ook e ver  written in the o fficial ortho­
graphy comp i le d  by a s e t  of  profe s s i onal lingui sts  in 1 9 56 ( Department 

of Educat ion 1 9 56 ) . Among them was the mis s i onary ant hropologist Dr 

Louis Luzb etak , S . Y . D . , from the Anthropos Inst itute in Ge rmany . 
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In spite of Pidgin ' s  exclus ion from the curri culum of offi cial ly 

recognised s chools , i t  cont inued to spread by leaps and bounds - aided 
most ly by the new Adminis t ration radio s tations . Peop le also s tarted 

to move into towns and a dialect of Pi dgin deve loped which as simi lated 

more and more English words , techni cal and parliamentary terms ( s ee 

7 . 4 . 1 . 4 . 3 . 5 . in this volume ) .  

The wealth o f  these additions and changes forced Fr Mihalic t o  re vi s e  

h i s  di ctionary i n  1 9 7 1 .  I t  arrived under the new t itle : The Jaea�anda 

V�e�� ona�y and G�amma� 0 6  Melane� �an P�dg�n ( Mihalic  19 7 1 ) . Since t hen 

it has been offi ci ally de clared the standard text to be followed in all 

Admini stration departments .  Along with the New Tes tament (British and 

Foreign Bib le Soci ety 1 9 69 ) it  b ecame the norm for all spe lling once 

again , after a meeting of linguistic  e xperts in November 196 9 .  

In  the last decade the 11 Catholic di oceses which work in the 

Highlands , on the islands , and along t he north coast of  Papua New Guinea 

have concent rated on specialised cate chist or evangelist  training .  All 

of  this is  still  done in Pidgin . The Catholic mi ssionaries still  main­

tain that even if Papua New Guineans speak fluent English , they revert 

to Pidgin when confronted with the deeper,  more intimate and pers onal 
concerns and prob lems of l i fe .  Religion , the mi ssions hold , right ly 
b elongs in this category . 

During the twilight period for Pidgin in the education field t he 

Catholic  b ishops had the faith and foresight to sponsor the estab lish­

ment o f  a Pidgin newspaper in 1967 . The ir intent ion in spons oring 

Wan�o � ,  a fortnight ly news magazine , was to cont inue educating adults 

re ligi ous ly and politi cally , t o  give t he l ocal people t he only forum 

for writ ten s elf-e xpre ss ion which they have in t he Pidgin medium . In  

short , they felt  that a newspaper was  a practical service t o  a developing 
country and was fil ling a need which e xtant expatriate news papers were 

loath to fill b e cause of t he financial risk involve d .  Aft er j ust three 

years of existenc e ,  Wan�o �  already had ab out 50 , 0 0 0  readers . 

With locali s at ion advancing in the upper eche lons of the Educat ion 
Department , the swing b ack to Pidgin in primary s chools may be j u s t  a 

matter of  t ime , in spite of  recent change s in offi cial attitudes which 
may give indicat ions to the contrary ( s ee 7 . 3 . 2 . 6 .  and t he App endix t o  
chapter 7 . 3 . 2 .  in this volume ) .  

Such a change of  heart in favour o f  Pidgin would  be a logical result 
of  the growing national awarenes s for preserving and fos t ering t he cul­

t ure and traditions of the count ry . Pidgin is as much a part of this 
culture and tradit ion as are birds of  paradise and art ifacts and s ago 
and betel  nut and s litgongs . 
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The Catholic Church i n  Papua New Guinea has used Pidgin for nearly 

a century now and it has never regretted this choice . The fact that it 

i s  t oday the larges t  religious b ody in this country i s  due in no small 
part to its use of  Pi dgin in circumventing the lingui s t i c  maze that 

cut s this nation into a 7 0 0- piece j igs aw puzzle . The Catholic Church 
also thinks Pidgin has a future and will  continue to use and support i t  

i n  any way it can . 
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