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Abstract 

Questions concerning the number and extent of Mpompong dialects motivated a 

team of four researchers to study whether Ɓekwel should also be included as one 

among other dialects. The testing was done by means of wordlists and mutual 

intelligibility tests. The outcome was convincing to the researchers, who saw 

that uniform familiarity among the Ɓekwel with Mpompong was due to 

language acquisition. Their knowledge of Mpompong’s central dialect was 

strikingly better and more uniform than their knowledge of another dialect, 

Nkunabeeb, which was paradoxically closer to the Ɓekwel. The central dialect of 

Mpompong, though farther away, was more readily acquired by the Ɓekwel who 

were sampled, this being due, in all likelihood, to the favored position of the 

dialect in the provincial capital, as well as being used on the radio. The 

conclusion is that Ɓekwel is a distinct language from Mpompong. 

 

1. Introduction 

In July 1988, a team of linguists with the Société Internationale de Linguistique 

(SIL) conducted a sociolinguistic survey among the Ɓekwel (Esɛl) people in the 

Eastern Province of Cameroon. This was the third survey trip in a series related 

to a study of a chain of languages (Guthrie's Bantu A-80) spoken in Cameroon, 

the Central African Republic, and the Republic of Congo (Johnson 1989, Beavon 

and Etter 1988); also included was a survey among the Mpyemɔ, as well as the 

Mpompo and related peoples (see separate reports by Johnson 1989, and Beavon 

and Johnson 1989). The linguists participating in the survey included Keith 

Beavon, Marlene Etter, Ann Elizabeth Johnson, and Olivier Risnes. The time 

involved for the Ɓekwel assessment, once the team was in the area, was about 

five days. 

 

2. Background for the Ɓekwel Survey 

Some background information about the Ɓekwel people is included to clarify the 

purpose of this survey. 

 

2.1 Geographic/physical aspects of the Ɓekwel region  

The Ɓekwel people are located mainly in northwestern Congo, extending into 
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Gabon. About 1,000 speakers, principally of the Esɛl dialect, live in Cameroon in 

and near Moloundou in the Boumba and Ngoko Division of the Eastern Province. 

The area in which they live is dense tropical forest; all roads are unpaved. This, 

combined with the fact that the group is spread across political boundaries, 

means that access to the larger Ɓekwel population can be complicated or 

difficult. 

 

There are about 8,000 Ɓekwel speakers; as previously mentioned, approximately 

1,000 of these people live in Cameroon.  

 

2.2 History of reflection about the Ɓekwel 

The tenth edition of the Ethnologue lists Ɓekwel (Ɓekwil) as a language spoken 

mainly in Congo, but also in Gabon and Cameroon. It is described as being 

"closely related" to Kunaɓeeb (Konabembe). In the "Inventaire Préliminaire" of 

the Atlas Linguistique du Cameroun (ALCAM) published in 1983, the Esɛl (Essel) 

dialect is included in the language called mpo (431), along with Kunaɓeeb, 

Mpompo, Mpyemɔ, and the other dialects included in the A-80 chain (Dieu and 

Renaud 1983:49).  

 

3. Purpose 

It was originally planned that the assessment among the Ɓekwel would be 

conducted in the Republic of Congo, where the majority of its speakers live. 

However, when budget limitations became a concern and it was learned that a 

significant number of Ɓekwel speakers resided in southeastern Cameroon around 

Moloundou, the decision was made to include a trip to this area in the research 

team's original plan for assessing the Mpyemɔ, Mpompo, and related dialects. 

The purpose set forth for this part of the survey was basically twofold: 1) to 

discover as much as possible about the linguistic and sociolinguistic situation of 

the Ɓekwel population as a whole and, 2) to determine, by comprehension 

testing, sociolinguistic questionnaires, and interviews, whether Ɓekwel speakers 

in Cameroon could make use of Mpompo written materials. Upon arriving in the 

Moloundou area and talking with some Ɓekwel speakers, it was discovered that 

another Congolese Bantu A-80 language, called Bomwali, was also spoken by a 
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small group of people living in Cameroon. There was a question as to whether 

this group might find their language mutually intelligible with Ɓekwel, so a 

decision was made to also test Ɓekwel comprehension of Bomwali and to 

include Bomwali in the lexicostatistical analysis.  

 

4. The tools used 

The same basic four tools that were employed in the surveys among the 

Mpompo and related peoples and among the Mpyemɔ, were also employed in 

this survey. These included wordlist analysis, dialect intelligibility testing, 

sociolinguistic questionnaires, and informal interviews. (For a more detailed 

description of these tools and how they were employed, see sections 4.1–4.4 of 

the Mpompo report, Johnson 1989.) 

 

5. Brief report of the survey 

Constructing and testing the Ɓekwel hometown and introduction tapes and the 

Bomwali test tape, as well as adapting the Mpompo and Kunaɓeeb test tapes, took 

approximately 12 hours. An additional 20 hours was given to testing and inter-

viewing the Ɓekwel people and informing proper authorities of the survey process. 

 

Altogether, 20 people responded to the sociolinguistic questionnaire; 16 of these 

also took the intelligibility tests. The questionnaire for one of the young men 

was misplaced, however, so it became unavailable for evaluation. Also, one 

older woman was unable to complete the last section of the questionnaire. The 

original intent was that 20 people would be both interviewed and tested, with 

half of the men and half of the women representing older and younger age 

groups (see section 4.2 of Mpompo report, Johnson 1989). The Ɓekwel women, 

however, were reticent to participate due both to timidity and feeling that they 

had too much work to do. In the end, only six women (four younger, two older) 

were interviewed and tested. 

 

The research team visited three locations in order to carry out this language 

assessment. These include the villages of Tembé Rivière and Adjala, located 

between 17 and 35 kilometers west of Moloundou and the Nola Quarter of 
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Moloundou. Informal interviews were conducted both in the villages and in 

Moloundou with interested people, including traditional and church leaders. 

 

6. Results 

6.1 Wordlists  

The lexicostatistical analysis, based on lists of approximately 100 words, 

produced the cognate percentages shown in table 1:  

 

Table 1. Table of cognate percentages 

Ɓekwel (BE) – Mpompo (PO) 85.0 %  

Ɓekwel (BE) – Kunaɓeeb (KU) 84.0 %  

Ɓekwel (BE) – Bomwali (BW) 83.5 %  

 

Taking into account the "range of error" suggested by Simons, and assigning to 

the data a confidence level of .30, each of these figures may actually reflect a 

percentage of +/-3 percent (Simons 1977:92, 96). Thus, it cannot be said with 

certainty that these figures reflect different degrees of relationship. All of these 

figures are well above 70 percent, which confirms the need to carry out 

intelligibility testing. 

 

6.2 Intelligibility tests 

As previously explained, a total of 16 people (10 men and 6 women) took the 

intelligibility tests. In addition to an introduction tape and a hometown test, 

each one listened to tapes for testing their comprehension of Mpompo, 

Kunaɓeeb, and Bomwali. The averages of the scores obtained on each of these 

tests are presented in table 2 as percentage figures. (For a list of the individual 

scores, see the appendix.) The scores for the Mpompo test are based on nine 

questions rather than 10, because one question, was eliminated due to poor 

quality. All of the scores presented are rounded to the nearest tenth of a percent. 

 

The Bomwali test was not tested in the hometown area and was tested with only 

one Bomwali speaker. The scores obtained by the Ɓekwel on this test are 

presented in table 2, but they should not necessarily be considered as reliable. 
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Table 2. Overall mean scores on intelligibility tests  

Test Tapes  

BE  PO  KU  BW  

88.4 %  92.6 % 74.7 % 65.3 %  

 

The Cameroonian Ɓekwel speakers' comprehension of Mpompo, as evidenced by 

the test scores, is very high but their comprehension of Kunaɓeeb and Bomwali 

is inadequate.  The fact that the hometown scores are lower than the Mpompo 

scores is probably insignificant. This could be due to two questions on the 

Ɓekwel test which were of poor quality, or due to the fact that most subjects had 

little or no formal education and were still adapting to this particular type of 

testing situation at the time they were taking the test. 

 

Looking at the sample standard deviation percentages of these scores, as shown 

in table 3, it appears that the high average on the Mpompo tests reflects an 

inherent proficiency, while the scores on the other two tests reflect proficiency 

through language learning. 

 

Table 3. Sample standard deviation of intelligibility scores  

Test Tapes  

BE  PO  KU  BW  

9 %  9 %   21 % 32 %  

 

The results for both the Kunaɓeeb and Bomwali tests are well above the 12–15 

percent threshold, which Grimes suggests is an indication of either bilingualism 

or learned comprehension (Grimes 1987:50). The Mpompo figure, on the other 

hand, is below this threshold. In this case, the question needs to be asked 

whether a true picture of the situation is being presented by the sample standard 

deviation figures. It seems that a true picture is not presented, due to the fact 

that, in the survey conducted among the Mpompo and related peoples, Mpompo 

and Kunaɓeeb were clearly shown to be dialects of the same language, with high 

mutual intelligibility between them. Therefore, it is not possible that the Ɓekwel 
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have an inherent comprehension of Mpompo but not of Kunaɓeeb, which is 

spoken in a location geographically nearer to them. A probable explanation for 

the low Mpompo deviation figure is that everyone in the Ɓekwel sample has 

been exposed to Mpompo enough to have acquired a good comprehension of it. 

This could be due to the fact that a radio program in Mpompo was broadcast for 

a few years, until about 1984. To be certain of an accurate explanation, more 

detailed questions would need to be asked of the Ɓekwel sample. 

 

6.3 Sociolinguistic questionnaires  

Eighteen Ɓekwel people responded to all questions on the Sociolinguistic 

Questionnaire (III). In addition, one or two Bomwali speakers helped to fill out 

part of the Language Profile (Questionnaire I) for their language. Unfortunately, 

due to time constraints and other factors, Questionnaires I and II were not 

completed for Ɓekwel. This section will include a summary of pertinent 

information, mainly from the sociolinguistic questionnaires. 

 

6.3.1 Possibility of using Mpompo or Kunaɓeeb materials 

Due to the high scores on the Mpompo test that were obtained by Ɓekwel 

speakers living in Cameroon, the question of whether these people would be 

willing to use Mpompo written materials needs to be considered. Unfortunately, 

no clear pattern of responses to this question was obtained by the questionnaire. 

Of the 18 people responding to the question (3.3) asking whether or not they 

would be willing to learn to read and write in Mpompo, if this language were 

written, eight replied "yes" and 10 responded "no." Thus, there is not a 

significant pattern of responses to indicate what the population might hold as a 

majority opinion. Neither was there any clear pattern of responses obtained for 

any of the questions concerning their knowledge and use of Mpompo.  

 

6.3.2 Vitality of Ɓekwel 

On the other hand, most of the questions aimed at assessing the Ɓekwel speakers' 

attitudes toward the development of their own language yielded significant patterns 

of responses. For instance, when asked whether they would like to learn to read and 
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write their mother tongue, if given the opportunity (question 3.1), 17 of 18 who 

responded to this question answered positively. In answer to the question (3.7) 

about whether they felt their language was in any danger of being replaced by 

another language, only four gave a definite "yes"; the rest either said "no" or did not 

know how to respond to the question. This pattern of responses yields a chi square 

of 4.5, which exceeds the critical value (3.84) at the .05 significance level for 

questions with one degree of freedom. With a 5 percent risk of being wrong, it is 

safe to say that most of the Ɓekwel speakers of Cameroon do not strongly feel that 

their language is in danger of being replaced; with only a 1 percent risk of error, it 

is safe to say that most are interested in learning to read and write in Ɓekwel.  

 

The question was also asked of the Ɓekwel sample whether they would like to 

see their language used in the primary schools as a language of instruction (3.2). 

Fourteen out of 18 indicated that they would like to see this happen, a pattern of 

responses yielding a chi square of 4.5, which again exceeds the critical value of 

3.84 at the .05 significance level for questions with one degree of freedom. It is 

therefore safe to say, at a 5 percent chance of being wrong, that the majority of 

Ɓekwel speakers in Cameroon are interested in seeing their language used as the 

language of instruction in the first years of school.  

 

In answer to questions (2.7 and 2.8), asking about the domains of usage of 

Ɓekwel, the Ɓekwel people consistently responded that they continue to use 

their mother tongue at home, in the fields, and at the market with other Ɓekwel 

speakers. Their children are continuing to learn the mother tongue and to use it 

when playing with other Ɓekwel children.  

 

The Ɓekwel seem to not be highly competent in French. Although 12 out of 18 

questioned said that they at least understood some French, only three of these 

said that they understood everything said to them in French, including jokes and 

proverbs; only one said that he could express anything he wanted to in French 

and that he could give a speech in the language. There is no language of wider 

communication for which the Ɓekwel sample expresses anywhere near this level 

of competence. 
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Based on the sample, there seems to not be a high incidence of intermarriage 

among the Ɓekwel of Cameroon with speakers of other languages. In the entire 

sample, only one person had married outside of the group; a woman who 

married a Mpyemɔ man. This also seems to indicate the strong vitality of the 

group and their language. 

 

6.3.3 Interest in literature development  

The response to the question concerning willingness to financially support a 

literature development program in Ɓekwel (3.8) was very positive. Only one of 

18 expressed unwillingness about this. 

 

 

6.4 Interviews  

One interview was particularly helpful in relation to the conclusions which were 

being drawn from the data. This interview was with a Mpompo person who had 

traveled in northern Congo where he came in contact with Ɓekwel people. He 

reported that he could not converse with them in Mpompo but needed to speak 

with them in French. The conclusion drawn was that it is a peculiarity of those 

Ɓekwel living in Cameroon that they do understand Mpompo, most likely owing 

to their proximity to the language and due to their contact with its speakers, 

which enables them to learn it. As previously mentioned, this could also be a 

result of their exposure to the language through Mpompo radio broadcasts a few 

years ago.  

 

7. Conclusion 

The survey among the Ɓekwel was very much a preliminary assessment of their 

needs. To be certain of obtaining an accurate picture of their situation, a further 

survey would need to be done by the SIL branch in the Republic of Congo where 

most Ɓekwel speakers live. This survey would need to include sociolinguistic 

questions to rule out possible bilingualism in a language of wider 

communication and to identify a language center. It may also be necessary to 

test the Congolese Ɓekwel speakers' comprehension of Mpompo. Some 

conclusions can be drawn, however, at least with respect to the Ɓekwel speakers 
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living in Cameroon. In their case, sociolinguistic factors suggest that their 

language may be considered a separate one. At the same time, uniformly, as a 

group, they seem to have acquired at least a basic comprehension of the 

Mpompo language. Therefore, the best option for these people would be to have 

access to written materials in the Ɓekwel language but, in the event that written 

materials become available in Mpompo before they do in Ɓekwel, the use of 

these by the Ɓekwel would be a second option.  
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Appendix 

The following chart lists the individual scores on intelligibility tests: 

 

 Scores of Ɓekwel speakers 

 

Test tapes 

BE  PO  KU  BW 

Subjects (sex, age) 

1. (F, 22)    80  100    80  100 

2. (F, 22)    90    89    70    40 

3. (F, 25)    90  100  100    80 

4. (F, 20)    85    89    85    15 

5. (M, 37)    80  100  100    80 

6. (M, 29)  100    94    85    75 

7. (M, 19)    80    77    35    40 

8. (M, 27)    90    94    65  100 

9. (M, 17)    90    89    65    60 

10. (F, 40)    70    67    35    25 

11. (F, 50+)    90    89    50    70 

12. (M, 49)    90  100    90  100 

13. (M, 55)    80    94    70    70 

14. (M, 42)  100  100    95  100 

15. (M, 54)  100  100    90      0 

16. (M, 49)  100  100    80    90 
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