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Sociolinguistic Report  
Mekeo Language 

1. Language 

1.1 Language Used 
 

There are four distinct dialects of Mekeo 1: the East Mekeo dialect2, West Mekeo 

dialect, North Mekeo dialect, and North-West Mekeo dialect. (see A.A. Jones’ report for 

the cognate rate among these dialects). The speakers of these different dialects percieve 

themselves as speaking one language except the North West dialect, and that differences 

lie only  in pronounciation. Linguistically, these dialects are mutually intelligible with one 

another, with the exception of  the East Mekeo dialect and North-West dialect which have 

only a 79% cognate rate. The East Mekeo dialect is predominant and is also referred to as 

the Central dialect. Not only are there many speakers, but the dialect itself has also 

become the standard diaclect which the Catholic headquaters had adopted for religious 

services. The latest population statistics according to a survey which I conducted are as 

follows: 

Table1: Population Status of the Whole Mekeo Areas 

 

   Official 
Names 

1980 
Census 

Local Names Settlements Present 
Sep.1995 

 Veifa’a 978 1) oNofoina +      

aloafea   
 2,500 

East Aipeana 797 2-1) aifea   
2-2) ofoka 
2-3) onimo       

1,400 
200 

30 
Mekeo Amoamo 219 3) amoamo  450 
(Pioufa) Orinopetana 298 4) oninofeka  550 
 Inawi 928 5-1) oaisaka  

5-2) aipaine/e  
2,000 

50 
 Inawae 205 6) inauae  300 

 subtotal 3,425  subtotal 7,480 

 

                                                      
1 See A.A. Jones’ report & see my paper of ‘The Situation of Mekeo Dialects’ 
2 This East Mekeo dialect can be divided into sub-dialects like, the East Mekeo Pioufa, the East Mekeo Northern Ve’e, 
and the East Mekeo Southern Ve’e. However, the differences can be disregarded linguistically because of too-much-
similarities. Just simply we call all of these as the East Mekeo dialect or, sometimes as the central Mekeo dialect.  
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East  Rarai 473 7-1) fe/e  
7-2) NaNaifua 

750 
100 

Mekeo  Bebeo 169 8) pepeo  220 
(Northern Inawauni 200 9) inauauni  450 
Ve’e) Imounga 214 10) ifuifu/ififu  350 

 subtotal 1056  subtotal 1,870 

East Jesubaibua 440 11) iseku   750 
Mekeo Inawaia 790 12) inauaisa  1,200 
(Southern Eboa 611 13) ofoa  1,100 
Ve’e) Ianwabui 647 14) inauabui  1,300 

 subtotal 2,488  subtotal 4,350 

 EM subtotal 6,969  EM subtotal 13,700 

 

 Maipa 139 15) 
maba/miapa 

 
15-1) kamaina 

250 
40 

North 
Mekeo 

Ioi 101 16) ioi  
16-1) maipaake   

250 
20 

 Engefa 232 17) engefa  450 

 subtotal 472  subtotal 1,010 

 

 Inaukina 188 18-1) inautsina  
18-2) 
feloNabaida   

18-3) aidafoina   

400 
30 
20 

 Ameiaka 149 19-1) Ameiaka  
19-2) ioiake  
19-3) maipaake   

 400 
30 
35 

 Piunga 183 20) PiuNa   300 
West Papangongo 288 21) babaNoNo  800 
Mekeo Afanaifi 

Waika 
560

5
22-1) apanaipi  

22-2) waika    
22-3) station  
22-4) waika    

1,200 
    30 

30 
20 

 Akufa 82 23) akufa only station     80 
 Ma’akunga 29 24) ma/akuNa      80 

 subtotal 1,484  subtotal 3455 
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North 
West  

Urulao 68 25) Urulao    200 

Mekeo Okafai 150 26) Okafai    450 

 subtotal 218  subtotal 650 

     

 TOTAL 9,143  TOTAL 18,8153 

 

 

1.2 Mekeo Language Domains  
 

Language domains can be described as follows: 

 

Table 2: Language Domains 
 

                        DOMAINS 
 

MEKEO MOTU PISIN ENGLISH 

                   Family Life 
 

     O    

                   Neighborhood  
 

     O    

 Bride price      O    
 Funeral Services      O    
 Cheif’s meetings      O    
Community life Trade Market (Bereina)      O      O   
 POM (Betul-nuts)       O  
 Village Courts      O    
 Bible Study      O        O 

Education Comm. School               O 
 Pre-school      O    

 Sunday Mass      O        O 
Religious 
Activities 

Meetings      O    

 Teachings      O    
 Singing      O         O 

               Government          O 

 

                                                      
3 The Catholic church estimates around 20,000 up 25,000 
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As we can see in the table above, the Mekeo language is the language of choice in all 

domains. Only  when a non-Mekeo speaker is present is English is used for Sunday mass. 

According to PNG policy, all school children must speak English in the community 

school. However, almost all students speak Mekeo even while at school. With the 

exception of the market in Port Morseby and circumstances where it is necessary to 

communicate with non-Mekeo speakers, Mekeo is always the language of choice. There is 

a trade market every Saturday in Bereina, a district town in the Central Province, and there 

Mekeo speakers trade with the Roro people who belong to a neibouring language. Many 

people travel to POM by PMV to sell betul-nuts. Most betel nuts buyers are high-landers 

who speak Tok Pisin, so this necessitates Mekeo people speaking limited Pisin in order to 

sell betul-nut. 

 

2. Language Attitudes 
 
The reason for targeting the East Mekeo dialect as the dialect for translation is 

described in the paper on The Mekeo Dialect Situation For the Translation Project. The 

following table focuses on the attitude towards this central dialect. I  chose age as the 

criteria for evaluating language attitudes since this has the greatest impact on people’s 

perception of the import of their language. Sometimes, young people between 15 years old 

and 35 years old (which is not a specific subdivision in the following table) complain that 

their language lacks the diversity of expression found in English. However, this response 

does not result in their undervaluing their language but  increases their desire to express a 

broader range of concepts in their own language. The Mekeo people are very proud of 

their language as well as of  their land which is so fertile. Many traditional values are 

changing, nevertheless, there are still many cultural obligations which remain.  Marriage, 

funerals,  garden prepartaion, and the building of the chief’s ceremonial houses, remain an 

intergral part of dailylife. In summary,  without a good knowledge of Mekeo no one could 

sucessfully maintain deep-level-relationships with people in Mekeo area.  
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Table 2: Attitudes to E-Mekeo Dialect: 

 
Social Group 5-14 15-24 25-40 40+ 

What the people say their attitude to this dialect or language is: 

negative 5 % 5-10 % 5-10 % 5 % 

positive 90 % 90-80 % 90-80 % 90 % 

indifferent 5 % 5-10 % 5-10 % 5 % 

What you observe to be the attitude to this dialect or language: 

negative 0-5 % 5-10 % 5-10 %  5 % 

positive 95-90 % 90-80 % 90-80 % 90-80 % 

indifferent 0-5 % 5-10 % 5-10 % 5-10 % 

 

3. Language Prestige 
 
That the East Mekeo dialect became the prestige dialect of the Mekeo language is the 

result of social pressures rather than by any inherant recognition of East Mekieo 

superiority by other Mekeo people. The dialect spoke in Veifa’a ,where the Catholic 

mission headquarters is located, had been adopted ago as the language of communication 

for the whole Mekeo language for more than 100 years. As A.A Jones so accurately 

describes the situation, “Veifa’a was and still is the social/political nexus of the Mekeo 

speaking areas and its speech  is regarded by many as the standard. Veifa’a has the 

headquarters of the Roman Catholic mission, with a large school, as well as the only 

hospital in the west of Central Province. The Catholic priests who carry the sacraments of 

their church to the remotest villages have until recently done their preaching in the central 

dialect of Veifa’a......As result of all these pressures, a passive knowledge of the central 

dialect is extremely widespread.” My six years experience in the Mekeo area bear out the 

truth of his comments. All  villages have experienced the influence of the East Mekeo 

dialect. (See Jones’ comments on the rate of dialect cognates). The East Mekeo dialect is 

the most prestigious, followed by the West Mekeo, then the North Mekeo, with  the 

North-West Mekeo dialect falling last. 
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4. Language Stability 
 

There are no indicators to suggest any evidence of language death in the Mekeo area. 

However, young people use many English words even while speaking their own language, 

especially for expressing specific situations for which they have no lexical equivalent in 

their own languages. In the last few decades, Mekeo has adopted a new phoneme /s/. It is 

possible that the language’s adoption of the new phoneme is the result of mixing English 

with their own language. It seems to me that this phenomena confirms that the Mekeo 

language is very active. While the future might bring a situation in which Mekeo speakers 

would be perfectly bilingual (Mekeo-English) it is impossible at this time to forsee a set of 

circumstances in which Mekeo would become extint. Furthermore, as we can see from the 

table above, the population is increasing rapidly. As time goes on, people are increasingly 

reluctant to live outside Mekeo are. Due to the instability of town life and the promise of 

good fertile land in the Mekeo area , people are opting to remain home rather than move to 

somewhere else . The bigger the villages become, the greater the diverstiy of withine the 

the language in the future.  

 

5. Religion and Language  
 

The Mekeo language is used in almost all religious activities in Mekeo. See the 

following description.  

5.1 Chart of Religious Groups 

 

 Church Names  

 Roman Catholic  CRC  PNG Bible Church  

Date Mission arrived May, 1887 April 1990 January 1994 

Working areas The whole Mekeo areas Only two villages, 
very limited areas. 

Only one village 

Are they:   Roman Catholic (MSC) 
Mission administered  

Locally administered Locally administered 

Names of priests and 
pastors 

Central Mekeo: vacant 
East Mekeo: Fr. Peter  
North Mekeo: Fr. Boudo 

Rev. Leo ANu none 
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Are the leaders: All local leaders except 
priests. Fr. Peter is a 
national from outside. Fr. 
Boudo is a French. And 
the rest of church leaders 
are all Mekeo nationals. 

No one except Rev. 
Leo.  

none officially. 

Number of 
congregation.  

More than 98 % of the 
whole population  

not more than 1.5% not more than 0.5 % 

What language in use: 

Reading Scripture in 
church 

Mekeo (very rarely 
English )  

Mekeo & English English (KJV) 

Reading Scripture in 
out of church 

English & Mekeo Mekeo & English English 

Singing in church Mekeo & English Mekeo & English Mekeo & English 

Singing out of church  Mekeo & English Mekeo & English Mekeo & English 

Preaching in church Mekeo Mekeo  Mekeo 

Praying in church Mekeo Mekeo  Mekeo 

Praying out of church Mekeo Mekeo Mekeo 

Evangelism Mekeo Mekeo Mekeo 

Announcements Mekeo Mekeo Mekeo 

 

5.2 Indigenousness of Religious Groups 
 

Mekeo is a highly prestigious language where the language is employed in every 

meaningful cultural activiy inn which Mekeo people participate. Even though one 

expatriate priest remains, all church responsibilities are carried out by those 

indigenousness to the group. Although the Roman Catholic church has an authoritative 

structure, which requires that the parishoners be subordiante to the clergy, the Church still 

requires those who serve the Mekeo to learn the language before assuming their duties. 

Whenever a new priest, who was a  non-Mekeo speaker, was transferred into the Mekeo 

area, he was required to spend at least two years learning Mekeo. Only after he learned the 

language properly, could he begin services in thearea. The Mekeo Bible study group is 

very active, and regularly does fund-raising to support various activities, including 

raisingg the support of co-translators who have to come up to Ukarumpa for training. 

Occasionally the bishop of Central Province, who is not a Mekeo speaker, visits and 
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preaches in English.  However, when he does this,  many men, especially those over 40 

years of age, as well as most women and children don’t fully understand the preaching. 

 

5.3 Attitudes of Religious Group Leaders and Members 
 
Religious leaders, who have finished grade 6, can generally read and write the Mekeo 

language without difficulty. Most of these were trained to read the language through the 

Catholic Mission. Since their responsibilites include preparartion of the weekly bulletin 

containing the guidelines for Sunday Mass, those who don’t know how to write Mekeo 

quickly learn the written form of the language which is not very difficult. As can be seen 

in the table above, Mekeo people readily accept things written in their own language. 

Occasionally  when communicating with North Mekeo speakers, they correspond in 

English. In general, however, when they meet together, they speak the Central Mekeo 

dialect with Norht Mekeo people (see Mekeo Dialect Situation Paper in Linguistic 

Section). Since North Mekeo people also use the Catholic prayer book, which is written in 

the Central dialect, they are very familar wth the Central dialect. At Sunday Mass, they 

read Scripture written in the Central Mekeo dialect. However, when a non-Mekeo guest 

speaker comes, they read the Scripture in English. The Catholic church has published a 

lectionary in the Mekeo language which is being used by priests every Sunday as well as a 

prayer book for lay people. Whenever they have official meetings or do the Sunday 

service without a priest present, they always use this prayer book. In all evangelical 

activities, people use the Mekeo song book, and speak only in the Mekeo language.  

 

6. Perceptions of Literacy and Literature 

 

6.1 Perceived Threats to Religious Groups 
 
To my knowledge there is only one percieved “threat” which would change the present 

religious situation. This is the possibilitiy of new missions or churches coming into Mekeo 

areas. Nowadays different mission organizations are trying to enter Mekeo areas, but they 

are not being recieved since many Mekeo people are Catholic and strongly oppose them. 

The Mekeo people have only had experience with the Catholic missionaries and this 
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makes them question the literacy and translation project run by SIL. In particular, the 

PNG trustee literacy group had started a literacy project, before SIL started translation in 

Mekeo. Most of them have been influenced by Dr. Nocholas Faraclas who is strongly 

critical of  SIL’s work . 

 

6.2 Perceived Advantages to the Religious Groups 
 
The Mekeo people say they need a literacy and translation project in their own 

language. If  SIL maintains a  good relationship with the Catholic church, it can contribute 

a lot to the Mekeo community. Although there is a weekly Bible study, the people don’t 

use the scripture in their own language, because not so many books were published. 

Vernacular literacy and literature can help the people to really understand the Scripture. 

Every Sunday the Catholic church produces a handout  which contains the Scripture 

passages, announcements, and prayer items. Furthermore there many the Bible study 

groups throughout the different villages. Two samller religious groups, such as CLC and 

P.N.G. Bible Church, have the same attitude as the Catholic’s one. However, because of 

lack of personel who are well trained in Bibe and a lack of material available in Mekeo 

they can’t run effectively. In these areas vernacular literature may be perceived as helpful.  
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Appendix: Mekeo Map 

 
1. The distance from POM (Six Mile) to Veifa’a village where the headquarters of the 

Catholic church are located, is around 170 km. The distance from Bereina, district town, 

to Veifa’a is 15 km.  

2. As we can see from the map, the Veifa’a parish of the Catholic church includes even 

villages in the East Mekeo (Northern Ve’e) dialect areas. As I mentioned above, linguistic 

divergence is not very important because of the way the parish is divided. For this reason, 

the social/political pressure of the headquarters of the Church, is a more important factor 

affecting the use of Scripture in Mekeo areas.  

3. As we can see, the Catholic parish is divided not by dialect differences, but by just a 

geographical boundary. For example, villages which are located above ANapuNe river, 

whether villages belong to the East Mekeo Ve’e (# 7-1, 7-1, 9, and 10) dialect or Pioufa 

(cf. #4) dialect, belong to the Veifa’a parish, or the Central Mekeo parish. And the villages 

which are below the river belong to the Inawaisa parish, or the East Mekeo parish. The 

village (# 4) which belongs to the East Mekso Pioufa dialect, thus it originally belonged to 

Veifa’a parish. However, since the course of ANapuNe river has been changed (actually 

changed three times), this village now belongs to Inawaisa parish. The dotted line on the 

map marks the old course of this river. The people, whether in Pioufa dialect or Ve’e 

dialect, have been working together for more than 50 years under the same influence of 

the Veifa’a parish. The result of this is that it is difficult to distinguish Pioufa dialect from 

Ve’e dialect in this area. 

4. Furthermore, ‘ONofoina’, a clan in Veifa’a village (#1), originally came from Eboa 

village (#13) which belongs to the East Mekeo (Southern Ve’e) dialect, and ‘Inafokoa’, a 

clan in Veifa’a  village came from the North Mekeo according to informants in Veifa’a. 

Based upon this evidence, as one Bible translator’s point of view, I am not sure whether 

this kind of division (between pioufa and ve’e), is really important or not, unless I were to 

study the historical-linguistical trends which have happened in Mekeo areas. At the 

moment, these sub-groups of the East Mekeo dialect could only suggest some possibilities 

of finding out the historical-linguistical evidence which could tell the origin of Mekeo. 
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Nowadays, the strong pressure from Veifa’a village, where the headquarters of the Church 

is located, affect almost all Mekeo villages.  

5. Villages, #25, #26, belong to Gulf province. The United Church looks after these 

villages. Linguistically the dialect of these villages is a dialect of Mekeo dialects. 

However, Mekeo people just consider this dialect as a completely different language. 


