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Harmonising linguistic 

diversity in Papua 
New Guinea

This paper was first published as a chapter in Michael Brown and Summit 
Ganguly (eds), Fighting Words: Language Policy and Ethnic Relations in 
Asia. MIT Press, 2003, pp. 291–317. Reproduced with kind permission of 
MIT Press.

Papua New Guinea is the most linguistically diverse country on earth. 
Its roughly 4 million people [in 2001] speak more than 850 separate 
languages, around 15  per cent of the world’s stock. In the words of 
linguist Stephen Wurm (1979), this makes Papua New Guinea something 
of a  ‘sociolinguistics laboratory’. It is also a country characterised by 
a fairly high level of social tension. For some time the country has been 
plagued by urban and rural lawlessness, including intergroup fighting in 
the highlands, and, since 1988, a rebellion on the island of Bougainville. 
Yet despite Papua New Guinea’s linguistic fragmentation, language has 
not been a fault line in the country’s social unrest, and it has never been 
a significant point of political contention. Indeed, Papua New Guinea is 
unusual in that its constitution barely mentions language, and it has never 
elaborated a coherent language policy.

Paradoxically, the explanation for the absence of conflict along linguistic 
lines may be found in the fact of Papua New Guinea’s extreme linguistic 
diversity. In precolonial times there was only limited contact among 
the typically small Melanesian societies, which tended to differentiate 
themselves from their neighbours through language. With European 
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contact, pidgin languages developed, separately in New Guinea (initially 
a German colony and later a mandated territory under Australian 
administration) and Papua (a British and then an Australian colony), as 
a means of communication both between Europeans and Papua New 
Guineans and, more important, among Papua New Guineans themselves. 
When both territories came under a single (Australian) administration 
during and after World War II, the two lingua francas—Tok Pisin and 
Police/Hiri Motu—were officially maintained, although English was the 
dominant language of government, education and commerce. Tok Pisin, 
however, was widely adopted as the language of daily exchange, even in 
Papua. On the eve of independence in 1975, some advocated the adoption 
of Tok Pisin as Paua New Guinea’s national language.

In effectively deciding against the creation of a national-language policy 
at independence, Papua New Guineans implicitly acknowledged the 
potential for conflict if one lingua franca were chosen over another. 
At  the same time, they recognised the value of maintaining English as 
an international language, and they specifically endorsed the value that 
Papua New Guinean communities placed on maintaining the diversity of 
their vernacular (tokples) languages, which are now widely used in early 
education and adult literacy programs.

This ‘non-policy’ provided an opening for the continued natural spread 
of Tok Pisin, and virtually ensured that language never became an issue 
of political dispute. Tok Pisin is now spoken by around three-quarters 
of the population of Papua New Guinea, some 85 per cent of whom are 
predominantly subsistence agriculturalists, and among whom the national 
print literacy rate in 1990 was 45 per cent.

The social and historical context
Until the latter part of the nineteenth century, Papua New Guinea’s 
fragmented small societies were characterised by endemic intergroup 
fighting. Individual societies were linked by relations of exchange 
(including intermarriage) and temporary military alliances. Trading 
relations generally extended along attenuated ‘chains’ (the Tok Pisin word 
rop [rope] is commonly used in relation to trade links), with one village or 
group of villages exchanging goods with the next village or group on the 
chain, often unaware of the ultimate origin (or destination) of the goods 
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traded.1 At each link along the chain at least some villagers were bilingual, 
speaking their own language and that (or at least a simplified version) 
of their trading partners. In some cases, young boys were sent to live in 
the villages of these trading partners to learn other languages. Venturing 
beyond established chains was extremely hazardous.

In a few, more extensive and usually maritime, trading networks, ‘the 
language of one of the trading groups, sometimes in a somewhat simplified 
version, was used as a lingua franca throughout the whole circuit in 
question’ (Sankoff 1977:270). One of the more celebrated of such trading 
relationships was that between the Motu-speaking people of what is now 
Central Province and the National Capital District (Port Moresby) and 
the Elema and Koriki people of the Papuan Gulf. Every couple of years, 
the Motu people set off in their distinctive ocean-going canoes, carrying 
clay pots that they traded for sago and canoe logs with the people of the 
Gulf in what was known as the Hiri trade. Another was the Kula trade of 
the Milne Bay islands. Along the north coast, trade networks linked the 
peoples of what is now Papua New Guinea with those of (West) Papua 
(Irian Jaya) and the Indonesian archipelago, in the process introducing 
Malay words into trade languages.

Although intergroup fighting was endemic, language was not always 
the marker that distinguished friend from foe. Frequently, fighting took 
place (and still does) among clans or lineages of the same language group, 
and sometimes alliances were formed across language divides. Language 
groups, in other words, were not necessarily political units.

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, limited European settlement 
began in eastern New Guinea,2 particularly on the islands of New Britain 
and New Ireland, where copra plantations were established. In 1884 
Germany annexed the north-eastern segment of New Guinea, along 
with its offshore islands. Under pressure from the Australian colony 

1  The linguist Donald C. Laycock described the situation in one province: ‘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 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 was warfare, 
where a knowledge of the other language was not necessary’ (Laycock 1966:44). Thomas G. Harding 
(1967:63–64) describes similar ‘silent trading’ on the Rai Coast. Also see Reed (1943:45) and Sankoff 
(1977:285).
2  Western New Guinea was colonised at this time by the Dutch and eventually became part of the 
Republic of Indonesia: it is therefore beyond the scope of this chapter.
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of Queensland, Britain annexed the south-eastern segment. In 1906 
British New Guinea (Papua) was transferred to Australia and became 
an Australian protectorate. In 1914 an Australian expeditionary force 
‘captured’ German New Guinea, which subsequently became a League 
of Nations trust territory under Australia’s mandate. Although both parts 
of eastern New Guinea were formally put under Australian jurisdiction, 
the two territories initially maintained separate administrations and 
distinct administrative cultures. During World War  II, both territories 
came under a single Australian military administration. After the war the 
joint administration continued, though some elements of the separate 
administrative cultures lingered on. From the end of World War II until 
the latter part of the 1960s, a ‘Pax Australiana’ was gradually extended—
if  sometimes tenuously—throughout Papua New Guinea, particularly 
into the populous highlands of the interior, where prewar European 
contact had been fleeting. In 1975 Papua New Guinea became an 
independent state.

Linguistic diversity and lingua francas
Until the 1980s Papua New Guinea was generally described as having 
‘over 700’ vernacular languages. Although, even then, some of the less 
popular languages were heading for extinction, more recent research has 
set the number at around 850.3 Of these, the largest language group is 
Enga, a non-Austronesian (or ‘Papuan’) language spoken in the highlands, 
which has around 250,000 speakers, who speak several dialects. The next 
largest are Melpa, with about 150,000 speakers, and Kuman, with 
approximately 75,000; both are non-Austronesian languages of the 
highlands. There are probably another eight languages with more than 
50,000 speakers each: seven are non-Austronesian highlands languages, 
and one (Kuanua) is an Austronesian language of the New Guinea islands 
(Table 8.1). Not surprisingly, estimates of the numbers of speakers of these 
languages come from different sources and relate to different time periods; 
thus reliable comparative figures are unavailable. Such linguistic diversity 
reflected and reinforced the fragmentation of traditional societies. It also 
posed an obvious problem for the Europeans who came to trade, convert 
and colonise.

3  Linguist Barbara Grimes has given a figure of 854, which the government of Papua New Guinea 
seems to have adopted. Grimes’s data, however, are very much a ‘best estimate’.
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Table 8.1 Vernacular (tokples) languages in Papua New Guinea

Number of speakers Number of vernacular languages

Fewer than 100 50

101–500 226

501–1,000 135

1,001–10,000 331

10,001 or more 73

Unknown 25

Total 840

Source: Nekitel (1998:Chapter 7). Nekitel draws substantially on Grimes, Ethnologue: 
Languages of the World, 12th ed., 1992, which itself draws on earlier data.

New Guinea
In New Guinea a pidgin language had developed before the establishment 
of the German colonial regime in 1884.4 Melanesian pidgin (or neo-
Melanesian or, later, Tok Pisin) originated in the Pacific islands labour 
trade of the late nineteenth century and was probably brought back to 
New Guinea by indentured labourers who had worked on plantations 
in Queensland and Samoa.5 The language had a simplified grammatical 
structure and a vocabulary based on English but also drawing on German, 
Malay and local vernacular sources (especially that of the dominant 
Kuanua-speaking Tolai group of East New Britain). By the 1880s Tok 
Pisin was well established in the islands and north coast of New Guinea, 
and was being spread by the movement of indentured labourers and 
promoted through the trading activities of the German New Guinea 
Company. When Catholic missionaries of the Society of the Divine Word 
(SVD) arrived in northern New Guinea in 1896, the mission’s founder, 
Father Eberhard Limbrock, reported: ‘there is a kind of English around 
that is already fairly well established along our coast … It is going to be 
hard to supplant … this kanaka [native] English is more widely spoken 
than German’ (quoted in Mihalic 1999:287).

4  For a useful survey of administration and language policy under both the German and Australian 
colonial regimes, see Johnson (1977).
5  For a detailed account of the development of Tok Pisin, see Reed (1943:appendix 1), Wurm 
(1972), Muhlhausler (1977) and Wurm and Muhlhausler (1985).



STATE AND SOCIETY IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA, 2001–2021

136

The government’s official policy was to promote the use of the German 
language, and colonial governors in New Guinea were ordered to encourage 
adherence to this policy. In practice, the policy was not effectively pursued 
(the first German administration school, opened in 1908, began its 
German language program in 1911 and closed in 1914). Indeed, mission-
run schools taught mostly in Tok Pisin, which was also the language of 
commerce and that commonly used by administration officers. By 1909, 
despite the colonial governor’s dislike of a language that many considered 
brutish, the German administration had established a Tok Pisin language 
school in Alexishafen (Madang) and was encouraging village leaders to 
learn Tok Pisin.

Meanwhile, the missions used both Tok Pisin and local languages in 
their evangelical work. In East New Britain, both the Marist Catholics 
and the Methodists employed Kuanua. On the New Guinea mainland, 
missionaries in the latter part of the nineteenth century, and later pastors, 
frequently used the languages of coastal groups with whom they had first 
contact (and who often served as their guides), as they ventured further 
inland. On the north coast, between the Catholic mission’s headquarters 
at Alexishafen and the Dutch New Guinea border (a distance of some 
350 miles), there were reported to be 45 local languages. In 1904 pioneer 
missionary Father Andreas Puff wrote that of the mission’s 17 stations, 
only three shared a common language with the station next to them 
(Mihalic 1999:287).

The SVD mission initially adopted Boiken, the language of the people 
living on the coast and islands around what is now Wewak, East Sepik, 
as the language of evangelisation. In 1931, however, the mission decided 
to adopt Tok Pisin as the language of communication and evangelisation. 
Mission leader Father Francis Kirschbaum observed that although neither 
the German government nor the mission had done anything to promote 
Tok Pisin, the people themselves had adopted it: ‘Pidgin is today the 
medium of communication between Whites and Blacks, and between 
Blacks and Blacks everywhere. No power on earth will ever stamp it out. 
Pidgin is modern and liked!’ (quoted in Mihalic 1999:290).

The Evangelical Lutheran Church, which arrived in New Guinea in 
1886, initially rejected Tok Pisin—the mission’s founder describing it 
as ‘worthless gibberish unworthy of communicating the word of God’ 
(Mihalic 1999:293). The church used local languages instead, particularly 
Jabem (Yabim), the language of the villages around its headquarters at 
Finschhafen; Kate (Kote), the language of a small group in the mountains 
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of the Huon Peninsula in Morobe Province; and the Graged (Bel) 
and Amele languages in the Alexishafen area.6 Later, Kate was used as 
a lingua franca when the Lutheran Church expanded into the New 
Guinea highlands. The church maintained this policy until 1956, when 
it officially recognised Tok Pisin—though it continued to use ‘church 
languages’ until well into the 1970s.7

In 1921 Australia officially took over the administration of former 
German New Guinea (New Guinea). In the same year, it adopted the 
already well-established Tok Pisin as its principal (unofficial) language.

SVD historian Father James Noss recalls that in 1931 Father Kirschbaum 
established a committee to standardise and systematise Tok Pisin; 
the committee produced a Tok Pisin primer, several textbooks and 
a monthly magazine. There were at this stage three main streams of Tok 
Pisin: administration pidgin (used by government officers and others 
and containing more English words);8 Alexishafen Catholic Mission 
pidgin (used by the SVD mission and drawing on transliterated Latin 
vocabulary); and Rabaul Catholic Mission pidgin, or ‘Tok Boi’ (used by 
the Marist order in Rabaul, East New Britain, and drawing on the local 
Kuanua language) (Mihalic 1999:290–91). In 1957 SVD Father Francis 
Mihalic, in collaboration with the Papua New Guinea Department of 
Education, produced the first official dictionary and grammar of Tok 
Pisin; it was based on the Alexishafen (Madang/Sepik) stream.9 Twelve 
years later Mihalic collaborated with the Lutheran Church in producing 
a Tok Pisin Nupela Testamen (New Testament), 32,000 copies of which 
were sold within six months.

Papua
In British New Guinea, or Papua, where missionary and commercial 
contacts began in the 1870s, ‘broken’ English was the first ‘unofficial 
language’, spread by miners and traders. The early missions and some 

6  Jabem and Graged are Austronesian languages; Kate and Amele are non-Austronesian.
7  See Wagner and Reiner (1986). For an overview of ‘church languages’, see Taylor (1977).
8  After independence, this was often referred to as ‘urbanised pidgin’, and the content of the 
English words steadily increased.
9  Considering Mihalic’s important role in the propagation of Tok Pisin, it is interesting that in his 
preface to the dictionary he declared that he was ‘looking forward to the day when Neo-Melanesian 
and the book would be buried and forgotten, when standard English and the Oxford Dictionary will 
completely replace both’ (1971 ed., p. ix).
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traders, however, also used local languages (particularly Suau, Wedau and 
Dobu [the language of the Kula trade] in the east, and Kiwai and Toaripi 
in the west). As the Germans had done in German New Guinea, the 
British and Australian administrations in Papua adopted English as the 
official language and sought to have mission schools teach in English. 
From an early stage, however, the administration (based in Port Moresby) 
adopted a pidginised form of Motu, the language of the people of the 
Port Moresby area. Thomas Dutton records that a ‘simplified Motu’, used 
in transactions between the Motu and visiting strangers, existed before 
the British administration came to Papua. Beginning in the 1880s, this 
‘indigenous pidginized language’ was adopted by the administration and 
others, including the London Missionary Society, the dominant mission 
in Papua (Dutton 1985:x). Following the establishment of the Armed 
Native Constabulary in Papua in 1890, ‘Pidgin Motu’ effectively became 
the official language and ‘the principal instrument of the spread of law 
and order’ in Papua (Dutton 1985:1). Thereafter it became known as 
‘Police Motu’, until 1970 when it was renamed ‘Hiri Motu’.10 Police or 
Hiri Motu differed from ‘pure’ Motu in having a simpler grammar and 
a vocabulary less rich and containing words drawn from other Papuan 
and Torres Strait languages (for example, Suau, Koriki and Binandere), 
Polynesian languages (brought in by the Polynesian missionaries of the 
London Missionary Society) and ‘broken’ English. The 1906–1907 annual 
report of British New Guinea referred to Police/Hiri Motu as ‘a kind of 
dog Motu—hardly intelligible to those who speak Motu as their native 
language’.11 In the same year, however, a royal commission noted that 
‘Motuan … has practically been constituted the official language, and … 
Government Officials are supposed to be proficient in its use’ (quoted 
in Dutton 1985:80). The Australian lieutenant governor of Papua from 
1909 to 1940, Sir Hubert Murray, was particularly antipathetic to pidgin 
English—describing it in 1924 as ‘vile gibberish’ (Murray 1924:10)—
and fostered Police/Hiri Motu as an alternative. Nor did he see value in 

10  Dutton notes, however, that contrary to popular belief, Police/Hiri Motu was probably not the 
language of the Hiri trade. Rather it was ‘most probably a continuation of the simplified form of 
Motu used by the Motu in trading with or talking to linguistically related and unrelated peoples in 
their immediate area, before the arrival of Europeans’ (Dutton 1985:1). Elsewhere he suggests that 
the Hiri trade employed two pidginised Gulf languages, which he calls Hiri Trading Language (Elema 
variety) and Hiri Trading Language (Koriki variety), and that the use of these languages rather than 
Motu ‘reflects the weak or inferior position of the Motu vis-à-vis their hosts’ (Dutton 1982:70).
11  Annual Report of British New Guinea, 1906–07, p. 21. See Wurm (1964:33). According to 
Wurm, ‘the level of mutual intelligibility between Motu and Police Motu [is] predominantly low 
to very low’.
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preserving the ‘native languages’. However, even though Police/Hiri Motu 
became the unofficial official language of the administration and most 
missions in Papua, English remained the official language and the official 
medium of instruction in schools.

The combined administration of Papua 
and New Guinea
As noted above, when the two territories came under Australian 
administration, they retained their separate administrative cultures—
and this included language. Thus, at the outbreak of World War  II, 
the language policies of Papua and New Guinea were broadly similar: 
English was the official language in both territories; however, Tok Pisin 
remained the lingua franca and language of field administration in 
New Guinea, while Police/Hiri Motu continued as the administrative 
lingua franca of Papua.12 Indeed, to a substantial extent, Tok Pisin was 
part of a New Guinean identity and Police/Hiri Motu part of a Papuan 
identity. Education in both territories was left largely to the missions, 
which determined their own policies on language (see below). However, 
while Tok Pisin was widely spoken in New Guinea (especially among 
those—primarily from the Sepik [in the north] and the relatively recently 
contacted central highlands—who had migrated temporarily to other 
parts of the country as indentured labourers),13 Police/Hiri Motu had 
much more restricted usage in Papua, having limited currency in wide 
areas of inland and eastern and western Papua.

World War II boosted the use of both Police/Hiri Motu and Tok Pisin, 
when large numbers of Papuans and New Guineans, serving mostly as 
carriers, adopted them as lingua francas. Also during this period, radio 
broadcasting commenced in both Tok Pisin and Police/Hiri Motu. In the 
postwar period, however, Tok Pisin became increasingly widespread (even 
in Papua) as in-country migration—especially from the highlands to the 
national capital, Port Moresby—grew during the late 1960s and 1970s. 

12  Southern Highlands Province is a special case. Although administratively part of Papua (and in 
the 1970s a source of some support for Papuan separatism), it is culturally part of the New Guinea 
highlands. Moreover, large parts of the province had little contact with any administration until well 
into the 1950s. Consequently, it was exposed to both Police/Hiri Motu and Tok Pisin (but of all 
Papua New Guinea’s provinces, it has the highest proportion of people who speak neither).
13  In 1942 Reed estimated that one-fifth of the ‘native population’ spoke pidgin (Reed 1943:284).
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Census figures for 1966 suggested that 37  per cent of the population 
spoke Tok Pisin, 8 per cent Police/Hiri Motu and 13 per cent English. 
Nationally, however, 55 per cent spoke none of these three languages (and 
this national figure ranged from 5 per cent in New Ireland to 91 per cent 
in Southern Highlands and 86 per cent in Western Highlands).

The question of a national language
After World War II, the movement towards self-government and 
independence gradually accelerated in Papua and New Guinea. Local 
governments were established progressively across the Australian-
controlled territory as part of the process of creating democratic 
institutions. In some areas—especially around Port Moresby—English 
was the principal working language. Tok Pisin, however, was the most 
common working language in New Guinea, and Police/Hiri Motu was 
often used in Papua. Records were normally kept in English.

When a representative (part-appointed, part-elected) Legislative 
Council was set up in 1961, English, Tok Pisin and Police/Hiri Motu 
were the common languages of debate, and simultaneous translation 
was provided. This remained the situation when Papua New Guinea’s 
first predominately elected parliament was established in 1964. Of the 
54 elected (38  indigenous and 16 ‘European’) and 10  administration-
appointed (‘official’) members, 15 indigenous and the 16 elected European 
and 10  official members spoke English; 37 indigenous, 14 elected 
European and 6 official members spoke Tok Pisin; and only 9 indigenous, 
4 elected European and no official members spoke Police/Hiri Motu. One 
member, from the Southern Highlands, spoke only vernaculars (and so 
was provided with a simultaneous translator). In other words, 89 per cent 
of parliamentary members spoke Tok Pisin, 63 per cent spoke English and 
20 per cent spoke Police/Hiri Motu.

In reporting these data, the senior interpreter of the House of Assembly 
observed:

certain members, both European and Indigenous, use English 
when they want a particular point to be given publicity … Most 
Members use Pidgin to catch votes and sway opinion in the 
House … There is more and more overt frustration with debates 
in English … The Papuan Members very early in the life of the 
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House realized this National flavour of Pidgin and virtually 
dropped using Motu. They, as do the European members, always 
use Pidgin when they want support. (quoted in Hull 1968)

By the time the second House of Assembly convened in 1967, every 
member spoke at least English, Tok Pisin or Police/Hiri Motu, but Tok 
Pisin increasingly dominated parliamentary debate.

When a Pacific Islands Regiment (the forerunner of the post-independence 
Papua New Guinea Defence Force) was formed in 1951, Tok Pisin was 
adopted as its lingua franca and was used by both New Guineans and 
Papuans. Harry Bell (1977:672) has noted that Tok Pisin ‘appears to have 
been speedily assimilated by the Papuans’. As the defence force expanded 
in the mid-1960s and a major education effort was mounted to train new 
recruits (many of whom were illiterate), the official policy became the 
promotion of English. Tok Pisin, however, was the language commonly 
spoken among soldiers. Bell has also observed that Papuan soldiers from 
different language groups used Tok Pisin among themselves even when no 
New Guinean was present, and that the percentage of fluent Police/Hiri 
Motu speakers was ‘drastically dwindling’ (Bell 1977:675).

Moreover, with the growth of nationalist sentiment in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, Tok Pisin rose in status from an ‘inferior’ language of the 
colonial regime to an expression of Papua New Guinean nationalism. 
This was reflected in the 1970s in a corpus of Tok Pisin (and, to a minor 
extent, Police/Hiri Motu, hereafter Hiri Motu) writing (see, for example, 
May 1971). Bell observed that, for the Pacific Islands Regiment:

the educated soldier tends to resent being addressed in Pidgin by 
a strange European, presumably on grounds that as a black man, 
he is automatically assumed to be uneducated. The same man, 
however, when addressed by a trusted European in English is as 
often likely to reply in Pidgin. (Bell 1977:676)

His observation was equally applicable outside the Pacific Islands 
Regiment.

By the late 1960s, there was evidence of growing support for Tok Pisin as 
a national language. Two recently emerged political parties, the Christian 
Democrats and Pangu Pati, included this in their political platforms. In 
1966 Wurm wrote a paper addressing the question of a national language, 
and though he stopped short of advocacy, his preference seemed to lie 
with Tok Pisin (Wurm 1966–1967). With the establishment of the 
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University of Papua New Guinea at this time, there was further discussion 
of a prospective language policy and even more evidence of support 
for Tok Pisin. In 1971, however, at a conference on the future of Hiri 
Motu arranged by the administration’s Department of Information and 
Extension Services, prominent politician (and subsequently Papua New 
Guinea’s first governor-general) John Guise warned that the use of Hiri 
Motu ‘could become a political issue … Police Motu had been rubbished 
for too long’, Guise said, and ‘if this continued there could be trouble’ 
(Post-Courier 26 May 1971).

In 1973 a surge of Papuan ethnic identity—prompted in part by fears 
that the better-educated Papuans would be swamped by migrants from 
the highlands—resulted in the formation of a Papuan subnationalist 
movement, Papua Besena, headed by the parliamentary member for 
Central Province, Josephine Abaijah. On the eve of independence in 
1975, Abaijah made a unilateral declaration of Papuan independence.14 
Newspaper reports on Papua Besena briefly mentioned concern about 
the decline of Hiri Motu (Post-Courier, 5, 7, 13  June 1973). But even 
though Papua Besena generally held its meetings in Hiri Motu, language 
was not a major issue in the politics of Papuan separatism (Abaijah herself 
advocating the use of English).15 By the early 1980s, the Papua Besena 
movement had waned.

In the lead-up to independence, the country’s Constitutional Planning 
Committee undertook extensive public consultation prior to the 
drafting of its final report. The subject of language did not feature in this 
discussion, except in the limited context of citizenship by naturalisation. 
The planning committee’s comparatively brief comment on language 
appeared in a  section on national goals and directive principles. 
In point 61, under the heading ‘National Languages’, the report stated:

We strongly recommend that the State clearly recognize Pidgin, 
Hiri Motu and English, as national languages. Literacy in these 
languages should be actively promoted to encourage better 
communication between many different groups of our people, and 
enable them to participate more fully in the affairs of the country.

14  For accounts of this movement see Daro (1976), McKillop (1982) and Abaijah (1991).
15  Abaijah’s autobiography contains only one reference to language. In describing an incident in 
which a policeman took exception to her addressing him in English, she says, ‘the police liked to make 
Papuans talk in Pidgin English, a colonial language used in ex-German New Guinea’ (Abaijah 1991:47).
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In point 62, under the same heading, it stated: ‘Literacy in local languages 
should not, however, be discouraged as they should be safeguarded from 
falling into disuse. Thus we envisage that as many as possible of our people 
will be multi-lingual’ (CPC 1974:2/8). In the section entitled ‘Papua New 
Guinean Ways’, it added: ‘we recognize our ethnic diversity and its varying 
forms of cultural expression as positive strengths’ (CPC 1974:2/14).

Reflecting this recognition, the constitution calls for ‘all persons and 
governmental bodies to endeavour to achieve universal literacy in Pisin, 
Hiri Motu, or English, and in “tok ples” or “ita eda tano gado” [the Tok 
Pisin and Motu terms for vernaculars]’. The constitution’s section on 
citizenship by naturalisation stipulates: ‘to be eligible for naturalization, 
a person must … speak and understand Pisin or Hiri Motu, or a vernacular 
of the country, sufficiently for normal conversational purposes’. Apart 
from brief provisions requiring that a person who is arrested or detained 
be informed of the reasons ‘in a language that he understands’, these are 
the only references to language in an otherwise detailed constitution.

Significantly, there is no provision for a national language in either the 
constitution or the National Identity Act (passed before independence 
and substantially unchanged since). Nor is the question of language 
mentioned in the extensive provisions relating to the national parliament 
or in its standing orders. In practice, English, Tok Pisin and, rarely, Hiri 
Motu are the languages of parliamentary debate, though there is no formal 
restriction on language use. Much of the proceedings of parliament in fact 
take place in a mix of English and Tok Pisin. Simultaneous translation 
is provided, but the record of debate is published in English only.16 
In a 1988 sample of five 90-minute sessions of question time, covering 
52 parliamentary ‘utterances’, 15 per cent were in English, 34 per cent in 
Tok Pisin and 51 per cent in a mixture of English and Tok Pisin; no use 
of Hiri Motu was recorded. The speaker began in Tok Pisin 79 per cent of 
the time (Nekitel 1998:Chapter 9).

Although language was not a significant issue in the lead-up to 
independence, it surfaced in a long-running public debate soon after. A 
newly appointed professor of linguistics, Thomas Dutton, prompted the 
debate in a public lecture at the University of Papua New Guinea in May 
1976. He started with the observation that Papua New Guinea had no 
policy on national language and argued that ‘in practice English functions 

16  Bau (1981) provides a brief profile of the parliamentary interpretation service.
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as national language’, complemented by Tok Pisin and Hiri Motu. He 
went on to advocate the adoption of Tok Pisin as the national language 
‘for all internal communication and administrative purposes and for 
formal education at all levels—primary, secondary and tertiary’.17 Dutton 
accused the more zealous supporters of English of ‘cultural and linguistic 
imperialism’ (quoted in McDonald 1976:9), and described attempts to 
make English a national language as ‘an expensive mistake’ (McDonald 
1976:3). Although acknowledging the importance of language in fostering 
‘group ties and unifying forces’, Dutton said:

it is not true that English is necessarily the best candidate … 
It creates divisions while it supposedly unifies; it isolates people 
and separates them from their traditional societies; it creates elites 
who get further and further away from their relatives the higher 
they go and causes them to congregate in ugly unfriendly towns. 
And finally it does nothing for the self-respect of the nation for 
while it attempts to remain English-speaking it remains but a 
second-rate Western country without real identity. (McDonald 
1976:9–10)

Looking at the alternatives to English as a national language, Dutton 
recognised the practical difficulties of using any of the local vernaculars 
(the largest of them, Enga, then having an estimated 150,000 speakers) or 
the village-based ‘church languages’. Comparing the two lingua francas, 
he argued that on the basis of 1971 census figures, Tok Pisin was much 
more widely spoken than Hiri Motu (750,0000 speakers as opposed to 
150,000—about the same as Enga). He also noted that Tok Pisin was 
gaining ground (Dutton claimed that in 1976 there were some 10,000 
Papua New Guineans who spoke Tok Pisin as their mother tongue), and 
that it was the dominant language in parliamentary debate and on radio. 
To overcome the problem that ‘there is a lot of idiosyncratic variation which 
may interfere with communication between different speakers’, Dutton 
proposed the creation of a national-language planning committee to draw 
up an ‘improved variety’ of Tok Pisin, incorporating new vocabulary for 
new concepts. He suggested, however, that at the primary school level, the 
national language be introduced ‘after students have learned to read and 
write in their own language or mother tongue’, and that English and other 
foreign languages be introduced at a later stage of the education process, 
probably late secondary or early tertiary, ‘for those wishing to specialize 

17  Dutton’s lecture and a selection of media responses are reproduced in McDonald (1976) 
(emphasis in original). Some of Dutton’s argument had been anticipated in Lang (1976).
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in certain careers’ (McDonald 1976:24). English, Dutton maintained, 
should remain ‘the language of external communication’ (McDonald 
1976:25).

Dutton anticipated resistance to his proposal (specifically, that ‘the 
community will feel cheated out of a “real” education’ and that teachers 
would ‘resist’) (McDonald 1976:29). He did not, however, foresee the 
extent to which his lecture would (to borrow the phrase of a contributor 
to an earlier debate) put a cat among the pidgins (Gunther 1969). For 
the next several weeks, the debate over Dutton’s proposal was featured 
prominently in the national media. Many of the contributors supported 
the use of Tok Pisin as the national language or argued instead in support 
of English. A smaller proportion disputed the claims for Tok Pisin and 
argued for Hiri Motu, at least in Papua, or local vernaculars. The minister 
for primary industry, Boyamo Sali, objected that Tok Pisin ‘was not spoken 
by the great grandfathers of the Papua New Guinea people’ and pushed 
for ‘one of the country’s 700 dialects [sic]’, specially recommending 
Motu, Kuanua, Kate or Jabem (reflecting, perhaps, his Morobean 
Lutheran allegiance). Sali, however, seems to have been a lone voice. More 
representative was Papua Besena leader Abaijah. Dismissing Tok Pisin 
as a ‘mutilated foreign language’ and ‘the language of colonialism’, and 
Dutton as a ‘visiting foreigner’, Abaijah argued that ‘Motu should be the 
national language, in Papua at least’ (Post-Courier 17 May 1976).

Another Papuan pointed out, however, that ‘the Motu referred to was, 
in fact, not Motu, at all, but a colonial relic of the past [Hiri Motu] 
that ensured that our erstwhile masters were able to pass on their orders 
to us’. This commentator supported English as the national language 
(Post-Courier 14  July 1976). In a later letter, in which she described 
‘pidgin English’ as ‘a comic opera language’, Abaijah also supported 
English, attacking Tok Pisin as a ‘spoiler’ that ‘prevents the less privileged 
people from becoming fluent in our international language, which is 
English … I look forward to the day’, she said, ‘when it will be official 
policy to stamp out pidgin English in Papua’ (Post-Courier 25 June 1976). 
Percy Chatterton, an English-born long-time resident (of Papua), former 
missionary and member of parliament, was more circumspect. Chatterton 
believed that ‘Pidgin, as it is now, is an inadequate medium for conducting 
the business of a modern nation’; and he described the attitude of Papuans 
towards Tok Pisin as ‘one of tolerance rather than of acceptance’. His own 
preference was for English, but he warned:
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the formal adoption of any one language would be premature 
at the present time and might provoke a strong reaction from 
those who disagreed with the choice. It seems to me far better 
to continue the three language policy and allow each language to 
find its own level and area of usage … We don’t want any language 
riots here.18

An editorial in the daily Post-Courier (17  May 1976) commented, 
‘in Papua New Guinea the idea of a national language is a utopian dream’.

In June 1976 the ongoing debate prompted a question in national 
parliament about the government’s plans for creating a national-language 
policy. Prime Minister Michael Somare’s response was statesmanlike: after 
acknowledging that there were difficulties in the selection of a national 
language, he said, ‘I feel that Motu and Pidgin should be spoken by 
the people as a means of communication in this country, but English 
should be the language for education, commerce, and trade’.19 The prime 
minister’s answer was reportedly delivered in Tok Pisin (Canberra Times 
21 July 1976).

The situation has changed little since independence: Papua New Guinea 
still has no explicit national-language policy. English remains the 
principal language of government, education and commerce, and it is 
becoming widely spoken. Tok Pisin and Hiri Motu are the popular lingua 
francas. As observed and predicted by some of the contributors to the 
national-language debate in 1976, however, there appears to have been 
a steady decline in the use of Hiri Motu, even among coastal Papuans, 
and  a  corresponding—and uncontested—rise in the use of Tok Pisin, 
which has become by far the most commonly spoken language. Papua 
New Guinean linguist Otto Nekitel (1998:82) estimated that in the late 
1990s, three-quarters of the country’s people spoke Tok Pisin. Although 
still widely spoken locally, ‘church languages’ and the less popular 
vernaculars appear to be declining in use (Table 8.2). Despite occasional 
calls since 1976 for an explicit language policy—mostly from academic 
linguists20—language has remained something of a non-issue in Papua 
New Guinea.

18  NBC 23  June 1976. Also see Percy Chatterton, ‘Bipo tru Kila Kila Primary dekenai Dutton 
taught tok English [Some time ago, Dutton taught English at Kila Kila primary school], Post-Courier 
(15 July 1976).
19  National Parliamentary Debates, First Parliament 1(10):1130 (18 June 1976).
20  In 1982 Nekitel called for an explicit statement on ‘national and/or official language policy’—
even if it were only an endorsement.
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Table 8.2 Speakers of major ‘church languages’ in Papua New Guinea

Church language First-language speakers Second-language speakers

Dobu 8,000 10,000

Jabem 2,084 60,000

Kate 6,125 80,000

Kuanua 60,000 20,000

Suau 6,795 14,000

Source: Nekitel 1998:16.

Papua New Guinea currently has two daily newspapers—both in 
English—and two weekly newspapers—one in English and one in Tok 
Pisin21—though the latter (Wantok), originally published by the SVD 
mission press in Wewak, has only a small circulation (around 10,000). 
National radio and television use both English and Tok Pisin with some 
Hiri Motu. Government-run provincial radio stations (where they still 
operate—many have closed because of lack of funds) broadcast in English, 
Tok Pisin, Hiri Motu and local vernaculars, depending on their capacity 
and their audience.

As in public administration generally, English is the working language 
of the national judiciary, and court records are kept in English. At the 
provincial and district levels, however, court proceedings are usually held 
in Tok Pisin or Hiri Motu. The courts provide interpreters when necessary. 
There is also a less formal village court system, in which proceedings are 
usually in Tok Pisin, Hiri Motu or, most commonly, local vernaculars.

Language at the subnational level
In most of Papua New Guinea’s 19 provinces [in 2012, with the creation 
of two new provinces, the number increased to 21 plus the National 
Capital District] the mix of languages is such that no single vernacular 
prevails. In a few provinces, however, the dominance of one language 
is noticeable. This is particularly true in Enga and East New Britain 
Provinces. In Enga the dominance of one language does not appear to 

21  There is also at least one provincial paper, the Milne Bay Star, that employs a regional (‘church’) 
language (Dobu) as well as English and Police/Hiri Motu.
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have posed a problem.22 The predominance of the Kuanua-speaking 
Tolai in East New Britain politics and administration, however, has led to 
complaints of ‘Tolai imperialism’ by minority Bainings and Sulka people 
in that province.

A few other minor instances of language politics have arisen at the 
provincial level. When around 1980 it was proposed in East Sepik Province 
to establish a council of ‘chiefs’ (among societies that were regarded as 
generally being without hereditary leadership), the word chosen, kokal 
(a Boiken term), was regarded by most others in the province as a ‘foreign’ 
term. The proposal was not pursued. In Bougainville a declaration in 
1990 by Francis Ona’s Bougainville Revolutionary Army (BRA) of the 
‘Republic of Meekamui’ was a source of some contention within the 
BRA.23 Meekamui was drawn from the Nasioi language, the language 
of those around a disputed gold and copper mine, but it was only one 
of Bougainville’s 21 languages. Even in these extremely minor incidents, 
language has not been a highly contentious issue.

At the district and village levels, Tok Pisin, Hiri Motu, ‘church languages’ 
and especially local vernaculars are widely used in community schools 
and village courts as well as in daily communication, though, as noted, 
all but Tok Pisin are declining in use. Nekitel observed that by 1980 there 
had been an ‘alarming shift’ from vernaculars to Tok Pisin in his Sepik 
(Abu’-speaking) village: ‘Tok Pisin is used in most situations for perhaps 
60 to 70 per cent of the time’ (Nekitel 1998:52). Local government council 
and school board meetings, church services and religious instruction 
were all conducted in Tok Pisin. Nekitel suggested several reasons for 
this change: colonial attitudes towards Abu’, interethnic marriage, loss of 
language skills as a result of being away from the village, ease of articulation 
in Tok Pisin, consideration for others and parents’ failure to foster Abu’ 
(Nekitel 1998:Chapter 5; also see Nekitel 1992). There has been support 
for vernacular languages, however, especially in early education.

22  Before 1975 Enga was part of Western Highlands District, and its separation was in part a 
recognition of demands by Enga speakers. In 1976, however, the Enga Area Authority (the precursor 
of provincial government) voted to adopt Tok Pisin as its official language (Lang 1976:13).
23  Anthony Regan, personal communication, 1999.
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Language, education and tokples skuls

At first, both the German and the British/Australian administrations 
used their own languages as the official languages of education in their 
territories. For the most part, however, education was in the hands of 
the missions, which used whatever language—principally Tok Pisin 
and local vernaculars or ‘church languages’—that would help them to 
achieve their primary objective: evangelisation.24 Before World War II, the 
administrations of the two territories occasionally attempted to encourage 
the teaching of English in mission-run schools through education subsidies 
to missions fulfilling certain prescribed syllabus requirements. The 
amounts involved were too small, however, to provide sufficient incentives 
to persuade the missions to change their practices. In fact, the missions 
opposed moves to extend conditional education subsidies to their schools. 
Following the establishment of the New Guinean administration’s first 
school in 1922, a report to the Australian government by Colonel John 
Ainsworth recommended that classes be conducted in the vernacular, and 
that administration officers learn the vernacular of the areas in which they 
served. This never became official policy.

After World War II, a director of education for the joint territories was 
appointed; the first director, W.C. Groves, held the post until 1958. 
Groves promoted increased government involvement in education, and 
he emphasised the need for education to be attuned to local cultures.25 
A five-year plan for ‘native education’, circulated in 1948, suggested that 
the first few years of education should be provided primarily by mission-
run schools using local vernaculars, but that English should be introduced 
progressively, equipping students to go on to district-level schools where 
English would be the medium of instruction. Expert opinion in education 
generally agreed with this position.26

24  On the eve of World War II, some 80,000 pupils attended mission schools in Papua New Guinea. 
At the same time, there were fewer than 600 indigenous pupils in government schools in New Guinea 
and no government schools for indigenous children in Papua (Ryan 1972:330).
25  Groves arrived in New Guinea in 1922, as the first European teacher in the colonial administration’s 
education system (Johnson 1977:436). He set out his views on language in education in a publication 
entitled Native Education and Culture-Contact in New Guinea (1936).
26  Notable examples include independent reports by anthropologist Camilla H. Wedgewood 
(‘Suggested Organization of Native Education in New Guinea’ [typescript 1945]) and linguist Arthur 
Capell (‘Papua New Guinea Report on Linguistics’ [typescript 1951]). Neither Wedgewood nor Capell 
saw much of a role for Tok Pisin or Police/Hiri Motu.
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The Australian government and its administration in Papua New Guinea 
supported this policy until a change of government in Canberra in 1949 
brought a change in policy. Although in 1952 an education ordinance was 
passed that empowered the director of education to determine language 
usage in schools, views in Australia on the use of languages other than 
English in the education system were mixed. The following year the 
United Nations Trusteeship Council urged the Australian administration 
to eliminate the use of pidgin English, which it saw as undemocratic and 
colonialist.27 In 1955 an education policy directive was issued that listed as 
its first goal the teaching of all children in administration-controlled areas 
to read and write in English. The previous year an education ordinance 
had provided the basis for the administration’s assuming responsibility for 
education in non-government schools; Tok Pisin was permitted in areas 
recently coming under administration influence, but not to the detriment 
of eventually teaching in English, which was seen as a ‘unifying language’ 
(Johnson 1977:445). By 1959—in the face of strong opposition from 
some churches—the administration had threatened to close down all 
schools teaching in a ‘foreign vernacular’ (essentially ‘church languages’) 
and effectively forced mission schools to accept English as the medium 
of instruction. Mihalic (1999:76) recalls that in the Sepik, ‘pupils caught 
speaking Pidgin received demerits’. Nekitel remembers ‘being belted’ for 
violating the ‘English only’ regulation (Nekitel 1998:179). Vernacular 
broadcasts by the Education Services Division were also discontinued. 
By 1970 the mission schools—even the Lutheran schools—had joined 
the Territory education system and were shifting to English.

There has been much discussion about the ‘failure’ of vernacular education 
in Papua New Guinea in the 1950s and 1960s.28 A lack of commitment 
by the Australian administration and the paucity of teaching materials 
in local languages were significant factors. Another important factor, 
however, appears to have been opposition from parents and teachers, 
who frequently saw education other than in English as inferior. A 1988 
survey of teachers’ attitudes reported that although the majority of 
teachers rated themselves more fluent in their mother tongue than in Tok 

27  See Johnson (1977:444). The Australian minister for territories at the time, Sir Paul Hasluck, 
recalled: ‘A decision had been made that education should be in the English language. This decision 
had little to do with education theory. Indeed I conceded to mission schools, against the advice of 
my own experts, that they could use their vernacular as a transition to eventual teaching in English’ 
(Hasluck 1976:89).
28  See, for example, McKinnon (1971). McKinnon was the last non–Papua New Guinean director 
of education.
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Pisin, English or Hiri Motu, and agreed that the use of Tok Pisin would 
facilitate communication and improve student understanding, 91  per 
cent preferred to retain English as the medium of education.

In the 1960s, however, responding to increasing nationalist sentiments 
and a growing weight of evidence from research, education policy began 
to swing back towards the use of vernaculars and Tok Pisin in the early 
schooling and adult literacy programs. In 1973 a proposed five-year 
development plan recommended that the language of primary education 
should be ‘selected by the community which the school serves’, provided 
that instructors and teaching materials were available. English, however, 
should remain the language of instruction at the secondary and tertiary 
levels (Department of Education 1973). The education department’s 
ensuing education plan of 1975, however, was rejected by the government, 
which directed that English be the sole language of instruction at all 
levels. A subsequent ministerial statement, though, did allow for the 
teaching of local languages, in addition to the normal syllabus, subject to 
approval by the provincial education boards (provincial government was 
being introduced in 1976) and the availability of adequate teaching and 
financial resources.

Following the establishment of provincial governments and the transfer 
of a large part of education policymaking to these governments, the use 
of vernaculars in early education gained widespread support. Several 
provinces, notably North Solomons (Bougainville) and East New Britain, 
introduced viles tokples skul (local vernacular school) programs.29 Although 
their record was mixed, the idea of early education in vernaculars was 
widely endorsed. In 1989 the National Literacy Board passed a resolution 
calling for the teaching of initial literacy and numeracy in tokples. This 
was endorsed as government policy the following year. In 1991 the 
Department of Education issued its Education Sector Review Ministerial 
Brief, which stated: ‘the policy that learners should acquire initial literacy 
in a language they speak and then transfer this literacy to English or 
any other of the national languages has been adopted’.30 By 1993 there 
were provincial literacy programs in about 200 languages in 1,800 

29  See, for example, papers in Brammall and May (1975:sec. 7), Delpit and Kemelfield (1985), 
Weeks and Waninara (1988), and papers by Ahai (1984) and Olsson (1984).
30  The use of the phrase ‘any other of the national languages’ is interesting. There is a widespread 
popular perception in Papua New Guinea that English, Tok Pisin and Hiri Motu are ‘national 
languages’, though there is no statutory basis for this. For an elaboration of the policy, see Department 
of Education (1991:169–70).
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tokples skuls, reaching 27,300 pupils (Jonduo 1995). Subsequent policy 
documents have broadly repeated the substance of the 1991 statement. 
The Department of Education’s Corporate Plan of 1998–2002, based 
on the National Education Plan of 1998–2002, for example, states that 
among its policies on elementary education: ‘the language for instruction 
in elementary schools will be that which the children speak and will be 
determined by the community’ (Department of Education 1998:9).

In September 1999 the minister for education, research, science and 
technology, John Waiko, announced a new language policy that he said 
would ‘start making a significant contribution to literacy … both in 
English and, importantly, in our many Papua New Guinean languages’.31 
Eight hundred and thirty-seven languages have since been declared official 
languages in the education system (Post-Courier 13 April 2000). These 
will be the basic languages of instruction in community schools from the 
elementary preparatory level to grade two, after which there will be a 
transition (grades three to five) to English.

In a country with an estimated 850 languages, some of which are spoken 
by small groups in remote areas, the more widespread use of vernaculars 
poses problems. In particular, it seems inevitable that in some community 
schools, small vernacular groups will not be given much attention and 
more frequently used vernaculars will triumph over less popular ones—
as was the experience in the early days of mission expansion with the 
adoption of ‘church languages’. To date, there is little evidence that such 
problems have arisen, but in East Sepik Province, Kwoma children in some 
community schools around Ambunti are receiving vernacular teaching in 
the language of the neighbouring Iatmul (a group with whom they have 
been traditional enemies); this is emerging as a source of grievance among 
the Kwoma.32 It is possible that the well-intentioned policy of vernacular 
use in schools could give rise to low-level local tensions.

[In 2013 the vernacular education policy was dropped, largely in response 
to growing concerns over students’ low levels of English-language literacy 
and poor performance at higher levels of education. See, for example, 
Temple et al. 2015.]

31  ‘Education Reform and Language Policy in Schools’, statement to the press by the minster for 
education, research, science and technology, the Hon. Professor John Waiko, 3 September 1999.
32  Angela Mande-Filer, personal communication, 2000.
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Conclusion
Given the great linguistic diversity in Papua New Guinea, language might 
have been expected to provide a source of ethnic cleavage and conflict. 
It has not.

Precolonial Papua New Guinean societies were marked by endemic 
warfare, and contemporary Papua New Guinean society has been plagued 
by intergroup fighting. Much of this fighting, however, takes place within 
the same language group (especially among the larger language groups of 
the highlands) over issues such as land, compensation claims (resulting, for 
example, from road accidents) and election outcomes. Some conflicts follow 
linguistic divisions, but there has been no instance since independence in 
which language per se has been a source of major disagreement. Similarly, 
the Bougainville conflict, which from at least as early as 1900 was associated 
with demands for Bougainville independence, has never been concerned 
with language—partly because the Bougainville Revolutionary Army itself 
drew supporters from almost all of Bougainville’s 21 vernacular language 
groups (representing itself in Tok Pisin and English). ‘Bougainville’ identity, 
in other words, transcends linguistic boundaries.

It might be argued, more generally, that Papua New Guinea’s extreme 
linguistic fragmentation—and, to the extent that linguistic boundaries 
define ethnicity, its extreme ethnic fragmentation—has dissipated the 
potential for ethnic conflict. Because Papua New Guinea has so many 
small ethnolinguistic groups, language does not provide an effective basis 
or political mobilisation except, on occasion, in local contexts.33 Moreover, 
Papua New Guinea’s small-scale societies have tended to differentiate 
themselves from their neighbours through language use, rather than seek 
to extend their linguistic domain (Laycock 1982). No vernacular language 
group, however, is large enough—even if it were imperially inclined—to 
push for the adoption of its language as a national language. Thus, as 
contact between different communities increased following European 
colonisation, lingua francas developed naturally as a means of intergroup 
communication.

33  Even at the subnational level, ethnic tensions have tended to follow administrative/geographic 
rather than linguistic lines. Tensions, for example, between highlanders and ‘coastals’, New Guinea 
islanders and mainlanders, or Bougainvilleans and mainlanders, cut across linguistic divides. And at 
the subprovincial level, regional divisions (within and across linguistic boundaries) have been more 
salient than linguistic ones. See May et al. (1997).
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Among the lingua francas, ‘church languages’ have declined in use since 
the Lutheran Church’s adoption of Tok Pisin. Even Hiri Motu, which was 
never comprehensively accepted as the lingua franca of Papua, appears to 
have given way to Tok Pisin and English. Tok Pisin has become by far the 
most widely spoken language, with growing numbers speaking Tok Pisin 
as a mother tongue. As Father Kirschbaum observed in 1931, the people 
themselves have chosen Tok Pisin as the language of communication.

By declining to formally choose a national language (or national 
languages), Papua New Guineans avoided the conflict that would almost 
certainly have occurred in 1975 if, say, Tok Pisin had been chosen over 
Hiri Motu, or if English had been given an official status above Tok Pisin 
or Hiri Motu. In the absence of an explicit national policy, Tok Pisin 
has naturally assumed its dominant position in popular communication 
(and, to a large extent, parliamentary debate). Meanwhile, English has 
been retained as the principal language of education, commerce and 
administration, and local vernaculars have been officially recognised 
with a view both to promoting literacy at the communal level and to 
acknowledging the cultural value of local languages in accordance with 
the constitution’s directive principles. In this way, Papua New Guinea has 
evolved as a special sort of multilingual society, and may have ensured that 
in a society marked by extreme linguistic diversity and two potentially 
competing lingua francas, language has not been a source of conflict.

Whether the Papua New Guinean experience contains lessons for other 
multilingual states is less easy to say. Clearly, Papua New Guinea is very 
unusual in several respects: first, it boasts extreme linguistic diversity; 
second, no vernacular language has much currency outside its local area; 
third, literacy rates are fairly low, and there is no great tradition of a 
vernacular literature; and further, English and Tok Pisin, to an increasing 
extent, are widely accepted as politically neutral languages. These factors 
have facilitated the spread of Tok Pisin as a lingua franca of the people and 
of English among a more restricted group.

One general lesson does emerge from the Papua New Guinean experience: 
in states where language has been a source of conflict, tension has frequently 
arisen because one numerically or culturally dominant group has imposed 
its language on minority groups through official national-language policies. 
The experience of Papua New Guinea suggests that in multilingual societies, 
it may be wiser not to elaborate a national-language policy but, in effect, to 
let market forces determine language use. A misguided language policy may 
create more problems than no policy at all.
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