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Abstract 

Several languages are spoken in the Muting District along the southern coast of Irian Jaya [now 
Papua] of Indonesia. This survey was a preliminary investigation of language use in villages and 
the relationship between the different varieties. Languages surveyed were Bian Marind,1 
Mandobo, and Yei. Word lists were elicited but not reported with this paper. 

Introduction 

This report summarizes the findings of a survey carried out in Muting District, South Coast of 
Irian Jaya, Indonesia. The purpose of this survey was to establish the language use in each of the 
native villages in Muting District as a preliminary step to assessing the need for a language 
development program in the languages spoken there. Our methods were to collect wordlists in 
each village to gain a preliminary picture of the relationships among the speech varieties 
encountered and to take sociolinguistic questionnaires in each village to discover the attitudes of 
the villagers towards their own language.  

The research questions we desired to answer were: 
• What are the boundaries among the languages spoken in Muting District? 
• What are the sociolinguistic dynamics of the speech community (language attitude, use, 

stability, change, death, and dialectology)? 
• Which speech varieties need further intelligibility testing? 

Wordlists, sociolinguistic questionnaires, and wordlist recordings were done in one Mondobo-
speaking village, six Bian Marind-speaking villages, and three Yei-speaking villages. Peter Jan 
de Vries elicited wordlists, while Rafles Mustamu and I collected sociolinguistic data.  

1. Previous Work 

The Missionaries of the Sacred Heart (MSC) began working on the South Coast of Irian Jaya just 
after the turn of the twentieth century in 1905. From 1931 to 1947, several Dutch missionaries 
worked in the villages along the Bian River in Muting District. Among them Jan Verschueren 
researched the Yei culture and published a book titled Description of Yei Nan Culture (1982). 
Peter Drabbe (MSC) worked on the Yei and the Bian Marind languages. Drabbe’s wordlists were 
compared to the wordlists that we had taken in Muting District.  

In October 2000, one survey team surveyed Yei-speaking villages Poo, Torai, and Erambu, and 
the Marind-speaking villages in Merauke Distinct. At the same time, another survey team 
surveyed in the Marind-speaking area along the Kumbe River. Thus, the Muting District survey 
team also consulted Report on the Merauke District Survey for the Yei and Marind languages 
and Report on the Kumbe River Survey for the Marind language. 

                                                           
1 Peter Drabbe (M.S.C.) worked on Marind spoken in the villages along the Biam River and wrote a book titled 
Spraakkunst van het Marind (1953). In this book, Drabbe called it Mbian Marind. When we elicited wordlists in the 
villages along the Bian River, we heard that the people themselves called the vernacular Malind Deg [malind deg]. 
In this paper, however, it is called Bian Marind to distinguish from Marind Duv and Marind Deg, as percentages of 
lexical similarity in Section 5 show that Bian Marind is a different language from Marind Duv and Marind Deg. 
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2. Survey Area 

2.1. Map of Survey Area 
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2.2. Table of Villages Visited 

In Table 1, the villages are listed by language groups: Mandobo, Bian Marind, and Yei. The 
survey team visited the villages along the Bian River first, then surveyed the villages along the 
Maro River by chartered car. Mapping points are added for those who want to travel this area. 

 
Table 1: Table of Villages Visited in Muting District 

Language(s) Population GPS co-ordinates Village 
 source* South East 

Selil Mandobo 150 Q 7°02.250  140°32.209 
Kindiki Bian Marind 350 Q 7°14.837 140°30.747 
Muting City Bian Marind / Mixed 916 G - - 
Airstrip in Muting 
(closed) 

- - 7° 18.900 140° 33.794

Pahas Bian Marind 260 Q 7° 18.  632 140° 30.982
Boha  Bian Marind 272 Q 7° 19.  939 140° 24.346
Kolam Bian Marind 300 Q 7° 21.  957 140° 24.563
Wan Bian Marind 435 Q 7° 23.  420 140° 24.035
Selaw Bian Marind 376 Q 7° 23.  174 140° 19.168
Bupul Yei 588 G 7° 33.  232 140° 50.675
Tanas Yei 226 Q 7° 35.  506 140° 49.859
Kwel Yei 323 Q 7° 43.  505 140° 53.123
Map point  The border between Jair 

District and Muting District 
- 7° 02.  231 140° 42.876

Map point Camp YAPSEL - 7° 22.456 140° 35.855
Map point Mouth of the river from 

Muting City 
- 7° 17.528 140° 31.126

Map point Mouth of the Mafun River - 7° 27.148 140° 18.760
* Population figures marked (Q) are from questionnaires, while those marked (G) are from government 
sources. The government figures seem to run low when compared to data taken directly from the villages 
in which data was collected.  

3. Observations 

Muting District is bordered by Merauke District and Kurik District to the south, Okaba District 
to the west, Jair District to the north, and Papua New Guinea (PNG) to the east. There are three 
rivers, the Bian, Kumbe, and Maro River, which flow through Muting District. One Mandobo-
speaking village and eleven Bian Marind-speaking villages are located along the Bian River, and 
one Marind-speaking village is along the Kumbe River. Three indigenous Yei-speaking villages 
are near the Maro River.  

Muting District has twelve native villages and twenty-four transmigration villages. Since the 
Kumbe River survey team surveyed Kaisa, a Marind-speaking village located along the Kumbe 
River, the survey team visited just eleven indigenous villages in Muting District. 

The survey team collected information through observations, group interviews, and a short 
questionnaire for the village head. The village head, or traditional chief, questionnaire was 
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utilized with the village head or the administrative staff in the following 11 villages: Selil, 
Kindiki, Muting City, Pahas, Boha, Kolam, Wan, Selaw, Bupul, Tanas, and Kwel.2  

However, in one indigenous village, Kwel, the villagers refused to give information to us. 
According to the traditional chief, in the time of the Dutch colonization, some priests and 
researchers gathered data in the Yei-speaking villages and introduced the Yei tribe to the world. 
However, the Yei people think that the priests and the researchers distorted the data for the 
benefit of themselves and didn’t give the books they had written to the Yei tribe. Since that time, 
the Yei people think that they have lost their culture and language. It seems as if they 
misunderstood what the priests and the researchers had done and written in the books. They said 
that before they could give language data to us, the Yei tribe needed to discuss this matter with 
the tribal chief and the people. Therefore, we could not gather any data in this village, except the 
village head questionnaire.  

3.1. Population of the Area 

According to government sources, the total population of Muting District is about 28,160 living 
in 36 villages. Of this total, indigenous people make up about 15 % of the total population, or 
4,196 people. There are 7,224 total heads of household in this district, while the twelve 
indigenous villages have 916 heads of household. The rest are transmigrants. 

3.2. Communication and Electricity 
• There was no telephone in the villages we visited. The villagers in Muting District go to 

Merauke City to use telephones. 
• Muting City has 21 SSBs (single side band radios) owned by YAPSEL3, the police, the 

military headquarters for the district, and so on. There is an SSB in two villages, Bupul 
and Pahas, used by Babinsa4 and a government worker taking care of the forest. 

• National Electric Enterprise provides electricity service in Muting City.  
• Seven villages, Kindiki, Kolam, Tanas, Wan, Boha, Pahas and Muting City, have diesel 

generators, but the diesel generators in Pahas and Wan have broken down. 

3.3. Transportation 

3.3.1. Land transportation 

There are two ways to reach Muting District. One is from Asiki in Jair District to the north, and 
the other is from Merauke City, as there is a road that stretches from Asiki to Muting City. 
Trucks from a logging company, KORINDO,5 use the road. 

The survey team heard that it would be cheaper to travel from Asiki to Muting City than from 
Merauke City. Thus, the survey team flew by floatplane from Sentani to Asiki. From Asiki, we 
                                                           
2 The survey team heard different pronunciations of some village names like Selaw as [σλου ] and Boha as [ βο], 
but in this paper, we use the same spellings of the village names as the government has used in official documents. 
3 YAPSEL (Yayasan Pembangunan Sosial Ekonomi dan Lingkungan Hidup) is an organization to develop villages 
through social, economic and environmental issues. 
4 Babinsa (Bintara Pembina Desa) means ‘noncommissioned law enforcement officer’ posted in villages and 
affiliated with the civilian administration. 
5 KORINDO is a logging company run by Koreans. This company provided fuel to the survey team for the canoe 
trip on the Bian River.  
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chartered a four-wheel drive vehicle. Some parts of the road were paved, but some were not. The 
condition of the road was good from Asiki to Muting IV, but not very good from Muting IV to 
Muting City. However, it is still passable in the dry season. From Asiki to Muting City, it took us 
four and a half hours. From Muting City to Merauke City, the condition of the road was 
generally good, but from Bupul to Kwel military headquarters, it was very muddy. During that 
section, we got stuck several times and had to push the car. Though the road is in bad condition, 
it is said that it is passable in the dry season. From Muting City to Merauke City, the drive was 
ten or eleven hours. There was an 80 km paved road from Sota to Merauke City, which took us 
four hours. 

Except for Pahas, it is not possible to access the villages along the Bian River by four-wheel 
drive vehicle or motorcycle. There is a paved road to Pahas from Muting City, but the villagers 
in Pahas prefer to use water transportation.  

Besides the villages along the Bian River, a four-wheel drive vehicle or a motorcycle can reach 
the rest of the villages in Muting District. Most villages are transmigration villages, except three 
native Yei-speaking villages, Bupul, Tanas, and Kwel. There is a 4.5 km road to reach Tanas 
from Bupul. The beginning part of the road (500 m) is not passable by four-wheel drive vehicle. 
The rest of the road is good and passable by four-wheel drive vehicle. There is an 8 km road to 
Kwel from the military headquarters on the main road (called Pos Kwel). The condition of the 
road is also good and passable with a four-wheel drive vehicle. During the survey trip, the survey 
team walked 4.5 km to get to Tanas and walked 8 km to reach Kwel. The round trip to Tanas 
took us about two hours and another round trip to Kwel took us three hours. 

Generally speaking, chartering a four-wheel drive jeep is better than a two-wheel drive car, 
although the former is much more expensive, as it can pass any muddy road in Muting District. 
However, the prices of chartering a two-wheel drive car are much lower, about US $160 from 
Muting City to Merauke City and about US $42 per day to use within Muting District, while 
those of chartering a four-wheel drive jeep are two or three times as much. 

3.3.2. Water transportation 

Water transportation is available in Muting District. The Yei-speaking villages, Bupul, Tanas, 
and Kwel, are accessible by canoe or motorized canoe along the Maro River from Merauke City, 
but it takes a week by canoe and two days by motorized canoe. There is no way to get to Muting 
City by canoe from Asiki. 

The villagers along the Bian River use water transportation. Any village along the Bian River 
from Muting City is accessable by canoe or motorized canoe. The survey team chartered a 
motorized canoe and was introduced to a good driver from YAPSEL. We went toward the north, 
and reached Selil first. It took three hours and forty minutes from Muting City. From Selil, we 
traveled toward the south and visited each village. The most distant village along the Bian River 
from Muting City was Selaw. We went to the Mafon River first, a tributary of the Bian River, 
which took us five and a half hours, and then traveled an hour more to reach Selaw from the 
Mafon River. On the way to Selaw, there were two villages, Kolam and Wan. Kolam was located 
along the Wan River, a tributary of the Bian River. To reach Kolam, we had to pass Wan first 
(see the map in section 2.1).  
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3.3.3. Air transportation 

There is a closed airstrip in Muting. It was built by a Catholic priest in the seventies, but was 
closed in 1984. Its length is approximately 700 m and its width is about 30 m. It seems as if a 
double-engine plane or single-engine Helio could land on this airstrip, but repairs should be 
made before it is used. The people in Muting said that the KORINDO Company measured the 
airstrip recently and wants to repair it for future use.  

The survey team flew by floatplane from Sentani and landed on the Digul River beside the 
compound of the KORINDO Company in Asiki. The Digul River in Jair District is wide and 
straight enough to accommodate a floatplane. To land in Muting District directly, it is possible to 
land on any part of the Bian River, except Muting City and Pahas, as the Bian River is wide with 
long straight stretches that could easily accommodate a floatplane. 

3.4. Health and Medical 

Most villages along the Bian River have wells (Kindiki, Wan, Selaw, Boha, Pahas, Muting City, 
and Kolam). However, Selil, Boha and Selaw use the river as the source of water in the rainy 
season. Wan also uses pumps and rainwater. In Yei-speaking villages, the villagers in Bupul use 
the Maro River as the source of water, while Tanas has a well. Most villages in Muting District 
have toilets, except Selil and Kindiki. 

Many villages seem not to have a balanced diet. In some villages, children had lighter hair—a 
sign of insufficient nutrients in their diet. Some villagers in Muting District said that they 
sometimes lack food, depending on the success of the harvest. Most of them said they look for 
food by themselves in the forest, or survive on the food they produce. 

Most villages we visited in the Bian River do have secondary clinics and health workers. 
However, the clinics in Selil, Wan, and Selaw are not open at the moment as the clinic workers 
moved to other villages. Muting City has a good public clinic. In Yei-speaking villages, Bupul 
has a secondary clinic with a male and a female nurse. Each village in Muting District still uses 
traditional medicines, and some villages, including Tanas, have traditional healers who usually 
make medicines from plants and fruits of trees in the forests and use them for their patients. 

The main diseases reported in these villages are malaria, diarrhea, fever, asthma, vomiting, 
rheumatism and lung disease. 

3.5. Livelihood, Economy, and Influence of ‘Outsiders’ 

The main source of livelihood is traditional hunting and fishing. People mostly eat sago with fish 
that they can get from the rivers. People are becoming more agricultural, planting short-term and 
long-term crops. Most people plant vegetables and fruits for short-term crops: beans, taro, yams, 
tomatoes, leafy vegetable, edible tuber, cassava, corn, sago palms, and bananas. They plant fruit 
and other trees for long-term crops: coconuts, mangosteen, orange, and rubber tree. YAPSEL has 
helped the villagers along the Bian River to plant fruit trees and coffee trees for increasing their 
income. It seems the programs are succeeding, as the survey team saw lots of fruit trees and 
coffee trees in each village. However, according to the villagers, it has been a problem to find a 
market for their products.  
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The rainy season generally begins in October and lasts until April or May, while the dry season 
begins in April or May and lasts until August or September. There are no specific seasons for 
planting or harvest, as it depends on the types of plants. 

In Muting City, there are several stores that sell some packaged foods, bottled water, household 
items, and drinks. In some villages, there are kios that sell basic household items and some 
packaged foods. 

Muting District has a large population of transmigrants. Of the total population of 28,160, nearly 
23,939, or 85% of the total, are transmigrants. All transmigration villages are inland, but the 
native Bian Marind and Yei people have a tendency to live along the rivers. The native Bian 
Marind villages we visited mainly consist of native speakers, but there are also a few outsiders 
living among them. These come from the Marind, Muyu, or Yaqay tribes, and from Toraja in 
Sulawesi, Biak, Nangka, Kei, and Ambon. In Muting City, the native Bian Marind speakers said 
that they made up over 70% of the total population of the city. The rest of the total comes from 
Java, Sulawesi, Maluku, Jayapura province, and from the Muyu, Mandobo, Biak, Serui, Jair, 
Asmat and Yaqay tribes. In Muting City, there are two tribe complexes, a Mandobo complex and 
a Marind complex. In the Yei villages, Bupul and Tanas, there are a few outsiders, who come 
from Java and Nabire, and from the Marind, Muyu, Mandobo, Asmat, Marind and Yaqay tribes. 
Some of the outsiders come because of their jobs as teachers or government officials, or as 
shopkeepers in Muting District. Others live there because they married natives.  

3.6. Religious Situation 

The predominant religions practiced in the Muting District in the indigenous villages are Roman 
Catholic and Protestant Christianity. The majority of the people are Catholic. Some villages, 
Selil, Kindiki, Boha, Kolam, and Bupul, are Catholic villages, while the other villages, Muting, 
Tanas, Pahas and Wan, have both Catholic believers and Protestant believers. Muting City has a 
Catholic church, a Protestant church and a mosque.  

3.7. Education 

We obtained specific information about education from teachers’ questionnaires. We interviewed 
two principals and one teacher of elementary schools in the Bian Marind-speaking villages and 
two principals of elementary schools in the Yei-speaking villages. 

Most villages along the Bian River do not have elementary schools. According to the villagers, 
there were primary schools and teachers in the past, but now no teacher wants to come and teach 
their children due to the transportation problem. For example, in Selil, a Mandobo-speaking 
village, they haven’t had any teachers for four years. In that village, most villagers have moved 
to Muting City so their children could continue in elementary school. Occasionally, they come 
back to take care of their properties and to look for their food in the forest.  

According to an outsider who had lived in Muting City for a long time, there are few teachers in 
the villages along the Bian River because the Marind tribe is not very open-minded toward 
outsiders. The teachers from out of the Marind tribe cannot live very long among the Marind 
tribe. Another possible reason is that the teachers from the Marind tribe might not have a strong 
motivation to teach their tribe’s children or to work for their tribe. These reasons were given, 
even though the villages are not very isolated compared with other villages in different districts. 
According to the villagers in Muting City, the local government in Muting District has a plan to 
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solve the education problem. The local government plans to have the teachers in elementary 
schools in the villages teach students up to the third grade. After that, the students can continue 
their education in Muting City.  

3.7.1. Registration by grade 

The following chart summarizes the number of students that are registered for each grade.  

Table 2: Public School Registration 

Village Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Total 

Boha 67 37 38 40 32 26 240 

Pahas 21 4 6 7 8 10 56 

Muting 67 37 38 40 22 26 230 

Bupul 25 26 30 15 14 11 121 

Tanas 7 5 6 8 4 5 35 

% of 
total 

27% 20% 17% 16% 12% 11% 682 

All the five villages have six grades. In four villages (except Muting City), all the students come 
from their own village. In Pahas, it is said that five students graduated from elementary school 
and four students continued their education at the middle school in Muting City. In Muting City, 
twenty-nine students graduated and all continued their education at the middle school in 2000. In 
one of the Yei villages, Tanas, seven students graduated and all went on to their education at the 
middle school in 2000. In Bupul, eleven students graduated and went on to middle school in 
2001. In the three villages, Pahas, Tanas, and Bupul, the percentage of students going on to 
middle school is high. However, the rest of the villages had nothing to report. 

3.7.2. Language use in school 

The following table shows the answers that teachers gave to various questions regarding 
language use in school. 

Table 3: Language Use in Public School 

Village Language of 
Instruction 

Language 
students use 
during play at 
school 

Can first 
graders 
speak and 
understand 
Indonesian  

Length of 
time to 
become 
fluent in 
Indonesian 

Boha Only Indonesian Indonesian Yes No time 
Pahas Only Indonesian Indonesian Yes No time 
Muting Only Indonesian Indonesian Yes No time 
Bupul Only Indonesian Vernacular and 

Indonesian 
Yes 6 months 

Tanas Only Indonesian Indonesian Yes No time 



 

 

11

 

Table 3 indicates that the primary language of instruction is Indonesian. It shows that most 
children speak Indonesian more often than the vernacular. Just one village, Bupul, reported that 
the children in Bupul used both the vernacular and Indonesian when they play during break time. 
Most students speak Indonesian quite well when they enter elementary school, as they have 
learned Indonesian along with their mother tongue from their childhood, except in Bupul. It is 
reported that the children in Bupul need six months to become fluent Indonesian speakers after 
starting their education in elementary school. Three teachers (in Boha, Pahas, and Bupul) said 
that they sometimes explain instructions in the vernacular when the students have difficulty 
understanding the instructions in Indonesian. The interesting thing is that the three teachers come 
from the local villages or the same tribe. 

4. Questionnaires and Informal Interviews 

4.1. Group Questionnaire 

Group questionnaires were administered in eight Bian Marind-speaking villages: Selil, Kindiki, 
Muting, Pahas, Boha, Kolam, Wan, and Selaw, and in two Yei-speaking villages: Bupul and 
Tanas. As it is explained in Section 3, a Yei village, Kwel, refused to give any data as the 
villagers misunderstood our motives. They seemed to think that we were taking the language to 
sell for our own benefit, and said they would not “sell” it to us. 

In other villages, the groups were quite big, consisting of five to fifty people, both men and 
women. One surveyor asked the questions and wrote down the answers. Several people, 
especially men, usually dominated the answers, but there was no restriction on women speaking 
out when they were among men. One thing we faced is that when we asked the village heads to 
call the villagers, most village heads in Muting District tended to call just men, not women. 
Thus, we asked the village heads to call all the villagers. 

4.1.1. Demography 

The table below shows the basic demography of each village, with the tribe and language names, 
number of heads of household, and total population listed.  
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Table 4: Village Demographics 
Tribe/ 
Language 

Village Heads of 
Household 

Popu-
lation 

People from Other 
Tribes 

Married People 
from Other 

Tribes 
Mandobo/ 
Mandobo 

Selil 18 150 Kei, Toraja, Marind, 
Muyu, Yei 

Yei, NTT, 
Marind, Ambon 

Kindiki 48 350 Yaqay Yaqay 
Muting 200 500 Jawa, Sulawesi, 

Jayapura, Biak,Serui, 
Ambon, Kei, Muyu, 
Mandobo, Jair, Asmat, 
Yaqay 

Jawa, Muyu, 
Marind Duv, 
Kei, Ambon 

Pahas 51 260 Kei, Jawa, Biak, Yaqay Jawa, Yaqay, 
Benggo 

Boha 52 272 Kei Kei, Timur, 
Sorong, Yaqay, 
Yei,  

Kolam 48 300 Jawa, Muyu, Kei Yaqay, Asmat, 
Sarmi, Muyu, 
Marind Duv 

Wan 156 - Ambon, Kei Mandobo, Yei, 
Yaqay, Muyu, 
Sentani 

Marind/ Bian 
Marind 

Selaw 65 376 Yaqay, Nangko Yaqay, Nangko 
Bupul >97 >200 Palopo, Jawa, Marind 

(Kimaam), 
Yaqay,Mandobo  

Marind, 
Mandobo, 
Yaqay, Wanam, 
Marind Duv 

Yei/ Yei 

Tanas 15 226 Jawa, Nabire, Marind, 
Muyu, Mandobo, Asmat 

Mandobo, 
Yaqay, Asmat, 
Jawa 

4.1.2. Development 

The district head for this area is from the Marind tribe, Buti village, Merauke District. All other 
leadership (religious, civil, traditional) in each village that we visited is from within the tribe, 
with the exception of the teachers and heads of the school. All villages reported that their change 
of leadership was by election. With regard to physical health, all those answering reported that 
the people seek professional medical help (doctor, clinic, etc) when it is available. For 
“possession by spirit,” however, they prefer to go to a traditional healer. None of the villages has 
a special development committee. However, YAPSEL has supported some agricultural projects 
like planting fruit trees, coffee trees, etc.  

4.1.3. Language use 

The majority of people in the indigenous villages speak “Indonesian.” Those who are educated, 
speak a variety closer to the national standard, which is taught in the schools. Many others speak 
a dialect of Irianese Malay, which is still commonly referred to as “Indonesian.”  
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Table 5: Language Use  

Language 
Mandobo                          Bian  Marind                                                                     Yei 

           Village 
Domain Selil Kindiki Muting Pahas Boha Kolam Wan Selaw Bupul Tanas

Home B V B V B V B V V B 
W/ Friends B V B V B V B V V B 
Garden V V B V B V B V V B 
Market N N N N N B N N N N 
Clinic N N N N N N N N N N 
School Recess N N N N N N N N B B 
School 
Instruction 

N N N N N N N N N N 

School 
Explanation 

N N N N N N N N N N 

Feast V V V V V N B V V V 
Announce-
ment 

B B N V B V B V B B 

Meetings N N N N N N B N B N 
Public Prayer N N N N N N N N N N 
Church 
Service 

N N N N N N N N N N 

Sing Hymns N N N N N N N N B N 
Preaching N N N N N B N N B N 

N= National   V= Vernacular   B= Both 

Table 5 indicates that the people use two languages: vernacular (V) and Indonesian (N). 
Bilingualism appears to be spreading in all of these villages. Selil (a Mandobo-speaking village), 
Boha, Wan, Muting (Bian Marind-speaking villages), and Tanas (a Yei-speaking village) use 
more Indonesian than any other villages do. These villages use both Indonesian and the 
vernacular, even in familiar domains (at home, with friends, or sometimes at the garden). 
Kindiki, Pahas, Kolam and Selaw (Bian Marind villages) and Bupul (a Yei village) speak the 
vernacular in familiar domains. Most villages we visited use Indonesian in official domains (at 
school, clinic, in church service). All the villagers use the vernacular at “Feast.” The children 
from the Mandobo-speaking village and the Bian Marind-speaking villages speak more 
Indonesian than in the Yei-speaking villages during school recess.  

4.1.4. Language change 

The reported language usage among young people is summarized in Table 6. All the villages 
reported that the young people in the villages mix the vernacular with Indonesian. Six villages 
responded that mixing the vernacular with Indonesian is good. The reasons the villagers gave are 
that people can communicate better with outsiders and that the children can learn two languages. 
However, the people in the four other villages answered that mixing two languages is not good. 
The reasons given are that it damages both languages, or that they cannot speak secret things 
within tribes.  
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Table 6: Factors Influencing Language Change 
 Do you use other 

languages more ? 
Do you mix 

w/other language? 
Why? Do you mix 

w/NL? 
Is that 
good? 

Why? 

Selil n n - y y - 
Kindiki n n - y n Should use one 

language 
Muting n n - y y Vernacular can be 

improved 
Pahas n n - y y - 
Boha n n - y n It damages both 

languages 
Kolam n n - y y Can communicate with 

other tribes 
Wan n n - y n Can not speak secret 

things 
Selaw n n - y y Children can under-

stand vernacular 
Bupul n n - y n Cannot speak secret 

things 
Tanas n n - y y Learn and know two 

languages 

4.1.5. Language preservation 

Some factors influencing language preservation, such as marriage to outsiders, loss of students to 
the city life, and migrants living among them, are discovered through group questionnaires.  

The villagers we met reported that they generally married within the group, but there are no 
restrictions on whom one may marry, and there are those who have married out. The most 
frequent answer to which tribe had married in or out was “Marind” and “Muyu” in the Mandobo-
speaking village, “Muyu,” “Yaqay,” and “Yei” in the Bian Marind villages, and “Java” and 
“Yaqay” in the Yei villages. 

It is reported that some young people prefer to stay in the city after graduating from school, if 
they get a job. However, if they cannot get a job, they generally return home.  
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Table 7: Language Preservation Factors 
Mandobo Bian Marind Yei  

Selil Kindiki Muting Pahas Boha Kolam Wan Selaw Bupul Tanas 
Marry which 
tribes? 

Marind, 
Muyu 

Marind, 
Or any 
tribe 

Marind, 
Muyu, Yei, 
Jair, Jawa, 
Ambon, 

Kei 

Marind Marind Marind, 
Muyu, 
Yaqay, 

Yei 

Marind Marind Any tribe Jawa, 
Yaqay, 

Yei 

Restrictions? n n n n n n n n n n 

Graduates stay 
in town? 

y n n y y n y n n y 

Why? Many 
opportunities 

for 
entertainment  

School 
tuition 

No job Looking 
for job 

Job School 
tuition 

Job Their 
parents live 

in the 
village 

School 
tuition 

Job 

Transmigrants? - y y - y n y y y y 
Why here? - Looking 

for 
crocodile 

or 
marriage 

Marriage, 
Job 

- Marriag
e 

- Job and 
marriage 

- Job and 
marriage 

Marriage

Where from? - Yaqay or 
Auyu 

Toraja, 
Yaqay, 
Asmat, 

Mandobo, 
Jair, Biyak, 
Serui, NTT, 

Bugis, 

- Yaqay, 
Auyu 

- Yaqay, 
Auyu, 

Marind, 
Kimaan 

Yaqay Sulawesi 
(Makasar) 

Muyu, 
Jawa, 

Yaqay, 
Asmat, 
Sumatra 

What language 
used to talk with 
them? 

- Verna-
cular 

Indonesian - Indone-
sian 

- Vernacula
r 

Indonesian Indonesian Indone-
sian 

They learning 
VL? 

- y y - y - y y y y 

Is that good? - y y - y - y y y y 
Why? - - Outsiders 

can 
understand 
our culture 

and 
language 

- Out-
siders 

want to 
live 
here 

- Outsiders 
know 
about 

traditions 
here 

Outsiders 
can speak 

in the 
vernacular 

Outsiders 
know the 

vernacular 

Outsiders 
know the 

vernacular

Most villages we visited have some transmigrants living with the natives. Most of them are 
teachers or government health workers, or some come with their spouses. Generally speaking, it 
is reported that all the outsiders learn the local language. The villagers said that it was good, 
because the outsiders could know the local people’s culture and language. 

4.1.6. Dialectology 

In order to discover more about dialectology, we used several questions: “What speech variety is 
the same or almost the same?” “Where do they speak a different dialect?” “Where do they speak 
different languages?” and “Where do they speak your dialect the best or most pure (exactly the 
same)?” 
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Table 8: Similarity of Dialects 
 Language  Man-

dobo 
Bian Marind Yei 

Language 
 

Village  
 

Selil Kin-
diki 

Muting Pahas Boha Kolam Wan Selaw Bupul Ta-
nas 

Selil -          
Subur/Kaisah 
/Aiwat 

E          
Mandobo 

Terek E          
Kindiki  - E S S S S S   
Muting  E - S S S S S   
Pahas  S S - S S S S   
Boha  S S E - S S S   
Kolam  S S S S - E E   
Wan  S S S S E - E   
Selaw  S S S S S S -   
Kaisa   D D S S S D   
Koa   D D S S S D   
Baad   D D S S S D   
Wayau   D D S S S D   
Salor   D  S S S D   

Bian 
Marind 

Ihalit        D   
Bupul         - E 
Tanas         E - 
Kwel         E S 
Poo         S S 
Erambu         S S 

Yei 

Torai         S S 

E: Exactly Same Dialect    S: Same Dialect   D: Different Dialect 

4.1.6.1. What speech variety is the same or almost the same? 

• The Mandobo Speech Variety 
The villagers in Selil said that they spoke the same speech variety as Kaisah, Subur, 
Aiwat (Jair District), and Terek.6 

• The Bian Marind Speech Variety 
The villagers along the Bian River said that they could understand the speech varieties 
spoken in Kindiki, Muting, Pahas, Boha, Kolam, Wan, and Selaw. Some people said 
that they could understand the villagers along the Kumbe River (Kaisa, Koa, Baad, 
Salor, Ihalit), while the other people said that the villages along the Kumbe River used 
a different dialect. 

• The Yei Speech Variety 
The villagers in Bupul and Tanas said that they spoke the same speech variety as 
Kwel, but some words are different in Erambu, Poo and Torai. 

4.1.6.2. Where do they speak a different dialect ? 

• The Bian Marind Speech Variety 
The villagers in Muting, Pahas and Selaw said that they could not understand the 
villagers along the Kumbe River: Kaisa, Koa, Salor, Wayau, and Ihalit. 

                                                           
6 Some villages in Jair District and Terek are not on the map in section 2.1. 
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• The Yei Speech Variety 
Some villagers in Bupul and Tanas said that the speech varieties of Poo and Erambu 
are slightly different.  

4.1.6.3. Where do they speak a different language? 

The Bian Marind-speaking villagers said that they did not understand Yei and Mandobo, while 
the Yei-speaking villagers said that they could not communicate with the Bian Marind and 
Mandobo-speaking people. This suggests that the three languages (Mandobo, Bian Marind, Yei) 
are different languages. 

4.1.6.4. Where do they speak your dialect the best or most purely (exactly the same)? 

All of those interviewed in each of the villages said that the nearest village to them used the same 
speech variety.  

4.1.7. Language attitude 

None of the villages have had a vernacular literacy program. All the villagers we visited are 
interested in learning how to read and write the vernacular, as they want to preserve and develop 
their language. The literacy topics they considered most helpful included, Scripture, hymns, 
prayer books and their tribe’s history. 

People responded that they were willing to give up something in exchange for books. Most 
villages told us that they could provide work, their produce and money, but the people in three 
villages reported that they could provide only work and their produce. All the villages we visited 
said that they were ready to help language programs, both literacy and translation work.  

Nine out of the ten villages stated that all the villagers could participate in the program, if there is 
a program. One village (Kolam) counted 45 (out of a total of 48) heads of the household as 
villagers who could participate.  

Six villages reported that the adults wanted to learn to read and write in Indonesian, but two 
villages in both Indonesian and the vernacular. Two villages stated that the adults wanted to learn 
to read and write just in the vernacular. Regarding their children, however, they had a different 
view. Eight villages reported they wanted their children to learn to read and write in Indonesian, 
while four villages wanted both (including Muting City and Pahas). No villages want their 
children to learn to read and write just in the vernacular. 

4.1.8. Language death 

All the villages reported that the parents had taught the vernacular to their children in order to 
preserve their language. However, the children in this district use the national language more 
than the vernacular. As we see in table 3 and 5, children use more Indonesian. This result 
affected the question, “Do you think your villagers will speak your language in twenty years’ 
time?” Two villages in Muting District, Boha, and Wan answered that they would not use their 
language in twenty years, as their children do not know the vernacular well. Besides these 
villages, the people think the vernacular would be still used. It seems that the children and the 
people in the Bian Marind-speaking villages use more Indonesian than the Yei-speaking villages 
do.  
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4.2. Individual Interviews 

The individual questionnaire was administered just in one village, Muting City. The results are 
similar to the group questionnaire taken in Muting City. Thus, the results are not repeated.  

5. Wordlists7 

Full wordlists (239 words) were elicited in the villages of Selil (Mandobo), Kendiki (Bian 
Marind), Kolam (Bian Marind) and Tanas (Yei). For the Bian Marind language, sixty-word 
checklists8 were taken in Wan, Selaw, Boha, Pahas and Muting. For the Yei language, sixty-
word checklists were taken in Bupul and Erambu. 

The full lists of 239 words were typed into Wordsurv, a computer program used to analyze 
wordlists. The words were grouped into lexically similar groups, based approximately on Frank 
Blaire’s principles given in Survey on a Shoestring,9 but also based on modified rules for Irian 
Jaya languages.10 

5.1. Percentage of Lexical Similarity 

The following matrix shows the percentages of lexical similarity among the wordlists collected. 
Each column is labeled at the top. Each label is written in the format: language name/village 
name. 

Table 9: Lexical Similarity of Muting District Speech Varieties 
Bian Marind/Kendiki 
91 Bian Marind/Kolam 
17 17 Mandobo/Selil 
18 18 19 Yei/ Tanas 

Considering the table above and a 60% lexical similarity criterion,11 we can conclude that there 
are three different languages being spoken in Muting District: Bian Marind, Mandobo, and Yei. 

5.2. The Marind Language 

Of the wordlists taken in Kendiki and Kolam, sixty words were checked in Wan, Selaw, Boha, 
Pahas, and Muting, which showed lexical similarities between 95-100%. The percentages of the 
lexical similarity indicate that there is one speech variety in Muting District. 

The Bian Marind speech varieties taken in the villages along the Bian River were compared to 
the Marind speech varieties that had been taken on the Kumbe River Survey and Merauke 

                                                           
7 A survey team member, Peter Jan deVries, wrote Section 5. 
8 Checklists are partial wordlists taken to confirm reports that the language in a particular village is the same as that 
taken in another village. If it is not, a full 239-word wordlist is taken. 
9 Blair, Frank. 1990. Survey on a shoestring: A manual for small-scale language surveys. Dallas: The Summer 
Institute of Linguistics and The University of Texas at Arlington. 
10 For further information, see Appendices I and II in the Report on the Merauke District Survey. 
11The Irian Jaya survey team has made a decision based on 60% lexical similarity. We determined that, if two 
speech varieties have less than 60% shared cognates, we consider that the two are different speech varieties. We 
then recommend doing intelligibility testing on the speech varieties that have between 60% and 80% shared 
cognates. 
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District Survey. In table 10, bold figures indicate the percentages of the lexical similarity among 
the Bian Marind speech varieties of Muting District, the Kumbe River and Merauke District.  

Table 10: Comparison of Marind Speech Varieties along the Bian River,  
the Kumbe River and in Merauke District 

Kendiki – Bian  
92 Kolam - Bian 
49 48 Kaisa - Kumbe 
46 45 85 Koa - Kumbe 
46 45 81 96 Wayau – Kumbe 
43 43 72 79 79 Onggari - Kumbe 
41 41 76 84 82 78 Baad - Kumbe 
41 41 67 68 68 77 72 Matara - Merauke 
41 41 77 85 85 81 88 70 Senegi - Kumbe 
41 41 69 79 81 81 86 72 89 Kaliki - Kumbe 
30 30 75 80 80 85 87 77 88 84      Ivimahad - Kumbe 

Considering the lexical comparison chart and the 60 percent similarity criterion, the Bian Marind 
spoken in the villages of Muting District, on the Bian River, can be considered a different 
language from the Marind spoken in the villages along the Kumbe River and in Merauke 
District.12 

The wordlist taken in Kolam was compared to a Mbian Marind wordlist, compiled by P. Drabbe 
in 1953.13 This analysis was done manually. Of the 100-word list from 1953, only 28 items could 
be compared to the wordlist we had used in this survey. Lexical similarity was 93%.  

5.3. The Mandobo Language 

A full wordlist was elicited in Selil, which is the only Mandobo-speaking village in Muting 
District. It was compared to a full Kaisah wordlist taken on the Lower Diggul River Survey. The 
comparison between the two shows a 76% lexical similarity. From this comparison, it is clear 
that the Mandobo spoken in Kaisah is similar to the Mandobo spoken in Selil. 

5.4. The Yei Language 

A full Yei 239-word wordlist was elicited in Tanas in Muting District. The wordlist from Tanas 
was also compared with a full wordlist taken in Poo, from the Merauke District Survey. The 
percentages of lexical similarity show as follows: 

                                                           
12 However, a note has to be made. During the elicitation of the wordlists in the villages on the Bian River, the 
wordlist that had been elicited during the Kumbe River Survey was not used for comparison. This gives some room 
for variation, although this variation will not be enough to make the lexical similarity higher than 60%. 
13 P. Drabbe, M.S.C. Spraakkunst van het Marind in Studia Instituti Anthropos, vol II, Zwitserland 1953.  
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Table 11: Lexical Similarity of the Yei Speech Varieties Based on Full Wordlists 

Tanas  

 51 Poo 

As we see Table 11, lexical similarity between Tanas and Poo is 51% ,14 which means that they 
are different languages.  

Of the wordlist from Tanas, 60 nouns were checked in Bupul. The comparison showed a lexical 
similarity of 100%. Sixty-two nouns from the Tanas wordlist were also compared to the Yei 
speech variety of Erambu, which is located in Merauke District, since the Merauke District 
survey team had not elicited there. The 62-noun wordlist of Erambu was compared to the 62- 
noun wordlist of Poo and that of Tanas. The relationships among the three speech varieties are 
shown in the following table. 

Table 12: Lexical Similarity of the Yei Speech Varieties Based on the 62-Noun Wordlists 
Erambu   
92 Poo  
79 79  Tanas  
79 79 100 Bupul 

Table 12 indicates that there are two distinctive speech variety groups,15 one group is Erambu 
and Poo ( 92% shared cognates), and the other is Tanas and Bupul (100 shared cognates). 
Lexical similarity between the two groups is 79 %.  

Furthermore, the wordlists taken in Tanas and Erambu were compared to a wordlist taken by P. 
Drabbe in 1946, from the village of Kakayu.16 It is not clear whether this village still exists and 
has changed its name or whether the inhabitants of Kakayu moved to another village. Drabbe 
mentions the following villages as Yei-speaking villages: Kakayu, Erambu, Jawar, Teraj, Yejeru, 
Kwel, Bupul, Samuting and Poo. The wordlists taken in Tanas and Erambu during the Muting 
District survey trip were compared to Drabbe’s wordlist taken in Kakayu. This shows a 60% 
lexical similarity between Tanas and Kakayu, based on 120 items, and a 86% lexical similarity 
between Erambu and Kakayu, based on 49 items. The two comparisons show that there seem to 
be two speech variety groups; one is very close, while the other is not. 

                                                           
14 However, we need to consider the method we used while eliciting the wordlist in Tanas. The problem is that the 
Poo wordlist was taken during the Merauke District Survey by Yunita Susanto, and the Poo wordlist was not on 
hand for comparison, while the wordlist in Tanas was elicited by Peter Jan de Vries. This might cause additional 
variation in lexical comparison and might cause the percentage of lexical similarity between Tanas and Poo (51%) to 
appear lower than it actually is. However, we assume it did not affect it too much. 
15 In table 11 and table 12, there are two conflicting percentages between Poo and Tanas (51% in table 11 versus 
79% in table 12). One is from the full wordlist comparison (51%), while the other is from the 62-noun wordlist 
comparison (79%). The two results show that there are percentage differences between the full wordlist comparison 
and the 62-noun comparison. The 62-noun comparison result is higher than that of the full wordlist comparison. If 
we apply the 60% lexical similarity criteria to interpret the percentages of lexical similarity in table 12, it can be said 
that all the speech varieties spoken in the Yei villages are the same language. However, the percentages of lexical 
similarity in Table 12 are based on the 62-noun comparison that has higher percentages of lexical similarity than 
actual lexical similarity is. Thus, we cannot determine that all the Yei speech varieties are the same language. At this 
stage, it would be said that there seem two distinctive speech variety groups. 
16 Nota’s over de Je –Taal by P. Drabbe, M.S.C. 
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The people in Erambu said that the language they use is somewhat different from that of Tanas 
and Bupul, but similar to that of Poo.  

The four factors explained above (the 51% lexical similarity between Tanas and Poo from the 
full wordlist comparison, the two distinctive speech variety groups based on the 62-noun 
wordlist comparison, the results of the lexical comparison with the wordlist from P. Drabbe, and 
the information given by the villagers) confirm that the Yei speech variety spoken in Tanas and 
Bupul may be a different language from the Yei language spoken in Poo and Erambu. Because 
of the method we used and the fact that no data could be gathered in the village of Kwel, it is 
necessary to do further survey (e.g., mutual intelligibility testing), in order to determine whether 
there are actually two Yei languages in these Yei-speaking villages. 

6. Conclusions and Recommendations 

6.1. Survey Methods 

We used the same methods as the previous survey teams have used. Most data for this report was 
obtained in formal and informal sessions with the village people. Observation done personally by 
surveyors is also included in this report. Regarding eliciting wordlists, we recommend that the 
next teams bring the previous wordlists taken in the same language areas, as it will reduce the 
possibility of variation in lexical comparison. We also recommend that wordlist takers elicit fifty 
representative words, not just nouns, when comparing the 50-word checklists with previous 
wordlists, since nouns are basic words and give a higher percentage of lexical similarity than 
actual lexical similarity.  

6.2. Linguistic Situation 

According to the matrix in table 9, the villagers along the Bian River in Muting District speak the 
same language. However, table 10 indicates that the Marind language spoken in the villages 
along the Kumbe River and in Merauke District are different from the Bian Marind language. 
Regarding the Yei language, there seem to be two languages among the villages in Muting 
District and Merauke District. Bupul and Tanas use one Yei language, while Poo and Erambu 
use a slightly different language from that of Bupul and Tanas. The Mandobo language spoken in 
Selil is the same language as that of Kaisah in the Jair District. 

6.3. Sociolinguistic Situation 

Bilingualism is spreading in the villages along the Bian River. Some villagers said that they 
might not use the vernacular in twenty years’ time. The Bian Marind-speaking villages speak 
Indonesian more than the vernacular. In the Yei-speaking villages, it seemed they had preserved 
the vernacular better than the Bian Marind villages did. The one Mandobo-speaking village is 
very isolated in terms of language environment. The Mandobo-speaking villagers use Indonesian 
more than the vernacular. 

All the villages we visited have a good attitude toward a language program, in both translation 
and literacy work.  
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6.4. Community Development Possibilities 

Potential community development projects that could be helpful would be in the areas of 
education, health and economy. Projects that can help students to continue their education would 
be helpful. Other potential community development projects would be toilets and clean water. 
Selil and Kindiki do not have toilets, and in Selil, Boha, Selaw, Bupul and Tanas, the villagers 
still use the rivers as the source of water. Regarding economy, the villagers along the Bian River 
planted a lot of fruit trees and coffee trees. If a project can help them to find markets or 
consumers, it would be helpful.  

6.5. Language Development Possibilities 

The Bian Marind language spoken in the villagers along the Bian River in Muting District is a 
different language from the Marind-speaking villages in Kurik and Merauke District. This Bian 
Marind language needs a language program. In these villages, there are educated people who 
could develop their language, especially in Wan. It seems that the Bian Marind-speaking 
villagers along the Bian River have realized that they need to do something to preserve their 
mother tongue, as the children are beginning to lose the vernacular.  

Yei needs a language program, too. In Bupul and Tanas, the villagers are very enthusiastic about 
having a language program. They are very proud of their culture and language. In the past, 
several Catholic priests wrote on the Yei culture and language, and their work can help those 
who want to work in this language. In Tanas, there are well-educated people who could be 
language development workers.  

6.6. Future Research 

In the Bian Marind-speaking villages, it is not necessary to do intelligibility testing, as the 
percentages of lexical similarity among the villages along the Bian River are very high. 
However, further survey is needed to know how well the Bian Marind speakers on the Bian 
River can understand Indonesian since bilingualism is spreading.  

In the Yei-speaking area, it seems that there are two languages in the villages between Merauke 
District (Poo, Torai and Erambu) and Muting District (Bupul and Tanas). As explained in 
Section 5.4, further survey is needed to determine whether there are two languages. It is also 
necessary to elicit and compare a wordlist in Kwel because the survey team was not able to get 
any language data on that.  

The Mandobo speech variety in Selil is the same as that of Kaisah. Thus, we recommend doing 
intelligibility testing in this village with a Mondobo text taken in Kaisah.  
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