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How Complex isthe Tok Pisin Lexicon?
Craig Alan Volker

Abstract

Because of itsoriginsin amaster-servant colonia environment, and because of the perception of pidgin
languages as “simple’, the genera public in Papua New Guinea tends to think of Tok Pisin] Papua New
Guinea Pidgin EnglishCOas a “primitive” language without the complexities of natural languages, and there-
fore not suitable for “real” communication. This perception isexamined using research into the universal pat-
terns of complexity found in the taxonomies of the semantic fields of colour, zoological, botanical, and geo-
metric shape terminology. Thisresearch has shown that languages devel op terminology in thesefieldsin uni-
versal patterns of increasing complexity. Inall four semantic fields Tok Pisin rankshigh in the degree of spe-
cialised complexity of theterminology availableto itsspeakers Thisindicatesthat Tok Pisin hasamore com-
plex lexicon than many non-pidgin languages in the world and that the common perception of the language
as being “too simple” for efficient communication is false.
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Folk wisdom in Papua New Guineawould have it that Tok Pisin(J Papua New Guinea Pidgin English(]
isa“primitive’ language that cannot be used to communicate complex ideas. Both expatriates and indigenes
often make claim$] which they usually do not back up with linguistic proofs{ithat it would be impossible to
differentiate details of thought in Tok Pisin to the degree necessary for communication in the modern world.
Thisis an interesting hypothesis for linguists since, while pidgin languages are by definition simplified in
comparison with non-pidgin languages, Tok Pisin is unusual among pidgin languages in being not only a
means of everyday communication, but also a means of communicating for the purposes of artistic self-
expression, magic, religion, linguistic play, and taboo, not only for the minority of speakers for whom it has
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become creolised, but aso for the vast majority of speakers for whom it is a second languagé] M ihlhdusler
oroa

In contrast to this“gut feeling”, we have the findings of Witkowski and BrowrJ[TTT]that, in general,
the more complex a society becomes, the more detailed is the evolution of the encoding sequences of terms
initslanguage sIfor ideasin any one sphere of knowledge. Asaproduct of the contact of increasingly com-
plex and interrelated societies, one would therefore expect Tok Pisin to have relatively highly evolved sys-
tems of encoding sequences in its lexicon. This hypothesis can be tested by examining the complexity of
termsin the Tok Pisin lexicon with universally observed patterns of the development of complexity in natu-
ral languages; because languages develop increasingly specialised vocabulary in at least certain fieldsin uni-
versally recognised patterns, the complexity of the Tok Pisin lexicon in these fields can indicate the level of
complexity of the lexicon as awhole. By looking at several areas in which there is general agreement as to
the universal sequence of expansion of encoding sequences, one can have an objective measure of how de-
tailed the Tok Pisin encoding sequencesare. Thisisafirst step in addressing the folk wisdom about Tok Pisin
in aless superficial fashion than is normally the case. Furthermore, it is possible to suggest future avenues
of research that can clarify this point more fully.

The primary sources of information for the data used in this paper are the intuitions of three speakers of
Tok Pisin, oné] the author(Ja speaker of the Highlands dialect, one a speaker from the Morobe Province on
the New Guinea mainland coast, and one a speaker from New Britain. These three speakers represent the
three main dialect areas of Tok Pisin. Reference has also been made to the following three written sources:
Mihalic's Jacaranda Dictionary][(TTT1C0which is admittedly woefully incomplete, but still the best diction-
ary of the language, the revised Bible Society trandation of the New Testament and PsalmsITTT1[] which
has set the standard for the written form of Tok Pisin, and the style sheet for Wantok newspaper, the national
Tok Pisin weekly1 Mihalic[TTT] 2]

It should be pointed out that all these sources may be unreliable to some extent since al three speakers
and all the writers of the texts are bilingual in English, the main source language or in Muhlhaudler’s termi-
nology, the main lexifier, of Tok Pisin. These speakers may therefore give a different range of meanings to
words with English cognates than would the majority of Tok Pisin speakerswho do not know English. Cog-
nates from al lexifiers) English, German, Maay, Latin, or the Kuwana language of the Tolais of East New
BritainOdiffer in several waysin Tok Pisin; some have only a subset of the lexica information of the origi-
nall e.g., Bruder in German means a male sibling or amember of areligious order, but in Tok Pisin only the
latter[] others have a much wider meaning in Tok Pisin than in the original languagél e.g., lek from English
leg means not only “leg”, but also “foot” (] and all have been modified to suit the now relatively stable lexi-
cal patterns of modern Tok Pisin, including its redundancy reducing rule§] Mihlhdusler[(TTT10]

The case of aTok Pisin speaker who isbilingual in English is rather different from that of someonewho
ishilingual in Tok Pisin and, say, Kuanua or German. Today thereis adefinite boundary between Tok Pisin
and those languages, a boundary that is not so clear between English and Tok Pisin. Thisboundary isblurred
because of the use of English asthe major official language of Papua New Guinea and by the fact that, with
the exception of Wantok newspaper, there is no body in the country actively trying to coin new words and
phrases for the many new itemswith which Tok Pisin speakersmust cope. Of thetwo non-marginal Tok Pisin
sociolects mentioned by Mihlhé&uslefl Urban Pidgin and Rural Pidgin(] Urban Pidgin, which has both the
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greater number of English speakers and the greater exposure to new ideas which need new names, has the
fuzziest distinction between English and Tok Pisin. Many speakers of Urban Pidgin, even if they have re-
turned to arural setting, sprinkle their Tok Pisin with so many anglicismsthat their speech is often incompre-
hensible to their rural cousins. A perfect example of thisisthe letter thiswriter saw from an agricultural ex-
tension offer, who wrote a village leader that he wanted to come on a particular day to “helpim agrikultural
ekstensen projek wok” in the village. Small wonder so few persons were waiting for him!

It is common practice in Papua New Guinea to assume that Rural Pidgin is the standard, even though it
does not have the prestige of the more anglicised Urban Pidgin. This makes sense, since rural speakers con-
struction be understood by urban dwellers, while the reverse is not alwaystrue. But even in Wantok newspa-
per whose style book has many pages devoted to avoiding unnecessary English loanwords by coining new
phrases such as susokmar] shoe-sock-man(Ifor white collar worker, one now sees gell] from English girl 0
rather than older meriJ from Mary(J yut klag1 English youth clubrather than klap bilong ol yangpeld] “club
of the young ones’ [J and nonfomal edukesen rather than tok ples skull “talk placgl O vernacularCschool” [

In thisregard it isinteresting to note that often it is fluent expatriate speakers] as opposed to those who
use what Mihlhdusler calls the marginal sociolect “Tok Masta’ [ rather than educated indigenous speakers,
who make the most conservative and concrete division between English and Tok Pisin. The attitude of many
educated indigenous speakers of Urban Pidgin is that of an indigenous informant who assisted with this pa-
per. When asked if Tok Pisin has for “square”, he said that while older peoplein avillage would not under-
stand the English word square, if he wanted to say something was square, he would just say skwea. An ex-
patriate informant on the other hand said that there was no word for “square” and so he would say santing i
luk olsem] “something that looks like this’ Jand draw apicturein the dirt or in the air.

Thusin an investigation such asthis, one needsto be careful to include only those Tok Pisintermswhich
are comprehensible to the majority of the speakers of the language. |f one accepts al the terms used by ur-
ban dwellers, one could end up by ssmply writing a description of the lexicon of English rather than that of
Tok Pisin.

A second problem in attempting such a study is that while there have been many ethnoscientific studies
of taxonomies of semantic fields in many diverse languages, the number of statements of universality that
have been made is still rather small. Witkowski and Browr][TTT10make reference only to the universals of
the taxonomies of colour terms, zoological terms, botanical terms and geometric shapes. Until more state-
ments of universality in other fields have been made and tested, it will not be possible to make a definitive
genera statement about the complexity of Tok Pisin. This discussion will limit itself to an examination of
only these four semantic fields.

We can begin by looking at the terms in the language for various colours. Because of the contribution
of Berlin and Kay' s pioneering work on the taxonomies of colour terms, perhaps more attention has been paid
to the universal principles of the evolution of colour termsthan to any other area. In Witkowski and Brown's
workJ1TT] :[TTOwe find the following revision of the Berlin-Kay colour encoding sequence of alanguage,
which allows one to place the colour encoding sequence of alanguage into one of seven progressively more
complex stages:
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I. Macro-white and Macro-black

Il. Macro-red

I11. “GrueTl green or blueCor yellow

IV. Both grue and yellow

V. Both green and blue

VI. Brown

VII. Pink, orange, purple

An encoding sequence for “grey” appears anywhere in stages11 to V1.

Thus within this taxonomy, any language with a term for “brown”, for example, will have terms for
“green”, “blue’, “yellow”, “red”, white”, and “black” aswell as possibly “grey”, but not necessarily “pink”,
orange’, “purple” and “grey”.

Tok Pisin haswordsfor al the colours listed in stages one through six except grey:

I. “white” wait] -pela “black” blak] -pelal]
Il. “red” ret] pelall

1. “yellow” yeld] -pelal]

IV. “blue” biul -pelal]

V. “green” grir] -pelal]

V1. “brown” brauri] -pelal]

Itisinteresting that all these colour terms have English lexifiers, although the wordsfor “brown” and “green”
could also have come from their German cognates braun and griin, respectively.

There are no words for any of the stage seven term&] “pink”, “orang€’, or “purple’ Thisissurprising
since[110 of the children in the country now receive at |least some primary schooling] Ride[TTT]0and in the-
ory are expected to know the English terms “orange” and “purpl€” by the end of grade six.

Another areathat has attracted much attention has been the study of biological life-forms, and the study
of the taxonomies of Papua New Guinean languages has been the source of many insights. In Witkowski and
Browri][T1T] : [T Owe find the following chart adapted from datain an unpublished paper by C.H. Brown

OO1T0Oshowing the progression of differentiating zoological life-forms. Thisfigure ignores the binary en-
coding “large X” / “small X” common in many languages, including Tok Pisin.

I.-11. “fish”, “bird”, “snake’
V. “wug’
V. “mammal”

A “wug” isany animal that is not afish, bird, or snake. When alanguage develops a term for “mammal”,
“wug” becomes “small animal that is not afish, bird, or snake” and “mammal” is“alarge animal that is not
afish, bird, or snake”.

Tok Pisinisat stage IV in thistaxonomy. It hasall three stage I-111 terms: pis “fish”, pisin “bird”, and
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snek “snake and worm”. It further differentiates “wug into binatang “bugs, small creeping animals, and ob-
noxious children” and abus “game animals or meat”. Many speakers now use the English loanword enimal
rather than abus, perhaps because the word abus, aword of Kuanuaorigin, means “game’ and there are now
recently introduced animals such as horses or, through films and books, African animalsto which people need
to refer, but which they do not normally have a chanceto eat. In addition, for some speakers abus can also
refer to edible fish aswell as edible land game.

Related to the concept of zoological life-forms is the concept of botanical life-forms. Witkowski and
Brown give the following figure adapted from information analysed by Browr][TTT10] which classifies |an-
guages into six stages of lexical development in this area:

I. nolifeterm terms

Il. “tree”

1. “grerb”

IV.-VI.“bush”, ving” and “grass’

A “grerb” isasmall chiefly herbaceous] green, leafy, non-woodyplant, i.e., until stageIV-VI termsare de-
veloped, any none-tree plant. A bushisaplant that is between atreeand agrerbin size.

InthisareaTok Pisin hasat least astage V vocabulary and has thus devel oped an encoding sequence that
isrelatively complex compared with many other languages. In addition to the word diwai “tree’, there are
wordsfor “ving’ rop and “grass’ gras or, inthe Highlandsin particular, kunai, which in other areasisaspecies
-specific rather than generic term. Thereisno separate word for “bush”, only the binary opposite “small treg’
liklik diwai / “big tree” bikpela diwai . The term bus, which is derived from English bush, means “forest” or
“jungle”.

Thelast areamentioned by Witkowski and Brown isgeometric shapes They quote Burri§I[TT T as say-
ing that alanguage can be classified as being in one of at least three stagesin the evolution of encoding geo-
metric shapes:

I. No geometric terms
I1. “Circle” only
I11. Both “circle” and “square’

Tok Pisinisat least at stage I1, since all speakers use the word raun for “round” or “circle’, especialy in
compounds such as raunwara “lakeT literally “round water” Jand raunhaus “atraditional Highlands-style
round house’. The problems with allowing skwea have been mentioned above. It is probably best to be con-
servative and not yet recognise Tok Pisin as being at stage 11 in this taxonomy.

From thisinitial investigation we can see that Tok Pisin has undergone more evolution in its taxonomic
complexity than many “natural” languages. In a seven-level scale of complexity of colour terms, Tok Pisin
has all the termsfor thefirst six levels. On afive-level scale of complexity of differentiating zoological life-
forms, it has al the terminology of thefirst four levels. On asix-level scale of increasing complexity of bo-
tanical terms, Tok Pisin has terminology for all of thefirst five levels. And on athree-level scale of the de-
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velopment of geometric shape terminology, Tok Pisinison at least the second level.

This degree of semantic differentiation shows that a naive dismissal of the language as being primitive
does not seem appropriate. Even though it does not have the lexical complexity of English, it does have a
more differentiated lexicon than many of the world's natural languages.
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