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Mende Dialect Survey 



0. Introduction 
 

The purpose of this report is to investigate the dialect situation and 

sociolinguistic status of Mende language group which is situated in the 

Sandaun Province, Nuku District east of the Mehek language group. 

The Mende language was classified as a separate language by 

Laycock (Laycock, 1968). Later he reconsidered his decision and classified 

the Mende language as a dialect of the Kwanga language (Laycock and 

Z'Graggen, 1976). The Ethnologue, 1989, classifies the Kwanga language 

as a Papuan language, Sepik-Ramu Phylum, Sepik Sub-phylum, Middle 

Sepik Super-Stock and Nukuma family. The Ethnologue lists the following 

dialects: Tau, Bongos, Bongomasi, Apos, Yubanakor and Seim. 

An SIL team, Takashi and Kazue Manabe, did a translation of the 

New Testament in the Yubanakor dialect of the Kwanga language.  

An SIL survey team (Paul and Tuula O'Rear , Hanna Marie Hoel and 

Tarja Ikäheimonen) did a sociolinguistic survey in the whole Kwanga area 

in June-July 1991. According to the survey Kwanga has six different 

dialects: Seim, Bongos, Wasambu, Apos, Daina and Yubanakor.  

Within these different groupings there were sub-dialects as well. In 

Seim dialect it was apparent that Tau and Kubiwat would constitute one 

dialect and Seim another (the cognate percentages within Seim villages 

were 96-97%, between Seim and Tau 85%, between Seim and Kubiwat 

82%, and between Tau and Kubiwat 93 %).  

Based on the results of this survey an SIL team ( Hanna Marie Hoel, 

Tarja Ikäheimonen, Michiyo Nozawa) allocated in the Seim area Mambu 

village in September 1991. 

When we allocated in the Mende area we tried to call the 

language Kwanga, but people seemed to reject this name and we were 

told constantly that the Kwanga people are those in East Sepik Province 

and that the language is called Mende, thus we, too, started to talk about 

the Mende language. 

It seems that the dialect of Kwanga that is spoken in Tau/Kubiwat 

area is linguistically similar to the dialect spoken in Seim area. When 

people in Mende area meet people from Tau/Kubiwat area, they can 

mostly communicate in vernacular, where as if they meet people from 

Bongos or Arkosame (both situated geographically much nearer to Seim 

than Tau/Kubiwat area) they use Tok Pisin as the means of 

communication.  

However people feel strongly that Tau/Kubiwat people are Kwanga 

(or Kawanga) people or ‘hovay’ in vernacular and they do differentiate 

themselves from Tau/Kubiwat people. Therefore, we feel that it is 

appropriate to distinguish Mende language as a language of its own from 

other dialects of the Kwanga language.  

 



1.  Location 
 
1.1. Boundaries of the language community 

 

The Mende people live in the area bordered 142 30'-143 00' East 

Longitude and 3 40' - 3 50' South Latitude. The Seim area lies between the 

Torricelli mountains to the north and the Sepik River plains and swamps to 

the south and is at the border of the East Sepik and Sandaun Provinces 

where the Om (more commonly known as Wara Sikau) and Kean (more 

commonly known as Wara Palpal) rivers meet. See maps number 1 and 2.  

According to the 1980 census the population of the Seim area is 

5057 and the people live in 15 different villages. Newer population figures 

have not been released. 

There are considerably large groups of the Mende language 

speakers in Kimbe, Biala, Hodgins and Popondetta. Unfortunately we do 

not have any exact population figures. 

 
1.2. Surrounding language communities 

 

The Mende language group is surrounded by Kayik language group 

to the north, Wrim language group to the north east, Mehek language 

group to the south and south west, Kwanga language group to the east. 

Other surrounding languages are shown in map number 4. 

 
1.3. Major geographical features 

 

The Mende language is located in the foothills of the Torricelli 

mountains between 120 and 240 meters elevation. The day time 

temperatures range between 25 C - 32 C. The night time temperatures do 

not go below 20 C. There are basically two seasons: rainy season from 

October to April and dry season from May to September. The annual 

rainfall is between 2,000 - 3,000 millimeters.  

The land area is tropical rain forest and people are slash and burn 

horticulturists. The main staple in the area is sago. The other food crops are 

various kinds of yams, bananas and taro. Cash crops grown in the area 

are coffee and cocoa. 

The language area is bordered by the Om (Wara Sikau) and Kean 

(Wara Palpal) rivers to the east of the language area. However, these 

rivers are relatively shallow and do not contribute to the economy of the 

area. 

The Nuku-Arkosame road links the Seim area to the Sepik Highway. 

There is one airstrip at Nuku and another one at Arkosame to the south of 

the Mende area.  

 



1.4. Nearest town/urban center 
 

The nearest government post is situated at Nuku about 24 kilometers 

to the north west. Nuku is accessible by road (about one hour’s drive). The 

road is rather rough, but passable, at least during the dry season, with 4-

wheel drive vehicles. However, there is little traffic on the road, as there 

are no PMVs. Apart from a vehicle owned by the Roman Catholic Mission,  

there is only one other vehicle in the area, namely a truck donated by the 

Sepik Governor in 1997and used by people living north of the Seim Mission 

Station. 

Walking distance to Nuku will be about 5-6 hours walk. In Nuku there 

is an airstrip, Post Office (which functions only part of the time with limited 

services), sub-health center, three trade stores, Community School and a 

Vocational School for boys.  

Walking distances between Mambu village and some neighboring 

centers are shown in map number 5. 

There are no towns in the area. The nearest town is Maprik 125 

kilometers to the east. Maprik can be reached by road (Sepik Highway), 

although the road, too, is often unpassable during the rainy season.  

 
2. Degree and Nature of Linguistic Differences within the Language 
Community 

 

For the purpose of this dialect survey an SIL standard survey wordlist 

was used in six villages. The villages chosen were Aptuono, Hambangri, 

Mambu, Sevetala, Sievika and Usitamo. The criteria used in selecting the 

villages was mainly geographical in order to get a wide and 

comprehensive picture of the area. The vocabulary list was done with 12 

adult male and female speakers of the language (one of the men had 

lived outside of the language area for 15 years). Each of the wordlists was 

tape recorded. 

In comparing the 12 wordlists there were no lexical differences 

within the language area. The following shows some examples: 

 
  A   H   M   Se   Si   U 

a. house aka aka aka aka aka aka 

b. dog  asa asa asa asa asa asa 

c. sun  ta ta ta ta ta ta 

d. moon niyaka niyaka niyaka niyaka niyaka niyaka 

e. tree  mi mi mi mi mi mi 

f. broom σαΒα σαΒα σαΒα σαΒα σαΒα σαΒα 

g. water uku uku uku uku uku uku 

h. what <βελε <βελε <βελε <βελε <βελε <βελε 
 i. all  amber amber amber amber amber amber 

 j. who  lawe lawe lawe lawe lawe lawe 

k. speak µαΣι µαΣι µαΣι µαΣι µαΣι µαΣι 



  

When we asked people if there are differences in the way the 

language is spoken in the different villages, they all said that the language 

is the same, but there might be differences in names of plants and 

animals. The villages Angra, Poklo, Hambasama and Sevetala seem to 

belong to one group, Usitamo another, and the rest of the villages one 

group. However, these differences did not show up on the wordlists. Each 

of the 15 villages is within a 2,5 hours walk from the centre of the language 

area. That may be a reason why the lexical differences are minimal. No 

phonological or grammatical differences have been found. 
 

3. Degree and Nature of the Social Differences within the Language 
Community 
 

 The main social groups observed are village, clan and church 

group. 

 It is not apparent that one particular area or group is more 

prestigious, though some clans have more wealth in that they have cattle 

and their own cocoa fermentery. Others have only a little income from 

selling coffee beans and cocoa beans. Furthermore, in SDA and Gospel 

Lighthouse church people wear cleaner clothes, which may indicate that 

they have more income to buy soap and clothing, or it may be because 

of the churches’ teaching about cleanliness. People are not totally equal 

materially, but that does not seem to make the wealthier areas or groups 

more prestigious. 

 People of each village would say that they speak the “pure” 

language and that people from other villages speak incorrectly. As 

mentioned above, if certain very specific words are used, that can 

indicate where people come from, but nobody has problems 

understanding people from other Mende villages. 

 

4. Effect of Lingua Franca, Church Language and Neighbouring Languages 

 The language situation has not changed since we allocated. Adults 

can communicate well in both Tok Pisin and the vernacular, though on 

one occasion we met an old lady who did not understand a word of Tok 

Pisin. 

 Very young children seem not to understand Tok Pisin, but since 

people use Tok Pisin at the “haus sik”, school and church and to 

communicate with people from other areas, the children learn Tok Pisin 

quickly and become bilingual at an early stage. However, in the village 

the vernacular is used for daily life communication. 



 The area where Tok Pisin is used the most is in the churches. In some 

churches they translate sermons into the vernacular. Since all the biblical 

terms have been learned in Tok Pisin, people seem to feel uncomfortable 

to use their own language for praying and preaching. But lately we have 

observed quite a few people praying in the vernacular, and we have 

heard whole sermons in the vernacular in SDA churches. Singing choruses 

in the vernacular has become popular. Some church workers are non-

native speakers of Mende, as well as some school teachers, nurses, 

catchiest and priest, and they use Tok Pisin. However the people prefer to 

speak vernacular with ‘local; nurses and teachers. 

 Loan words have come mostly from Tok Pisin. Proper names 

(Christian names) that come from English are often “pidginised”. For 

example John becomes Jon. The Mende language orthography is very 

phonetic and thus it is similar to Tok Pisin orthography. However, the 

Mende speakers do not distinguish between voiced and voiceless plosives 

( p and b, k and g, t and d) therefore their spelling of words containing 

plosives is not consistent. 

 

For example:  

 Baibel - paipol 

 testemoni - tesdemoni 

 Krismas progrem - Krismas brogrem 

5. Language Work Already Done 
 

 As far as we are aware no language analysis has been done apart 

from what we have done in the Mende language. We have completed 

the Grammar Essentials and the Phonology Essentials. 

 We have produced a variety of vernacular materials, including 

literacy materials, Shell books, locally authored stories and Scripture 

portions (Old Testament and New Testament) and the Gospel of Mark. 

During the last months we have seen an increased interest in buying 

Scripture portions. 

 We do not know of any other individuals or groups that are 

producing vernacular material. 
  

6. Churches/Missions6.1. New church groups and estimated influence of 

each church group 
 

Since the writing of the Second Year Survey Report three new 

church groups have started to work in the area. An AOG (Assemblies of 

God) church has started two churches; one in Sevetala and other one in 

Yirwandi village, SSEC (South Sea Evangelical Church) has started a 



church in Yirwandi/Aptuono. And Rema Church has started to work in 

Hambangri. 

The influence of the new church groups in not very great. The adult 

membership of the two AOG churches together is less than 50 people. 

Rema church has less than 20 adult members. SSEC church has less than 

20 adult members. 

Roman Catholic Church continues to be the most influential church 

in the area. In addition to the large weekly service at Seim they have 

started to use Usitamo and Sevetala church buildings for regular Sunday 

morning services. Sometimes they have evening services in Hambangri 

and they have built a prayer house in Yirwandi village. The Charismatic 

movement within the Roman Catholic church has lost some of its 

influence and nominalism has increased within the church.  However, the 

interest towards vernacular literacy, both adult literacy and prep schools, 

is greatest within the catholic church. 

The cargo cult, New Life, has lost quite a bit of its influence. Many of 

the camps have stopped having any ‘church services’. However, most 

people who no longer practice the cult, continue to live in New Life 

Camps and have not joined any other church group. Therefore in the 

statistics in this paper they are still counted as being part of the New Life 

group. 

Next is the list of the churches operating in the area. The churches 

are listed according to the estimated number of their adherents. 

Estimations are very rough. 

 
Group 

 

  

church 

buildings 

(villages) 

languages used in 

services 
local pastor % of the 

population 

RC 

 

 

  

 

Seim  

Sevetala 

Hambangri 

Warlako 

 

mainly Tok Pisin  no 70 % 

New 

Life  

 

camps in 10 

locations 
Tok Pisin, vernacular  yes 16 % 

CBC 

 

  

 

Mambu 

Usitamo 

Sevetala  

Tok Pisin, vernacular  yes  5 % 

SDA 

  

 

Apigu 

Awes  
Tok Pisin, English, 

vernacular 
yes  4 % 

GLH 

  

Awes 

Usitamo  
Tok Pisin, vernacular, 

English 
yes  3% 



 
AOG 

  

 

Sevetala 

Yirwandi  
Tok Pisin, vernacular no 

yes 
2 % 

SSEC  

 

Yirwandi  Tok Pisin, vernacular no less than 1 

% 

REMA  

 

Hambangri  Tok Pisin, vernacular yes less than 1 

% 

 
RC = Roman Catholic Church 

NL = New Life cargo cult 

CBC = Christian Brethren Church 

AOG = Assemblies of God 

GLH = Gospel Lighthouse (Foursquare) 

SDA = Seventh Day Adventist 

SSEC  = South Sea Evangelical Church 

REMA = Rema church 

 

Although there are many denominations and church buildings in the area, 

all the churches are effected by nominalism. The church goers are mainly 

older people and women. It seems that young men, in particular, show 

very little interest to any denomination. 

 
6.2. Attitudes towards the vernacular 

 

All the churches in the area use mainly Tok Pisin in their services. In 

CBC churches the sermon is always translated into the vernacular. In SDA 

churches the sermon is sometimes translated into vernacular. The other 

churches use vernacular mostly in announcements and singing. CBC and 

GLH churches use vernacular sometimes in praying, too. The members of 

the SSEC church are mainly vernacular speakers who have returned from 

East New Britain where they had spent 15-20 years. Therefore in the 

church, they use mainly Tok Pisin, although they have expressed their 

interest towards vernacular scripture. 

Although all the churches use presently very little vernacular in their 

services, all of them have expressed a positive attitude towards using 

vernacular scripture in their church services.  

 
6.3. Willingness to cooperate in development and use of the vernacular 
 

Presently we work with co-translators from CBC and RC churches. 

We have find out that men from different church groups do not work well 

together. It seems that they prefer to work within their own denomination. 

They also tend to criticize translation done by translators from other 

denominations.  



However, the checking the of translation has been done largely by 

a Tok Ples Komiti, which is a mixture of people from all the denominations. 

In checking sessions there seems to be no difficulties for people of 

different church backgrounds working together. It seems that people in 

general are willing to accept the translation done by a member of a 

different denomination. 

The churches that have a local man as a pastor might find it easier 

to start using the vernacular scripture in the church. (Although both the 

expatriate parish priest and the catchiest of the Roman Catholic church 

are very positive in using vernacular in the church and are encouraging 

people to use it.) There might be some amount of fear amongst the older 

church leaders of losing influence and status within the church, if they are 

not literate in the vernacular. However, nobody has been against the use 

of vernacular scripture. Vernacular literacy and scripture in use will have 

to be two of the program’s major emphases in order to encourage the 

churches to start using the vernacular scriptures. 
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