
The Acquisition of Other People’s Languages: 
A View from Arapesh Country

Lise M. Dobrin
University of Virginia, USA LSPNG 2021



!

!

!

!

!

!

!

#

#

!

!

!

!

!
!

!

But
Dagua

Dogur

Balif

Balam

Womsis

Maprik

Salata

Makopin

Matapau

Yangoru
Ilahita

Hwamsuk

Bubuamo

Woginara

Wautogik

Sa
nd

au
n

Ea
st

 S
ep

ik

Torr ice l l i  Mtns

Prince      Alexander 
               Mtns

Bismarck Sea

COASTAL  ARAPESH

ABU 

WERI
MUFIAN BUKIYIP

'

Figure 1. The Arapesh Language Area
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Lise, ruahaep!  ‘good morning’









’orait’ instead of əriə
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A yu go long gaden na yu kam a?
Ɲɨna nɨmbarig ɲɨnaki a?
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What even are languages in PNG?

“Socially, the Kewa language does not represent any political or 
national group. In fact, many speakers from separate dialects will 
deny that they speak the same language.” (Franklin 1968:1)

“[A]mong the Mountain Arapesh, the people of Alitoa considered 
that the shift from an /l/ to an /r/ was sufficient to distinguish them 
from the people of Liwo, their near neighbors. In contrast, 
Polynesians, separated by hundreds of miles and different historical 
experiences, consider a similar shift from fale (Samoan for house) to 
fare (Tahitian for house) to be proof that they are one people.” (Mead 
1938:158)



“It is rare for speakers of Papuan languages to have a name for 
themselves, in their own language, as a linguistic unit; rather they will 
use a word which simply means ‘the people’, in an ethnocentric 
sense, and this term may be much narrower in its extent than the 
linguistic group.” (Laycock and Voorhoeve 1971:509)

“A look at Ethnologue reveals that many languages have been named 
several times by different people and that there is at least some 
confusion among those who count the languages of PNG as to 
whether two names should stand for one, two or more languages.” As 
a result, “it is often not clear what languages particular forms of 
speech are dialects of” (Mühlhäusler 2006:29, 33)



Social groups are actively brought 
into being through people’s speech.

“[I]t is far easier to assume the 
existence of groups than to try 
to understand the subtleties of 
how the natives conceptualize 
their sociality.” (Wagner 1974:119) 



Boundary problems

In the Sepik there is “great linguistic diversity, accompanied by 
wavering linguistic allegiance on the part of families in border 
villages, and even larger units.” (Mead 1938:157)

“There is . . . a tacit acceptance of the ‘one language = one culture’ 
assumption, and a concentration on phenomena internal to the 
language or culture in question, with a consequent neglect, even 
underrating, of boundary problems of all sorts.” (Sankoff 1980:118)



Bernard Narokobi (c.1943-2010)
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Figure 1. The Arapesh Language Area
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Naku yeməg ətiɲ, wis ətɨs
‘He just used his face, only his hands’.

Əriə naku yeməg etiɲ, narikən, naka— naku wis nakəripon naka, 
"Yowi.”
‘And so he used just his face, and he said— he used his hands and he 
said, “Come here”’.



In this way, two strangers who spoke different languages established 
trust and friendship. […] In time [the founding ancestors] Yəhələgɨr
and [his wife] Swagien had a daughter and she married [the Boikin-
speaking] Meliawi’s son. From this marriage, Wautogig village was 
born. 
From the very beginning, Wautogig was founded on the language and 
customs of the Buki or Arapesh people, through Yəhələgɨr, and the 
Sausa or Boikin people through Meliawi [of Kwangen]. Wautogig still 
maintains a connection to both groups. 

— Bernard Narokobi, The History of Wautogik Village, Chapter 9: A 
New Era Begins



The story of the “Kwangen-Baimrɨbɨs Swap”: 
A Wautogik clan acquires for itself Boikin-speaking ancestors, along 
with the lands they formerly occupied.
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Arapesh villagers in Balam created an unlikely long-distance 
friendship with people from Ɲamikum:
“And they too, our [ancestors] too, they didn’t know [the Ɲamikums’] 
vernacular, their language, and they too didn’t know our language. 
They just used their hands. They spoke to each other using their 
hands. They didn’t understand [each other].” (r2.10-11)



“Because of its [Arapesh] origins, [Wautogik] people primarily speak 
Buki and practise Buki or Arapesh customs. But because of the very 
early contact with Walanduom…, the friendship Yəhələgɨr made with 
Meliawi of Kwangen, and later through the Kwangen-Baimrɨbɨs land 
swap, Wautogik’s Sausa [Boikin] instinct remains firm and strong. The 
people of Wautogig also dance and sing Sausa dances and speak 
Sausa language.”

— Bernard Narokobi, The History of Wautogik Village, Chapter 10: 
Wautogig as a Nation and the Surrounding Nations



“The former Governor, Philip Taku, MP for Port Moresby Northeast 
and my brother Camillus and I… are the inheritors of the original 
relationship. Although we live in the city and hold state offices, we 
continue to uphold and honour the first-contact relationship. 
Although we belong to different political parties, we continue to 
honour our relationship today. We are trading partners, but not of 
filial relationship. We call each other hula.”

— Bernard Narokobi, The History of Wautogik Village, Chapter 5: 
Heimeri-Kapowia and the Yaimbon-Hula Road



Language Documentation
and Description 2005



Arapesh terms for trade-friends: gəbɨkin ‘rotman igo’ and kworiain
‘rotman ikam’. But what they actually use is the Boikin term hula:

“The former Governor, Philip Taku, MP for Port Moresby Northeast 
and my brother Camillus and I… are the inheritors of the original 
relationship. Although we live in the city and hold state offices, we 
continue to uphold and honour the first-contact relationship. 
Although we belong to different political parties, we continue to 
honour our relationship today. We are trading partners, but not of 
filial relationship. We call each other hula.”

— Bernard Narokobi, The History of Wautogik Village, Chapter 5: 
Heimeri-Kapowia and the Yaimbon-Hula Road
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The Abu’-speaking Memelebis community

An ancestral spirit cursed the people of Memelebis with an inability 
to acquire outside knowledge, blocked their access to wealth and 
cargo, and limited their speech to only their own language. 

What the Memelebis people have been cursed with is the Herderian
equation that keeps them tied to the language they inherited as a 
consequence of belonging to a particular group!
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