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7 . 4 . 5 . 7 . 1 .  I N TRODU C T I O N  

A . J .  T aylor 

Mot u ,  an Austronesian l anguage , is spoken as a firs t language by 

ab out 1 5 , 0 0 0  people in 12 c oastal village s in the Port Moresby area . 2 

From Manumanu in the west to Kapakapa in t he east it is ab out 7 0  miles . 

Before the first European s et tlers arrived the Motu area was already 

an import ant centre for trade . The Motu went on trading expedit ions 

called h i  r i  to the Gul f of Papua as far as the Purari Delt a ,  and people 

from the Gul f came to the Motu area . Trading was also carried on with 

people to  the e as t .  Turner ( 18 7 7- 7 8 : 4 7 1 ) , who was one o f  the firs t 

missionaries , noted that Hanuab ada , the main Motu village in what is  
now t he city of Port Moresby ,  was  visited by people from many different 

trib e s  and that the Mot u  were res pected by the ne ighb ouring trib e s . 
Indeed , through these trading c ontact s a pidgin form of Motu grew up , 
whi ch later deve loped into t he lingua franca which was first known as 

Police Motu and is now called Hiri Motu . 3 It is  likely t hat s ome 

Koitabu ( Koit apu ) people actually s poke Motu as a s econd language , as 
some of their villages were on the coast b etween Motu ones and Koitab u  

( Koitapu ) groups were living i n  s ome Motu villages . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 7 . 2 .  ADO PT I ON O F  MOTU  AS  A M I S S I O NARY L I N G U A  F RANCA  

I t  was int o this situation that t he London Miss ionary Society mission­

aries came . A group landed at Manumanu in 1872  and the n  in 1 8 7 4  Dr W . G .  

Lawes set up a station at Hanuab ada . He immediate ly start ed t o  learn 
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Motu and t o  trans late Christ ian literature . In 1877  the first book 

was printed , called Bu�ana K unan a :  L evaie va T uah�a A d�p�a ( Lawe s  187 7 ) , 

c ontaining reading lesson s ,  s ome Bible  trans lation and Bib l e  s tories , 

and hymns . 

Faced wi th many small vernaculars , and having to we igh up the need 

to communicate e ffectively agains t  t he limits to manpower and finance ,  

London Missi onary Society policy in Papua was t o  work in whatever was 

the maj or vernacular of  t he area of the local mission s t ation . So Motu 

became t he language of  the mis s ion work , not only in Motu village s b ut 

also in vi llage s of the surrounding are a .  

Polynes ian pastor-teachers were soon sett led i n  the c oastal villages , 

at firs t among the Motu and then among other trib es . At the widest 

extent Motu was used in t he London Mis sionary Society s chools t o  t he 

we st among the speakers o f  Gabadi , Nara ( or Pokau ) and Roro ; 4 inland 

among the Koitabu ( Koitapu ) and some Ko iari village s ; and to the east 

among the speakers of  Sinaugoro , Humene , Kwale , Doromu , and Mari a .  

The general pattern w a s  for vi llage s chools t o  provide a few years o f  

educat ion and then for the brighter students to go o n  to the boarding 

s chools at the miss ion s tations for a further three years . This brought 

the s e  student s  into c loser c ontact with the mission lingua franca for 
their are a .  As Papuans were trained as pastor-t eachers , they gradually 

took over from the Polynes ians in the village s chools , but t he patt ern 

remained t he same . Up to World War I I  thi s  was the only s chool sys tem 

for the area,  apart from s ome Roman Catholic and S eventh Day Adventist 

s chools , as the government did not run s chools for Papuans unt il after 

the war . 

Some mi s s ionarie s felt that it was best if children c ould b e  t aught 

to read and write in their own language first and t hen  to learn Motu . 

Lister-Turner wanted to introduc e Roro int o  s chools in that area and 

thi s was carried out in the 1 9 4 0 s  by Chatterton . Primers were produced 

in b oth Roro and Gab adi ( London Missionary Society 1 9 4 6 , 1 9 50 ) .  But 

the people thems elves came to view Mot u as the language of educat ion 

and the church.  Whe n the first mi s s ionaries arrived at  the Roro village 

of Delena , they found a group of Motu- speakers there , but in time they 

too b ecame a Roro-speaking group ( Chat terton 1969 ) .  However, t he Roro 

pe ople who were fo llowers of the London Mis sionary Society did not 
ac cept a trans lati on of  the four gos pe ls into Roro prepared by 

Chatterton ( Brit ish and Foreign Bible So ciety 19 4 7 )  as t hey felt t hat 
for c hurch they should use Motu . Mrs Rankin introduced t he t eaching 
of Sinaugoro literacy into Saroa area s chools , but s ome parent s were 

not in favour of this move , want ing their children to be educat ed in 
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Motu and Engli s h .  However , Sinaugoro remained i n  the s chools unt i l  

t h e  mi d-1 9 5 0 s  when Mrs Rankin left Saroa . The p lace of Motu was not 

gre at ly affe cted as the vernaculars were used only in the early y ears 

for te aching l iteracy . More s i gnificant was the increasing emphasis 

on Engli sh . Even b e fore World War I I ,  the government was urging that 

more English be taught and made it a c ondit ion for receiving govern­

ment grant s for s chools . The s tage was reached where Motu was used 

only in the first couple o f  years of  s chooling . Then in 19 55 t he 

Adminis t rat ion changed its  policy and wanted only English t o  b e  taught 
in schools , so Motu was phas ed out . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 7 . 3 . T H E O L OG I C A L  TRA I N I N G  I N  MOTU  

Theological training was for many years in  Motu for students from 

all along t he s outhern Papuan coast . Lawes b egan a training centre for 

past or-teachers in Port Moresby and ins truc tion was all in Mot u ,  t hough 

some Engli sh was taught . In 1 8 9 4  the training c entre was moved t o  

Vatorat a ,  inland from Kapakapa . The language situat ion remained much 

the s ame . There was s ome dis agreement over t he years among the mi s s i on­

aries as to wh ether training s hould be in Mot u or Engl i sh . Lawes was 

very much in favour of Motu and his view p revailed .  In 19 2 4  there was 

another move , thi s t ime t o  Fife Bay in the Suau area ,  where the Lawes  

College was  set  up . At first candidates  had to do their entran c e  exam­

inat ions in Motu . Then the numb er o f  can didates from outside t he 

Central District grew and as they mos t ly c ould not speak Motu , t hough 

they could speak Hiri Motu , a change was made so that candidates c ould 

answer que st ions in any language but the mis s ionary in the ar ea had t o  

trans late t h e  answers int o Eng li sh or Motu . For a t ime there was an 
ent rance examinat ion tes ting the knowledge of Motu and it e ven b e c ame 
ne c e s s ary to t each Motu in the first year of the four-ye ar c ourse . 

English was used more and more , t hough for some subj ects  Motu remained 

the medium of  instruc t ion . In the last few years up t o  its closure in 

196 8 ,  the c o llege provided only p as t or training . Teachers w ere trained 

in English at Ruatoka College near Kwikila in the C entral Distri c t . 

Now pas tors are trained at the United Church seminary at Rarongo near 

Rab aul with Engli sh as the medium of instruc t ion , and teachers are 

trained , also in Engli sh ,  at nearby Gaulim Teachers College . 5 In 1958  

Chalmers College was set  up  at Veiru near Kikori in the Gulf Distri ct , 

t o  cater for o lder student s wh ose English was inadequate fo r entry into 

Lawe s Co llege . Motu was the language of instruction .  Chalmers College 
was moved t o  Fife Bay after  Lawes College c lo se d , but in 1 9 7 0  Chalmers 

College itself  was c lose d .  Thus Motu was used by the London Miss i onary 
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S ociety in the training of all its p as tors and nearly all its  teachers 

in Papua for ab out 80 years . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 7 . 4 . PASTORAL  WORK  A N D  L I T E RATU R E  I N  MOTU 

When past ors were stationed in the language areas where Mot u  was 

use d  in s chools , and in s ome other nearb y areas such as Hula or Doura , 

they would us e Mot u in church work i f  they did not know the vernacular . 

And t hey often did not know it , as for many years Motu and Hula men 
made up t he maj ority of Papuan pas tors . The mis sionaries , b oth 

European and Po lynesian , also worked in this  way . The only Bib le  

tran s lation availab le in  most cases  was  that in  Motu . 6 Mos t  circuit 

meet ings ( also called dis trict meetings ) were he ld in Mot u .  

In  the 19 5 0 s  a body called the Papuan Church Ass emb ly c onsi sting o f  

Papuans was set  u p  t o  advise  the governing b ody of  the whole  mi s s ion in 

Papua , which cons isted of mis s ionaries .  Motu was t he language of the 

As semb ly meetings . When the indigenous church , the Papua Ekales ia , was 

set up in 196 2 ,  its as semb ly meet ings were also held in Mot u .  

There are two main dialects of  Mot u ,  We s tern and Eastern , although 

dialect  variat ion i s  s li ght . The London Missionary Socie t y  chose to 

use the We stern dialec t  as spoken at Hanuab ada . This has b e c ome t he 

s t andard form and many people from o ther Motu villages use it  at least 

for talking with people from outs ide their own vi l lage . 

Church literature now includes the Bible ( Bib le Society in Papua 

New Guinea 19 7 3 h  a hymn b ook ( London Mi ssionary Society 1 9 4 8 ) , a trans­

lation of P�tg��m ' 4  P�og�e44 (London Mis s i onary S oc iety 19 5 1a ) , orders 

of various service s ,  handb ooks for p astors , and similar mat erial . For 

a few years during the 1950s  there was a monthly church paper called 

Ha�n a .  

7 . 4 . 5 . 7 . 5 . C ON C L U S I O N S  

The choi ce of  Mot u served the London Mis s i onary Society fairly well . 

With its  pos ition and pres tige it was mo s t  prob ab ly the best  vernacular 
t o  choose in that part of t he pre sent Central Province  c oas t .  One might 
as k why greater use was not made of Engli sh , at least as the church 

language for the Papuan c oast as a wh ole . First there was a prac tical 

p rob lem in that the great maj ority of  early mi ssionaries w ere Polynes ians 

and not many of t hem knew English well , so it would have b een hard t o  

introduce English i nt o  all s chools . Se c ond , there was a c ons iderab le 

feeling against us ing a foreign language . Lawes in particular was 
s trongly in favour o f  using a language whi ch be longed t o  the peop le and 

their culture . However , one may we ll wonder why the pidgin form of Motu 
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was  not  chosen . It  s eems that in the early y e ars of the mis s ion it  was 

not considered as a separate language , but j ust as a simple form of Mot u .  

The early mis s ionarie s ,  b oth Polynes ian and European ,  were i n  fact 

taught the pidgin form by the Motu people . The Motu did so as this was 

their language for use with outsiders . Lawes '  first Bible trans lat ions 

s how many features of p idgin Mot u ,  b ut gradually they change and later 

ones are mos t ly Mot u .  Als o ,  the mis s ionaries  were not to  know that Hiri 
Motu would later be used so widely by the government and spre ad as far 

as it has . When  Hiri Mot u was re cognised as a language in its own right , 

most Motu- speaking mis sionaries  opposed using it in place of Motu . It  

was considered inadequate for teaching and religious purposes , rather in 

the s ame way as Pidgin English has been , and prior to World War II no 

printed literature appeared in Hiri Motu . 

The only other group t o  use Motu as a lingua franca has b ee n  the 

Jehovah ' s  Witnes s e s . 7 They used it in var ious p laces along the Papuan 

coas t  and produce d s ome literature in it including a periodical cal led 

Gima K o ho4ona ( Wat chtow er Bib le  and Tract Soc iety of New York 195 8-66 ) .  

However , they found that Motu was not understood well enough outside 

the area adj acent to the Motu area , and so  in 1966-67  they change d  over 

to Hiri Motu for their pub lication s . Their miss ionaries have also 

learnt a number o f  vernaculars and they h ave pub lished material in 

some , e . g . Hula , Toaripi , and Kiwai . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 7 . 6 . F U T U R E  O U T L O O K  

There remains the question as to how much Motu will c ontinue t o  b e  

used a s  a lingua fran c a .  I n  1 9 6 2  a s urvey b y  the Summe r I ns titute  o f  

Linguis tics  ( Bret t , Brown , Brown and Foreman 196 2 )  found quite a number 
o f  spe akers o f  Motu as a lingua franca in the area around that o f  the 

Motu trib e .  Jus t how many there are now i s  hard to  say , but i t  is 

prob ab ly in the region of 1 0-12 , 00 0 . This  is  not a large number,  but 

it  inc ludes the great maj orit y of the educated and influential people 

in this area .  I n  addit ion , a few thousand more can understand Motu , 

although they would not claim to b e  ab le  t o  spe ak it . 

Some decline in the use of Motu can b e  expected . The great e st factor 

i s  t hat the pres ent education sys tem use s only English . Motu is no 

longer t aught in s chools , nor does the United Church us e it in its 

training o f  past ors . Younger people in the area appear more likely to 

learn the main lingue fran che - English , Hiri Motu , and Pidgin - b ut 

not other vernaculars , as their way of life and pat tern o f  social c on-
8 tac t s  di ffers from that o f  former day s .  While t he use o f  vernaculars 
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may well  b e  encourage d in s chools agai n ,  one cannot s ay whethe r people 

l ike the Gab adi or Sinaugoro will choos e Motu ins tead o f  their own 

vernacular . There is already greater use of English and H iri Motu in 

the Papuan coas t al area of the United Church than before . Hiri Motu is 

the offic ial language for synod meet ings of the Papuan Mainland Region 

of the Uni ted Church which stretche s  from the Irian Jaya border in the 

we s t  to Alot au in the e as t .  Neverthe les s ,  leadership in the five United 

Church circuits where Motu has b een used as a lingua franca i s  s t il l  

very much i n  favour of Mot u .  The s e  c ircuits are Delena , Redscar ,  Port 

Moresby ,  Kadeb oro , and Saroa .  In fact , all  except the  Delena c ircuit 

cont ain Motu villages . These  c ircuits are very prominent i� t�e United 

Church and many leaders are drawn from them . 
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1 .  The author w ishe s to thank Rev .  Dr P .  Chatterton,  Rev .  Dr H . A .  

Brown , and Rev . Mrs S . J .  Rankin for providing a great deal o f  i nforma­

t ion ab out the use of Motu by the London Missionary Society . Thanks 

for in format i on provided are also due to Bi shop R .  Henao , Rev .  A .  Dunn , 

and Rev . S .  Mahuta o f  the United Church , Pastor L .  Lock of  t he Seventh 

Day Adventist  Mis si on ,  and Mr J .  Smith of t he Jehovah ' s  Witness es  in 

Papua New Guinea . 

2 .  This c ount s the Hanuab ada c omplex as one village . 

3 .  I t  i s  common for people in Papua New Guinea t o  refer t o  Hiri Motu 

as ' Mot u ' . Howe ver , in this dis cuss ion the name ' Motu ' is used only 
for the vernacular language of t he Mot u people . 

4 .  The Roman Catholic mis s i on has used the vernaculars in the Kairuku 

Sub-dis trict ( now District ) since their w ork b egan in 1 8 85 , and has 

pub l i sh ed a variety of  mat erial in mo s t  of  them, inc luding Roro . 

5 .  The United Church o f  Papua , New Guinea ,  and the Solomon I s lands 

was formed in 1 9 69 by the union of the Papua Ekale sia ( which was the 

indigenous church which grew out o f  the work o f  t he London Mis s ionary 

SOCiety ) , the Methodist Overseas Mission , and the Uni ted Church o f  Port 

Mores by . 

6 .  The only other language in the area re ferred to whi ch rece i ved muc h  

att ention was Hula . It  w a s  u s e d  in the s chools from the start o f  mis­

sion work there , which was only ab out a year after worl{ b egan at 

Hanuab ada . Early w ork was in the Keap ara di alect , but lat er the Hula 

8 8 7  
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diale c t  was used . See , for example , British and Foreign Bib le Society 

1 8 9 2 , 19 5 4 .  

7 .  The Seventh Day Adventis t Church has used Hiri Motu in its  work . 

However , before World War I I  people used only Motu in print ed material . 

So the Seventh Day Adventists  pub lished a hymn book c ontain i ng English 
and Mot u hymns ( Papuan Mission of  the Seventh Day Advent ists  19 3 8 ) . 

Sub s e quent hymn b ooks have c ontinued t o  use Motu . 

8 .  A s urvey by the author o f  language knowledge and use in one Motu 

vi llage , Tubus ere ia , revealed such a patt ern . Inquiries in other areas 

indicate  that the pat tern is fairly general . 
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