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language is becoming
extinct through emigra-
tion?
IN this monthly discussion we an-
swer questions about language in PNG
and beyond. This month we are look-

. ingatUnserdeutsch, alanguage that is
. nearlyextinctin this country because
. of emigration to Australia.

My own engagement with Unser-

| deutsch started when I was studying
. atthe University of Queensland and
' teaching German at a high school on
. the Gold Coast. A new student, Yvonne
i Liindin, came to enrol and wanted to
| take German. She wasa Melanesian
. girl with a Swedish name and spoke
i German with a perfect accent, but
. reallystrange grammar. I asked her
i where she had studied German and she
. answered that she had never studied
. it. She justspoke it athome in Rabaul.
- . That's whenIstarted to learn justhow
Above: Poster at the Ralum Club in " much PNG can be theland ofthe un-
| expected.

It turns out that she was part of the
mixed-race community
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standard English. No one had docu-
mented the language so this became
both the topic of my masters thesis and
my own personal introduction into

. the complex web oflanguage diversity

. inMelanesia. The roots of this com-

| munityanditslanguage go back to the
. late 1800s when missionaries at the

| newly established Vunapope Catho-

i licMission near whatwas then called
HICH Papua New Guinea |

i

Herbertshéhe (today Kokopo) setup a
boarding school for mixed-race chil-

| dren whom they collected from villages
. and plantations in the area.

The mothers came from all over the

Bismarck Archipelago and the fathers
, from Germany, other European coun-

tries, China, Japan, Guam, and what is
today eastern Indonesia. At the school
everything was in German, a language
the children almost never spoke when

. theyarrived. Older speakers told me

. thattheir parents said the children

! were strictly prohibited from speak-

. ing Tok Pisin, but they gotaround this

. ruleby speakingin Tok Pisin sentences
- with German words, making akind of

| pidgin German that quickly became

: the symbol and in-group language

- oftheir group. This isreflected in the

. name of the language; unser means

i “our” and deutsch means “German”,

i so Unserdeutsch means “our German”
. (not “your European German”).

Asthe children grew up, the nuns

. encouraged them to marry each other

i and work on plantations or at busi-

. nesses owned by the church. In most

. families Unserdeutsch was the lan-

i guageused athome, so thatwithin one
. generation PNG had yet another tok

. ples. When a pidgin language becomes
. the native language of a group of chil-

| dren, wecallitacreole language. This

. iswhyUnserdeutsch is sometimes re-
- ferred to as Rabaul Creole German. The

i language continued to be spoken even

. after the Australians invaded and took
| over from the Germans after World

Warl,

This small community was severely

disrupted during the Japanese oc-
_ cupation in World War II, especially
* those with Chinese ancestry. For

many, Unserdeutsch was helpfulasa
secret language that Japanese could
notunderstand. After the Australians
returned at the end of World WarII, the
colonial government had a strong de-
sire to Australianise the territory more
strongly. The Vunapope schools were

|
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nolonger allowed to teach German and
* Augsburg in Germany is currently un-

| dertaking a large documentation effort

. under the leadership of Professor Péter

¢ Maitz. According to him, the language

. isunique because itis the only case we

. know of anywhere in the world where a

. creolelanguage developed thatis based
. onGerman.

teachers went to mixed-race families
telling parents to use only English with
their children. In the 1960s, mixed-race
families were allowed to take Austral-
ian citizenship. This classified them as-
expatriates in the country where they
were born, but it gave them financial
assistance to send their children to
boarding schoolsin Australia. These
children came back to see their parents
onlyonce ayear at Christmas. Because
of all this and because of their immer-
sion in Australian society, few of the
children kept up an active use of their

| parents’ language, and many stayed on

in Australia after finishing school.
AtPNG Independence most families

: kepttheir Australian citizenship and

. eventually moved to Australia. Today
. lessthan 10 elderly Unserdeutsch

. speakers still live in PNG, but more

. than 100 people still live in Australia

who speak Unserdeutsch. But because
they do not speak the language with
their children and grandchildren, there

. arenospeakers under 50 years of age
- today, and most are in their seventies
. orolder.

Unserdeutsch is therefore a lan-
guage that s practically extinctin PNG
because of emigration and in a few
decades it will be extinctin Australia
because itis no longer spoken at home.

Because of this, the University of

Itis also one of the few creole lan-

. guages that we know of that developed
¢ amongyoung children in a boarding

¢ school environment. And as he told an
. assembly of school children at Vuna-

i pope School, itis one of the few cases

- where we can pinpoint exactly where

~ and exactlywhen alanguage started.

: Unserdeutsch isyet another reminder
. thatlinguistically, PNG is very much

. theland of the unexpected.

. M Professor Volker is a linguist living in

i New Ireland and an Adjunct Professor

- in The Cairns Institute, James Cook Uni-
. versity, Queensland. He welcomes your

language questions for this monthly dis-
cussion at craig.volker@jcu.edu.au. Or
continue the discussion on the Facebook
Language Toktok page.

You can get more information about

- Unserdeutsch and listen to recordings in
\ itat: www.philhist.uni-augsburg.de/en/
. lehrstuehle/germanistik/sprachwissen-
' schaft/rabaul_creole_german/



