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The Story of Holim Pas Tok Ples,

a Short Film about Indigenous Language
on Lou Island, Manus Province,

Papua New Guinea

Kireni Sparks-Ngenge

Manus Province in Papua New Guinea (PNG) has become well-known
over the past few years for an Australian offshore refugee detention cen-
ter that was set up on Los Negros Island in 2001 and then expanded to
include facilities on both Los Negros and Manus Islands in 2012. How-
ever, as someone who is Manusian, from Lou Island in Manus Province,
I think it is crucial for people, including the peoples of Manus, to remem-
ber that Manus is much more than simply the location for an imposed
Australian detention center. Manus culture has developed over several
thousand years, since Lapita seafarers began settling the province’s many
islands.! With a current population of over sixty thousand, it is vital that
Manusians keep alive and pass on the histories and cultures that make us
who we are. So, in the midst of the ongoing developments that surround
the controversial refugee detention center and military base, I turned my
attention to a completely different issue that is of urgent importance for
my people on Lou and for the people of Manus as a whole—the fate of
our Indigenous languages.

There are twenty-eight languages spoken in Manus Province (map 1; SIL
Papua New Guinea 2020). The cultural heritage and languages of Manus
have been described as resilient, surviving multiple waves of colonization:
German colonization, Australian administration, Japanese occupation,
American “liberation,” and a second wave of Australian administration
(Case, Pauli, and Soejarto 2005; Minol 2000). Since PNG gained its inde-
pendence in 1975, Manus has been used twice as the location for deten-
tion of asylum seekers aiming to get to Australia—from 2001 to 2003
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and then again from 2011 to 2019. Under the pressures exerted by these
waves of colonization, including our contemporary neocolonial education
systems and continuous devaluation of Indigenous ways of life, how are
the languages of Manus faring today? While living in my village on Lou
Island for several months in 2018—aiming to learn my language, Ngolan
Lou—it became clear to me that our language is in serious decline, and
I imagine that this may be the case in many other Manus communities,
too. In making the video Holim Pas Tok Ples (Holding on to Our Indige-
nous Languages),” I explored the issue of the health and current neglect of
Indigenous languages in the hope of raising awareness and motivating my
people on Lou and people in other parts of Manus and across Melanesia
to reverse this trend.

Born in PNG, I grew up in PNG and Vanuatu. My father is from Lou
Island, located about twenty-five kilometers off the southeast coast of
Manus Island. My mother is Canadian but has lived in Melanesia for
over twenty-five years. While I was raised in urban areas (Madang, PNG,
and Port Vila, Vanuatu), I traveled to my rural village on Lou at least
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once or twice a year and visited my mother’s Canadian family on Van-
couver Island annually. The story that I tell in Holim Pas Tok Ples is one
that I was able to piece together because of the perspectives my life has
provided—I have had access to global perspectives through my mother
and a connection to Indigenous perspectives and ways of life through my
father. The idea for this video came following a gap year that I took after
high school, during which I spent several months in my village on Lou
trying to learn the language. I already spoke English, Tok Pisin, Bislama,
and French (and had learned French later in life, in Grade 7, by being
immersed at the Lycée Frangaise de Port Vila), and so I was hopeful that
I would learn a substantial amount of Ngolan Lou during my stay. What
I found, however, was that I was not being immersed in the language as
I had hoped to be, mostly because many families (including my own) are
using the lingua franca, Tok Pisin, much more than our language. So,
while I was not able to learn as much of my language as I had wanted
to, I also realized that it was further in decline than I had imagined. I
became seriously concerned about how children are no longer learning
to speak our language fluently simply because adults, although fluent
themselves, are not speaking the language to them, and I found myself
extremely worried that Ngolan Lou is on a dangerous path toward dying
out, with the majority of people seemingly unaware of or unconcerned
by this trend. It was apparent to me that many people on my island (from
my immediate family and also my large network of relatives) and else-
where in Manus and Melanesia (my family and friends living throughout
PNG and Vanuatu) were not thinking about the fact that our diversity of
languages might be threatened, let alone considering the urgency of the
need to reverse the loss of our languages before it is too late. They were
not thinking about the value of our Indigenous languages. I felt that I
needed to find a way to help people from my island see that our language
is important, is something we can be proud of, and is something that we
need to actively pass on to the younger generations if we want to keep
it alive.

Seeking ways to help my people to understand what is happening to our
language, I thought of sharing with them the stories of other Indigenous
communities who have experienced language loss more intensely and who
have come to realize how significant and painful this loss is. During a visit
to Vancouver Island in Canada, I contacted a family friend, Tim Kulchyski,
who is a member of Cowichan Tribes. Having met in Vanuatu in 2004
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when Papa Tim came to Vanuatu for several months as a First Nations
intern,® we stayed in touch and have maintained a strong adopted-family
kind of relationship. I told Papa Tim about what is happening with the
language of my island and asked him if he would be willing to share the
story of his Indigenous language with my people. Now the biologist for
Cowichan Tribes, Papa Tim also introduced me to his cousin Chuck Sey-
mour,* who is the cultural advisor for Cowichan Tribes; both were willing
to help me by sharing their thoughts on their Indigenous Cowichan lan-
guage, Hul’q’'umi’num’. Their stories became a central element of Holim
Pas Tok Ples. In discussing with them my observations of the neglect of
Ngolan Lou, it became clear that the current situation of our language on
Lou is similar to that of many Indigenous Canadian languages a couple of
generations ago when, with increasing Western influence and residential
schooling, Indigenous languages in Canada were disparaged—their use
prohibited at school—leading to the languages not being transmitted to
younger generations. Both Papa Tim and Papa Chuck spoke poignantly
about how hard Cowichan Tribes was working to revitalize their lan-
guage, even with very few fluent speakers left. They talked about how
language is essential to identity, and the words they shared with me, and
all of us through the video, are truly moving and inspiring.

However, after meeting with them, I realized that the stories from
Cowichan Tribes would not have meaning for my people on Lou unless
I provided some frames of reference, helping my people to understand
who the Cowichan people are and how their story is connected to ours.
I also realized that many people may not heed the warnings of our Indig-
enous friends from across the ocean because they do not yet see how they
themselves are affected by language loss and its consequences. I could
thus see that I also needed to include some interviews with people speak-
ing about Indigenous languages and other related issues in the Melanesia
context. I was fortunate to know people who were willing to share their
relevant stories and knowledge with me for the video, which provided the
contextualized information and arguments necessary for someone from
my village on Lou to relate to the issue of language loss described by the
Cowichan Tribes members. This meant talking about the importance of
our languages in our lives—the critical role of our languages in maintain-
ing our cultures and Indigenous knowledge systems, their significance for
creating our identity as Manusians and as members of our particular lan-
guage communities, and the importance of cultural pride and identity in
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making our communities strong and resilient. While making Holim Pas
Tok Ples, 1 also decided early on that I wanted viewers to come away with
not only a better understanding of language loss but also an uncompli-
cated practical message about how we can turn this trend around—that
is, passing on our languages by simply speaking them to our children. I
hoped that by the end of the video, the current Cowichan reality, the vari-
ous Melanesian perspectives, and the straightforward, practical advice for
a way forward would motivate viewers to take responsibility for the sur-
vival of their languages.

In June and July 2019, I went back to my village on Lou with the com-
pleted video.®* My father, Ngenge Sasa, helped me to carry out a couple
of community screenings and to share the video with the broader Manus
community through Facebook.® Watching people’s reactions, it is clear
that the story of Hul’q’umi’num’ is powerful and inspires concern and
empathy in many viewers. The important next step, though, is to move
people beyond this, prompting them to reflect on the situation of their
own languages and their personal implication therein and on their ability
and power to help keep their languages alive. Holim Pas Tok Ples strives
to do this, and I was buoyed up when my father told me that many Manu-
sians were supportive of it. While I hope that viewers will be impacted
by the film and will make changes in their lives to counter the decline of
our languages,” I understand that follow-up work will be necessary to
promote our languages in the face of the continuous minimizing of Indig-
enous languages and ways of life that dominates national and globalized
media.

This film aims to motivate and inspire people from Lou, Manus, and
all of Melanesia to reconsider the importance, the beauty, and the value
of their cultural identities, even as these identities continue to be deval-
ued. Despite the fact that the Melanesian countries where I grew up are
considered “undeveloped” and “poor” by mainstream neoliberal criteria,
these societies are actually rich and highly developed in many ways. And
Manus, like all of Melanesia, would be unwise to leave these riches behind
in its pursuit of “development.” As Holim Pas Tok Ples aims to show,
these riches—including our Indigenous knowledge, our connection to our
customary lands, and our cultural identities—are ultimately held together
by our Indigenous languages. As the peoples of Manus, we are faced with
a challenge to maintain our languages and, ultimately, our cultural iden-
tity, integrity, and power as Manusians.
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Notes

1 Manus Province comprises over two hundred islands (Ataka and Ohtsuka
2005, 91).

2 A Tok Pisin version of the video is available from https://actnowpng.org/
node/26165 (accessed 25 March 2020). A Bislama version is available from
https://www.furtherarts.org/2020/06/12/holem-taet-lanwis-film/ (accessed 17
June 2020).

3 I call Tim Kulchyski by the term of respect “Papa” due to the relationship
that I had and continue to have with his adopted family in Vanuatu.

4 Through my relationship with Papa Tim, I also call Chuck Seymour by the
term of respect “Papa.”

5 Note also that this was the first video I had ever made, so I had to teach
myself the filmmaking program and didn’t have all of the equipment I really
should have had, like a tripod.

6 I am not on Facebook, but my father is, and he shared the video on a page
called Manus Issues.

7 Already, I have heard a few stories of people who have started speaking their
language to their children after watching the film.
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