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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 
My wife, Marcia, and I are linguists and translators with the Summer 

Institute of Linguistics in Papua New Guinea. We have lived off and on 
among the Lembena speaking people of northeast Enga and southeast East 
Sepik provinces since May of 1991. For the first two and a half years, we 
resided in the village of Yambaitoko on the eastern edge of the language 
group among the Lembena, Molimo and Ipatoko clans. In March 1994, we 
established a new home in the village of Itopeno, living among the Yalipa 
clan. Altogether we have spent about fourteen months in the area. 

Lembena (Ethnologue code LEQ) is a Papuan language of the Enga 
Subfamily of the West Central Family of the East New Guinea Highlands 
Stock of the Central and Western Superstock of the Main Section of the 
Trans-New Guinea Phylum. The language name is actually the name of one 
of the clans and is not necessarily the name used by the other clans to refer 
to the language. 

The Lembena language group has a population of approximately 
fifteen hundred people. Thus they are a small group relating to the much 
larger Enga language community, on the periphery of which they live. 
Politically they relate to the Enga provincial government rather than to the 
East Sepik, although travel to towns of East Sepik province is fairly 
common. There is only a fairly loose sense of identity as a language group. 
Allegiance is felt most strongly to the clan and inter-clan rivalry and 
competition are common. 

The Lembena language community is very much a society in flux. This 
report is a “snapshot” describing the social and linguistic character of the 
society in mid-1994. 

1.1.1 Methodology 
Much of the data for this report has been collected over the last three 

years that we have lived among the Lembena people. Additional data 
including word lists were collected on a survey patrol that took place 19–
25 July 1993. On this survey an attempt was made to collect data from as 
many of the Lembena speaking villages as possible. 
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The survey team, consisting of myself and two university students 
from the U.S., Joseph Childers and David Howard, succeeded in visiting 
the villages of Mondamba, Kombaulama, Itopeno, Olimolo, Mengailama, 
and Kopaipalu. The villages of Mokosele and Yeleme (alternate spellings: 
Elema, Eram) were not visited due to the fact that they are geographically 
far separated from the others and the time constraints of the survey. I was 
able to take word lists from residents of Yeleme who were in Olimolo 
visiting a female relative and from a resident of Mokosele who was in 
Kopaipalu visiting relatives of his wife. 

I had previously had considerable contact with people from the 
village of Kapelama and decided to leave it out of the survey patrol 
because of time constraints. 

While there are some Lembena speakers resident in Mosopo and 
Yengisa, I decided not to visit those two villages because it was reported to 
me that the dominant population in both is Enga. 

In several villages visited on the survey we found that relatively few 
residents were present at the time of our visit, having gone to other 
villages for either church or work related reasons. If the local pastor was 
available, he was a first choice as an informant for the purposes of this 
survey. Our experience with the Lembena people has shown that church 
leaders now function as significant community leaders in other areas 
beside the spiritual. If the local government councilor for the area was 
available, we sought out his information and opinions as well. If neither of 
these leaders were present then we targeted males around the age of thirty 
as informants. Often a group of people gathered and in these cases we re-
ceived information from a cross section of the community. 
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1.2 Maps 

1.2.1 Language and Dialect Map 
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1.2.2 Village Maps 
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2. Structures and Facilities 

2.1 Houses 
Certain generalizations are possible regarding the spatial distribution 

of houses and other structures. Villages are organized as a centrally located 
station with a number of single family hamlets distributed within a one to 
two kilometer radius of the station. The station and the hamlets are usually 
built on ridge tops or at least some piece of high ground. With the 
exceptions of Yeleme and Yambaitoko, neither of which is situated at a 
traditional village site, all of the villages are between three and five 
thousand feet above sea level. 

The station is comprised of a number of houses and the centrally 
located church building, and may also include an aid post or medical 
storage house, radio shed, equipment storage shed and/or “guest house”. 
These structures are commonly built along the edges of the flattened ridge 
top around a central open area, which is kept free of vegetation. The 
station takes on a rather elongated shape conforming to the topography of 
the ridge. Separate latrines are built for each family house and are located 
just off the top of the ridge behind the houses that face the open center of 
the station. Several of the Baptist villages also include one or more prayer 
places on high points near the station. 

The single family hamlets consist of one or more sleeping houses and 
one or more pig houses, depending on the size of the family and the 
number of family members who own pig herds of sufficient size to warrant 
a separate pig house. 

2.1.1 Houses in Yambaitoko 
Yambaitoko is the Lembena village most subject to outside influence 

and contact, and this is reflected in the structures and facilities found 
there. It is also at a lower elevation than any other village except Yeleme, 
which affects climate and therefore decisions about house construction. 
Houses in the main village are of two main types. Traditional houses of a 
truncated oval shape built on the ground with low walls, no windows, and 
a thatched roof are present in Yambaitoko but represent a minority of the 
houses. These retain the style and construction of the houses that the men 
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traditionally slept in, which were somewhat different from those used by 
the women, children and pigs. 

The trend is toward building rectangular houses set on posts at a 
height of from three to six feet above the ground. These generally have 
walls and floors of woven bamboo in contrast to the tree bark walls and 
dirt floors of the traditional houses. If the house owner has access to screen 
wire, windows are included. With the exception of our own “bush” house 
which has a part metal, part sago thatch roof, all Yambaitoko houses are 
thatched with kunai grass. 

Temporary houses and cookhouses are generally rectangular 
structures built on the ground. Because of the warmer climate in 
Yambaitoko most residents cook in a separate cookhouse or, if the height 
of the house permits, they may cook under their house. Fire pits are not 
generally constructed inside the houses. 

Most families also maintain a house for their pigs at some distance 
from the village and sometimes a sleeping house near their pig house 
and/or at their garden site if it is far from the village. These are more often 
of the traditional style that used to be built for the women, children and 
pigs. They are rectangular, built on the ground with tree bark sandwiched 
between split posts for walls. Thatch is kunai grass or sago palm leaf 
depending on what is available at the location. Inside, the house is 
subdivided into a section for the pigs and a section for the family to sleep, 
each with its own door to the outside. 

2.1.2 Houses in Mondamba 
At the Mondamba station we observed the same two types of houses 

as in Yambaitoko. However none were built very high off the ground. This 
is probably due to the higher elevation and resulting cooler temperatures. 
We were unable to see the interior of any of the houses as the residents 
were all away from the village at the time of our visit. The lack of separate 
cookhouses points to the incorporation of fire pits within the sleeping 
houses. 

2.1.3 Houses in Kombaulama 
Both types of houses are present in Kombaulama. The pastor’s house 

was built about three feet off the ground. There does seem to be a 
correlation between status and building above the ground. The majority of 
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houses in Kombaulama were of the rectangular type with woven bamboo 
walls. All of the houses we entered had central fire pits. 

2.1.4 Houses in Itopeno 
At Itopeno we observed a number of traditional style houses under 

construction near the site of the new airstrip. Some of these houses had 
woven bamboo for walls, which was not traditionally done. We stayed in a 
house which was built with a shed roof of sago thatch, which was in 
contrast to the usual hip or gable roof design. One individual recently built 
a round house after the style seen in the Baiyer River area. Houses at 
Itopeno had central fire pits. The house we spent the night in had a fire pit 
in each of the two rooms. Types of thatch used include kunai grass, cane 
leaf, bamboo leaf and sago palm leaf. 

2.1.5 Houses in Olimolo 
In Olimolo I became aware of the use of a different type of thatch on 

several of the houses. I was told that it was the leaf of a type of bamboo. 
There were no kunai grass roofs in Olimolo, presumably because the people 
did not have access to the material. A new house that was being thatched 
the day we arrived was roofed with sago leaf thatch. Houses included fire 
pits and only one separate cookhouse was noted. 

The station at Olimolo includes a radio shed that has a metal roof. 
The house of the one SDA (Seventh-day Adventist) member in the village is 
built quite separate from the houses of the other villagers. 

2.1.6 Houses in Mengailama 
Houses in Mengailama are much like those in the other villages. 

Bamboo leaf thatch was also commonly used there. I also observed the use 
of pangal, the central rib of the sago palm leaf, as an inner wall covering 
material in both the pastor’s house and the church building. In each case 
the outer wall covering is woven bamboo. Houses incorporate a central fire 
pit. 

2.1.7 Houses in Kopaipalu 
Kopaipalu is the largest and one of the more important villages in the 

Lembena language area. It is divided into Baptist and SDA areas. Both 
areas evidence the two types of houses that are seen in other villages. 
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All of the houses I saw in Kopaipalu had fire pits inside even though 
many of the house owners also had separate cookhouses. Kunai grass was 
the most common roof material. 

2.2 Community Buildings 

2.2.1 Yambaitoko 
Yambaitoko village includes a number of community buildings. The 

Yambaitoko prep-school building is the largest structure in the village. It 
incorporates two classrooms, an entry area, and an office/storage room. 
The building has vertical split plank walls about four to five feet tall. It is 
thatched with kunai grass with a hip roof design. The classrooms are 
equipped with rows of tables and benches for the students. Each classroom 
also has a desk for the teacher and two 4' × 3' chalkboards. A gap between 
the top of the outer walls and the roofing allows light to enter. 

The Yambaitoko Baptist church building is a metal-roofed structure 
that was built in 1990 to replace a smaller kunai-thatched building that 
was being outgrown. It is a post and pole building with woven bamboo on 
the outer side of the walls only. There are openings along the top of the 
side walls to allow air and light to enter. It has a dirt floor that is covered 
with dry kunai grass. The area at the front of the building is separated from 
the rest by a pole laid on the floor about three feet from the front wall. 
There is a pulpit at the front center for the speaker’s use. The single 
doorway at the center of the rear wall is fitted with a door made from 
hand-hewn planks hung on commercially manufactured hinges. This 
doorway has an eight-inch-high threshold. 

At the time of the election campaign leading to the 1992 elections, a 
Lembena individual who was standing for office built a house in the village 
which served as a meeting place for him and his supporters. It is a 
rectangular structure with dirt floor, kunai roof and no interior partition 
walls. It has a central fire pit. This individual was unsuccessful in his bid 
for election and the house is now used by the men as a place to sit and 
talk. 
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2.2.2 Mondamba 
The only community structure noted in Mondamba was the Baptist 

church building. It is a rectangular structure much like the one in 
Yambaitoko but smaller and with a kunai rather than metal roof. 

2.2.3 Kombaulama 
The only community structure noted in Kombaulama was the Baptist 

church building. It is a rectangular structure much like the one in 
Yambaitoko but smaller and with a kunai rather than metal roof. 

2.2.4 Itopeno 
The Baptist church building at Itopeno is built to the same design as 

that seen in other villages. We observed the use of pangal as an interior 
wall covering in this building. 

A prep-school building has just been completed in Itopeno that is 
similar to the one in Yambaitoko but of a smaller size. 

2.2.5 Olimolo 
The Lutheran church building in Olimolo is much like those already 

described except that it has a table at the front center for use as an altar 
and, to the right side, a post with a flat board nailed to the top which 
functions as a lectern for the person doing the readings. 

Near the church is an HF radio shed. It is a small building with a 
metal roof, one window with an interior shutter for security and a lockable 
door. 

2.2.6 Mengailama 
The only community structure noted in Mengailama was the Baptist 

church building. It is a rectangular structure much like the other Baptist 
churches described above. 

2.2.7 Kopaipalu 
As mentioned before, the village of Kopaipalu is organized in two 

areas, one Baptist and another smaller SDA one. One notable difference 
between the two areas is seen in the construction of the respective church 
buildings. 

The Kopaipalu Baptist church building is typical of those in other 
villages with rectangular shape, single doorway at the rear, dried-grass-
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covered dirt floor, simple pulpit and no chairs or benches of any kind. It 
has a metal roof. The doorway in this church building is also fitted with a 
door of hewn planks hung on commercially made hinges. 

The Kopaipalu SDA church building is oval shaped, has four doors—
two on each side, has a more elaborate area in the front separated from the 
congregational seating area by a low barrier, and provides two rows of 
benches for seating. 

2.3 Commercial Structures 

2.3.1 Trade Stores 
Of the villages visited, only Yambaitoko had trade stores. There were 

four of them, and all were located in close proximity to each other near the 
center of the village. They were almost identical in design and 
construction, being rectangular with woven bamboo walls, dirt floors, 
metal shed roofs, a window with interior shutter through which goods 
were sold and a lockable door. Inside each, crude shelves were built on one 
or more walls to hold the merchandise for sale. All but one of these trade 
stores were destroyed in April 1994 in a raid by a group of men from 
outside the language group. As far as we know at the time of this writing, 
they have not been rebuilt. 

2.3.2 Storage Structures 
There is a small building at the edge of the airstrip in Yambaitoko that 

incorporates the HF radio room and the airstrip maintenance storage shed. 

2.3.3 Market 
No regular markets are held in any of the Lembena speaking villages I 

have visited. The closest market is in Yengisa, the Enga border village to 
the south. 

2.4 Utilities 

2.4.1 Water Sources 
The most important water sources for the Lembena people are the 

springs and streams, which are common in the mountainous terrain. 
Because the villages are on ridges, these are usually below the level of the 
villages and, in some cases, require a considerable hike to reach. 
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In Yambaitoko and in Kopaipalu the aid posts have metal roofs, which 
are used to catch rain water for medical use. The Yambaitoko aid post is 
fitted with two small water tanks for storage. At Kopaipalu plastic buckets 
are used to catch the water. 

Other metal roofs such as the church roofs in Yambaitoko and 
Kopaipalu and the radio shed roof in Olimolo are not currently being used 
as water sources. I did observe one individual in Kopaipalu who had rigged 
up a single six foot piece of corrugated roofing metal to catch rain water 
for household use. 

2.4.2 Electric Power 
Photovoltaic panels are installed at the radio sheds in both 

Yambaitoko and Olimolo. Both locations are also equipped with charge 
controllers and lead-acid storage batteries. These power sources serve the 
sole function of powering the HF radios installed at these locations. 

2.4.3 Kerosene 
Kerosene lamps are in use in all of the villages visited although they 

are not universally owned. The Baptist churches also own a number of 
Coleman pressure lanterns that are used for lighting during special church 
functions such as conferences and rallies. The pressure lanterns are not 
used for routine night services, presumably because they consume larger 
quantities of kerosene than the wick lamps and kerosene is difficult to 
obtain. 

The only sources of kerosene for the Lembena people are the towns of 
Mt. Hagen, Wabag and Wapenamanda. To reach any one of these towns 
entails air travel at least part of the way unless one is up to a four day 
walk through the bush to the nearest road. There are various individuals 
who periodically make the trip to town to buy kerosene or send empty 
drums out via MAF1 to be filled and returned courtesy of MAF staff. 

2.5 Medical 
Medical services for the Lembena people are limited and in some 

villages there is no medical service available. People from these villages 
who require treatment must travel as much as eight hours by foot trail to 
the nearest medical facilities. 
                         
1 Missionary Aviation Fellowship, operating out of Mt. Hagen, WHP. 
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2.5.1 Hospital 
Tinsley Health Center in the Baiyer River area of Western Highlands 

Province provides hospital services to the Lembena people. Although I 
have not seen it, I understand that this hospital is reasonably well 
equipped and staffed. It is operated by the Australian Baptist Missionary 
Society and includes an expatriate doctor on its staff. 

Getting to the hospital requires first getting to the airstrip at 
Yambaitoko, Yeleme, or Yengisa and then a twenty minute flight to the 
Kumbareta airstrip near the hospital. The hospital has a vehicle for 
transporting patients from the airstrip to the hospital. 

There is a daily medical radio “sked” on one of the CRMF2 frequencies 
during which a staff doctor at Tinsley Health Center is available for 
consultation with the aid post orderlies or others who need medical 
direction or advice. 

2.5.2 Clinic 
There is a clinic in Yengisa, which is staffed by a nurse and a 

community health worker with some dental training. Most seriously ill 
patients are seen and evaluated at the Yengisa clinic before being 
transported to Tinsley Health Center if necessary. 

The staff of this clinic makes a monthly foot patrol through the 
Lembena language area visiting Olimolo, Itopeno, Kopaipalu and 
Yambaitoko. The primary purpose of these patrols is to monitor the health 
care needs of the children and pregnant women and to give 
immunizations. 

2.5.3 Aid Posts 
At one time aid posts were located in the Lembena villages of 

Kombaulama, Olimolo, Kopaipalu, Yambaitoko and Mokosele. Several of  

                         
2 Christian Radio Missionary Fellowship, an organization with a license for six HF radio 
frequencies which allocates radio time to various missions and other Christian organizations in 
PNG. 
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these have been closed and only the aid posts at Kopaipalu and 
Yambaitoko remain open. The aid post orderly (APO) at Kopaipalu is a 
native Lembena. The APO at Yambaitoko is a native Enga speaker from the 
Yengisa area. 

There are buildings that contain medicines and some supplies in 
Itopeno and Olimolo. A village aide was recently posted to Itopeno and 
takes care of basic medical needs there. Another village medical worker 
has been posted to Olimolo recently, but we do not know what his level of 
training is. 

3. Geography 
3.1 Summary of Geographical Area 

3.1.1 Extent of Area 
The Lembena language area is roughly twenty-five kilometers across 

both north to south and east to west, straddling the provincial boundary 
line between Enga to the south and East Sepik to the north. It is bounded 
on the east by the Yuat River and on the west by the Tarua River. The 
northernmost village is Yeleme, which is on the Yuat River about thirteen 
kilometers north of the Enga–East Sepik border. The southern border of the 
language area is in the vicinity of Yengisa with a mix of Enga and Lembena 
people in the villages just north of Yengisa. 

3.1.2 Significant Population Centers 
The largest Lembena village is Kopaipalu, which is located very near 

the geographical center of the language group. I estimate the population of 
Kopaipalu at four to five hundred people, including the surrounding 
hamlets. Kopaipalu enjoys high prestige among Lembena villages, being 
the home ground of the largest and most powerful clan, the Yalipa clan. 
Were it not for the competition of Yambaitoko with its airstrip, Kopaipalu 
would likely be the undisputed leader among Lembena villages. The 
councilor for Kopaipalu is pushing the people hard to complete an airstrip 
at nearby Itopeno as soon as possible which may cause some shake up in 
the language group. Kopaipalu includes the largest SDA congregation in 
the language group. 

There are two smaller villages that have a high level of contact with 
Kopaipalu. These are Itopeno and Mengailama, which are located to the 
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west across the gorge of the Kengelema River. Itopeno has a population of 
about seventy-five. There is a new airstrip under construction at Itopeno 
which, if opened, will bring an increase in importance to the village and 
may result in a significant population increase due to migration to the 
airstrip. The Enga Division of Education has indicated that it will establish 
a vernacular prep-school in Itopeno in 1994. 

Mengailama had a population of about 100. The people of 
Mengailama are involved in community work at both the airstrip 
construction site at Itopeno and at the aid post at Kopaipalu. 

Yambaitoko with a population of about 120 on the Baptist mission 
station itself enjoys high prestige. It is the site of the first airstrip opened in 
the Lembena language area proper. It is the headquarters for the 
Yambaitoko Baptist Association, which includes local churches in 
Mondamba, Kapelama, Kombaulama, Itopeno, Kopaipalu and Yeleme in 
addition to Yambaitoko itself. It is the location of the first prep-school 
opened in the language area. 

The villages of Mondamba and Kapelama, both with populations 
around fifty people, relate closely to the Yambaitoko station. The residents 
of these two villages report to Yambaitoko on Mondays for community 
work on the airstrip, school and mission station, and on Tuesdays for work 
at the aid post. 

The village of Kombaulama (population sixty-five) is under the 
Yambaitoko association, but, due to its location farther away, there is less 
regular contact with Yambaitoko. 

Yeleme, another village under the Yambaitoko association, is also 
located far from Yambaitoko. An airstrip was opened at Yeleme in early 
1992, but has not yet resulted in significantly greater contact between 
Yeleme and Yambaitoko. The population of Yeleme is unknown to me. 
There is a growing SDA congregation in Yeleme in addition to the Baptist 
church. 

Olimolo is the most important of the Lutheran villages in the Lembena 
language area. The population including the surrounding hamlets is 
estimated at 250 to 300 people, based on the pastor’s report that there are 
78 children between the ages of five and seventeen. 
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The other Lutheran village in the language area is Mokosele. I do not 
have information regarding the population of Mokosele. 

3.1.3 Travel 
Two means of travel are available between villages within the 

language group: walking on the network of foot trails, and flying via light 
plane. This latter is an option only between Yambaitoko and Yeleme. The 
airstrip under construction at Itopeno may be opened in another two to 
three years. It is also possible to fly from either Yambaitoko or Yeleme to 
Yengisa, which is on the southern periphery of the language group. 
Missionary Aviation Fellowship (MAF) services these strips on Mondays, 
Wednesdays and Fridays each week on an as needed basis. The cost of 
flying makes this means of travel inaccessible to most Lembenas. 

Walking is by far the most important means of travel within the 
boundaries of the language group. An extensive network of foot trails (see 
map below) connects all of the villages to each other. The terrain is 
mountainous and travel on the trails entails changes of elevation on the 
order of three to four thousand feet. Trails are often very steep and very 
slippery, especially during the rainy season from October to April. Travel 
by the foot trails frequently involves stream crossings, which can be 
difficult and dangerous after heavy rains. 

The most frequent destinations outside the language group are 
Angoram and Wewak in East Sepik province, Kumbareta and Mt. Hagen in 
Western Highlands Province, and Yengisa, Kompiam and Wabag in Enga 
province. 

Travel to Angoram and Wewak entails foot travel as far as Yeleme. At 
Yeleme the traveler can hire a motor canoe to take him down the Yuat 
River as far as Angoram. Travel from there to Wewak is by PMV3. 

                         
3 Public Motor Vehicle. These are vehicles ranging from small pick-ups (utilities) to fifteen-seat 
vans to large buses to open cargo trucks that are licensed with the government for the 
transportation of passengers and goods for a fare. 
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Travel to Yengisa may be by foot over the trails or by plane from 
either Yambaitoko or Yeleme. Travel to Kumbareta or Kompiam is 
generally by plane, but occasionally individuals travel to these places on 
foot, spending several nights on the trail. Mt. Hagen can be reached by 
PMV from Kumbareta and Wabag can be reached by PMV from Kompiam 
or from Mt. Hagen. 
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3.1.4 Land Use 
The Lembena people make use of the forested areas which make up 

most of the language area for several purposes, including gardening, 
raising pigs, hunting for food, fishing for eels, gathering wild foods, and 
obtaining raw materials for house construction, bilum making, mat making 
and tool and weapon construction. In at least the Baptist areas, I have also 
noted that the people use the forest as a place to go for prayer. 
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There is no such thing as land that belongs to no one or is 
communally owned. Ownership is based on the traditional subdivision of 
the land along clan and family lines and is passed down through the male 
line. Due to increased migration of people away from their traditional 
lands, such as to the airstrip at Yambaitoko, there has arisen the need for 
these migrants to obtain land from the traditional owners in order to build 
houses, plant gardens and raise pigs. The traditional land owners seem to 
make land available fairly readily to those that need it, however, it is my 
impression that ultimate ownership of the land remains with the 
traditional land owner. 

An example will illustrate this. On one of my visits to Olimolo, which 
is inhabited by the Tombiye and Moye sub-clans of the Yalipa clan, my 
guide from the Gangae sub-clan of the Yalipa clan who resided in 
Kopaipalu pointed out that the sago palm trees growing to the west of the 
Lutheran station belonged to him and his brothers. It turns out that the 
Gangae had agreed to allow the Tombiye and Moye to use that land a 
number of years ago when they were displaced from their traditional 
ground by fighting. But the ownership of the land as well as the trees 
growing on it remained with the Gangae. 

Gardens are planted on slopes surrounding the villages up to five 
kilometers away. Slash and burn agriculture is practiced and new gardens 
are cut each year, beginning in May or June. July is the driest month and 
is the time when the new gardens are burned off. Planting is done 
immediately after. 

Hunting is done in the forest areas that lie a bit further from the 
villages. The primary food animals that are hunted are wild pigs, 
marsupials and cassowaries. These seem to be plentiful in the area and 
constitute a fairly regular part of the people’s diet. 

The streams coming down out of the mountains are a source of eels, 
which are caught in woven bamboo basket traps. These used to be a major 
component of large inter-clan feasts that were held periodically but the 
people report that they rarely hold these feasts anymore and we have not 
heard of one in the three years we have lived in the area. On the survey 
patrol we met a man carrying a large eel wrapped in leaves. He was on his 
way to the market at Yengisa to sell it. 
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At the present time, there is no mining or lumbering in the Lembena 
language area, although there has been interest on the part of some 
companies in investigating the potential for these activities. 

3.1.5 Divisions Based on Geographical Features 
There are no internal political or economic divisions based on 

geographical features. Because villages tend to be established on ridges, 
the intervening valleys could be construed as dividing the language group 
socially. However, I have no direct evidence that the people see them in 
this way. 

The Yuat River from Yambaitoko south is the provincial boundary 
between Madang and Enga. The Lembena people also recognize it as the 
dividing line between them and the language group on the opposite side of 
the river. 

The Tarua River to the west seems to constitute a boundary between 
the Lembena people and the Enga speaking people of the Maramuni area. 

3.2 Climate 

3.2.1 Elevation 
Elevations (from topographical maps) of the Lembena villages are 

displayed in Table 1 below. 

Village Name Elevation in 
Meters 

Elevation 
in Feet 

Yeleme 80 m 260 ft 
Yambaitoko 213 m 700 ft 

Kapelama 860 m 2,820 ft 
Mondamba 1,054 m 3,460 ft 
Kombaulama 1,520 m 4,985 ft 
Itopeno 1,478 m 4,850 ft 

Olimolo 960 m 3,150 ft 
Mengailama 960 m 3,150 ft 
Kopaipalu 1,280 m 4,200 ft 
Mokosele (estimated location) 640 m 2,100 ft 

Table 1: Elevations of Lembena Villages 

3.2.2 Temperatures 
We have made observations relating to temperature in Yambaitoko 

and Itopeno. In Yambaitoko, the normal maximum temperature is 31° 
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Celsius or 88° Fahrenheit. The normal minimum is 22° Celsius or 72° 
Fahrenheit. 

In Itopeno, we have recorded a temperature range of 15°–24° Celsius 
or 59°–75° Fahrenheit. 

Yeleme could well experience slightly higher temperatures than 
Yambaitoko, being at a lower elevation and closer to the Sepik plain. 

Only one other village, Kombaulama, is higher that Itopeno, but it is 
doubtful that the temperatures there would be much different from what 
we have recorded at Itopeno since Kombaulama is situated in a more 
sheltered spot than Itopeno. 

3.2.3 Rainfall 
No official rainfall statistics are available for any Lembena village. 

The closest station with rainfall records available is Kompiam, about 40 
km due south of Kopaipalu. The elevation at Kompiam is 1,580 m, 
somewhat higher than the average elevation of the Lembena villages. 

Average monthly rainfall at Kompiam4 ranges between a high of 400 
mm or 15.7 inches in March and a low of 180 mm or 7 inches in July. 
Average annual rainfall is 3,500 mm or 138 inches, which equals an 
average monthly rainfall of 290 mm or 11.5 inches. 

We recorded daily rainfall at Itopeno from 5 April to 27 June 1994. 
Cumulative rainfall for the period from 5 April to 4 May was 15.95 inches. 
Cumulative rainfall for the period from 28 May to 27 June was 7.31 
inches. This would seem to indicate that the rainfall patterns at Itopeno are 
generally the same as those at other Enga stations with more rainfall 
September to April and a “dry” season May to August. The largest rainfall 
in any twenty-four hour period was 61 millimeters or 2.4 inches on 18 
May. 

3.2.4 Winds 
At Yambaitoko there is consistent pattern of high winds beginning 

between 11:00 am and 1:00 pm and continuing until the mid-afternoon 
with a calm period around 4:00 pm to 6:00 pm. This makes afternoon 

                         
4 Rainfall statistics are drawn from Figure 3.5 in Pain et al. (1982, 33). 
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landings at the airstrip hazardous and there is an 11:00 am curfew in effect 
on the airstrip. 

High winds are less of a regular occurrence at Itopeno but do occur, 
especially during the drier time of year. The exposed location on the crest 
of the ridge affords little shelter from these winds. 

3.2.5 Seasons 
At Yambaitoko we have observed a period of heavier, more frequent 

rainfall from October to March with a somewhat drier time from April to 
September. This is consistent with records for other stations in Enga 
province, which uniformly show March as the wettest month and July as 
the driest. Even during the driest time we rarely went more that three or 
four days without some rain. 

We have been in Itopeno only during March to June so it is not 
possible to comment on seasonal variations at that location. 

4. Demography and Bilingualism 

4.1 Demographic Charts 
The following charts show what percentage of the language subgroup 

falls into each category defined by age and language ability. The language 
group as a whole has been subdivided according to denominational 
affiliation, this being the primary determiner of social grouping. 

The age groupings are those used by the Enga Census Office and are 
derived from the Provincial Data System. These are used in preference to 
divisions based on school attendance because of the very low percentage of 
Lembena children who attend school, probably less than 10% prior to the 
opening of the Yambaitoko Pre-school in March 1993. 
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Total population of the language 
group: 

Major Groupings based on 
Denominational Affiliation 

1,500 Baptist Lutheran SDA 
Total population of each grouping: 1,050 400 50 
% Male/Female in target grouping5 56/44 56/44 56/44 

% of Monolingual Speakers of target language grouping: 
Male, age 0–5 85% 85% 85% 
Female, age 0–5 85% 85% 85% 
Male, age 6–17 30% 30% 30% 
Female, age 6–17 30% 30% 30% 
Male, age 18–45 10% 10% 10% 
Female, age 18–45 10% 10% 10% 
Male, age over 45 30% 30% N/A 
Female, age over 45 30% 30% N/A 
Degree of bilingualism with national language (Tok Pisin): 
% with some ability to speak it: 
Male, age 0–5 0% 0% 0% 
Female, age 0–5 0% 0% 0% 
Male, age 6–17 20% 20% 20% 
Female, age 6–17 10% 10% 10% 
Male, age 18–45 40% 40% 40% 
Female, age 18–45 10% 10% 10% 
Male, age over 45 0% 0% N/A 
Female, age over 45 0% 0% N/A 
% with good ability to speak it: 
Male, age 0–5 0% 0% 0% 
Female, age 0–5 0% 0% 0% 
Male, age 6–17 40% 40% 40% 
Female, age 6–17 0% 0% 0% 
Male, age 18–45 30% 30% 30% 
Female, age 18–45 5% 5% 5% 
Male, age over 45 0% 0% N/A 
Female, age over 45 0% 0% N/A 
Degree of bilingualism with other language (Enga): 
% able to hear but not speak it: 
Male, age 0–5 5% 5% 5% 
Female, age 0–5 5% 5% 5% 
Male, age 6–17 5% 5% 5% 
Female, age 6–17 5% 5% 5% 
Male, age 18–45 0% 0% 0% 
Female, age 18–45 0% 0% 0% 
Male, age over 45 0% 0% N/A 

                         
5 Percentages derived are from statistics for Wapi census division in Table 4.1 in Lea and Gray 
(1982, 44). 
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Female, age over 45 0% 0% N/A 
Degree of bilingualism with other language (Enga): 
% with some ability to speak it: 
Male, age 0–5 10% 10% 10% 
Female, age 0–5 10% 10% 10% 
Male, age 6–17 60% 60% 60% 
Female, age 6–17 60% 60% 60% 
Male, age 18–45 85% 85% 85% 
Female, age 18–45 75% 75% 75% 
Male, age over 45 65% 65% N/A 
Female, age over 45 60% 60% N/A 
% with good ability to speak it: 
Male, age 0–5 0% 0% 0% 
Female, age 0–5 0% 0% 0% 
Male, age 6–17 10% 10% 10% 
Female, age 6–17 10% 10% 10% 
Male, age 18–45 5% 5% 5% 
Female, age 18–45 15% 15% 15% 
Male, age over 45 5% 5% N/A 
Female, age over 45 10% 10% N/A 

4.2 Bilingualism in Other Languages 
In addition to language ability in Tok Pisin and Enga, I have noted 

language ability in the following languages: A few residents of the village 
of Mondamba also know the Pinai language spoken to the southeast. Some 
residents of Yeleme also know the language spoken to the north along the 
Yuat River. This language is called Kyaimbarang or Miyak, according to 
Davies and Comrie 1985. 

Some residents of the village of Mokosele are also able to speak the 
language to the northwest of that village. My informants called the 
language Penale, although this name seems to be applied to several 
languages/people groups that are located adjacent to the Lembena 
language area, excepting Enga. 

There are a handful of men in the language area who have limited 
ability to speak English. Occasions requiring the use of English are 
extremely rare and I have only heard it used in speaking to expatriates 
who have visited the language area, particularly if they do not know Tok 
Pisin. 
 

Major Groupings based on 
Denominational Affiliation 

Baptist Lutheran SDA 
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Reported Attitude toward the Lembena Language: 
% Negative 0% 0% 0% 
% Positive 95% 90% 80% 
% Indifferent 5% 10% 20% 
Observed Attitude toward the Lembena Language: 
% Negative 0% 0% 0% 
% Positive 95% 95% 95% 
% Indifferent 5% 5% 5% 

Only rarely have we observed any individuals to prefer another 
language over the Lembena language. In every case this has been in 
situations most removed from the traditional culture or with individuals 
who are outsiders. 

4.3 Implications for Program Planning 
The Lembena language is strong and well appreciated by its speakers. 

Almost all of the Lembena people that we have come to know are keen to 
have the Scriptures in their language. Learning to read and write the 
Lembena language is regarded as important by the various communities. 
Already one has established a vernacular prep-school and there is interest 
in the others in doing the same. 

The primary interest in terms of literature is Biblical material. The 
primary potential users of written material are the church leaders at this 
point in time. Because of the low level of literacy and education in general 
it will be necessary to provide adequate material of varying levels of 
difficulty to ensure that those who are presently illiterate can work their 
way up to reading the Word of God itself. 

4.4 Implications for Literacy Planning 
Levels of literacy are very low and those that are literate demonstrate 

poor reading ability in Enga, Tok Pisin and English. 

Current community interest is in developing vernacular prep-schools, 
and we intend to capitalize on that interest and focus on instructional 
materials and supplementary reading material geared to the prep-school 
students. But students in the prep-school range in age from seven to 
eighteen, so this does not mean that we will focus only on material 
targeted at very young children. 
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There is also interest in adult literacy, at least among some of the 
church leaders. Some help in this area is being provided through the 
WATCH6 program being funded by an Australian government grant. 

Because of the differences between the Lembena and both the Tok 
Pisin and Enga orthographies, and because literacy in those two languages 
is low to begin with, we feel that there is less value in focusing on transfer 
materials. It is our present belief that our energies and those of the 
Lembena people would be better invested in teaching people to read 
Lembena without reference to those other languages. 

5. Language 

5.1 Languages Used 
In addition to the Lembena language we have observed the use of the 

following other languages which are listed in order of most used to least 
used: Enga, Tok Pisin, and English. 

It has been reported to us that some Lembena speakers who live in 
locations bordering other vernacular language areas use those vernaculars 
in communicating with members of those other language groups. 
Specifically, some Lembena speakers who live in Mondamba are able to 
use the Pinai language spoken in the village of Megau to the southeast. 
Some Lembena speakers who live in the village of Yeleme are able to use 
the Kyaimbarang (or Miyak) language spoken from there north along the 
Yuat River. And some Lembena speakers living in the village of Mokosele 
are reported to use another language spoken by a group living to the north 
or west of that village. The name of this language is not known to us but is 
referred to as Penale by the Lembena people and they claim it is distinct 
from the language spoken from Yeleme north. It should be noted however 
that this name is given to all of the adjacent vernacular languages except 
Enga. 

                         
6 Women And Their Children’s Heath. A program administered by the Baptist Union of Papua 
New Guinea and the Australian Baptist Missionary Society beginning in 1993 and scheduled to 
continue through 1995. This program has a substantial adult literacy component. 
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5.2 Language Domains 
The Lembena language is by far the most commonly used language by 

the Lembena people. Enga is used for Scripture reading in and out of the 
church, in singing in and out of church and any time Engas who do not 
know Lembena are involved in the language situation such as public 
meetings at which Enga-speaking officials are present. Often a translation 
of what is said or read is provided in Lembena for those who do not know 
the Enga language. Native Enga speakers have commented to me that 
Lembena speak Enga poorly, making errors in use of tense, etc. 

Tok Pisin is also used for Scripture reading in and out of the church. It 
seems to be growing in popularity for this purpose at the expense of Enga 
usage. We believe there are at least three reasons for this. First, through 
Tok Pisin the people now have access to the entire Bible. Second, 
knowledge of Tok Pisin is on the increase. Third, the Enga New Testament 
is printed in a dialect of Enga that is different from the dialect spoken in 
Yengisa and the surrounding communities and which is used by Lembena 
speakers. Tok Pisin songs are also sung in the church and the school. 

Tok Pisin is also the language used in speaking with outsiders who do 
not know Enga. These include the Supervising Teacher from the Yengisa 
community school who is a non-Enga, MAF pilots, SIL pilots, and ourselves 
to some extent. 

A few Lembena speakers who have completed Grade 6 at the Yengisa 
community school have rudimentary ability in the use of English. I have 
never observed Lembenas speaking to each other in English, but have on 
occasion heard English used with pilots or with expatriate visitors who do 
not know Tok Pisin. 

5.3 Language Attitudes 

5.3.1 Reported Language Attitudes 
For several years there has been a cry from the Lembena people for 

assistance in developing a written form for their language and in 
translating the Scriptures into Lembena. One pastor reported to us with 
obvious emotion the deep sense of satisfaction he felt when hearing his 
people praying in their own language instead of Enga as they had before. A 
number of church leaders have expressed their frustration at the difficulty 
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of understanding the Scriptures in Enga or Tok Pisin and their desire for 
the Scriptures in Lembena. In general, the Lembena people express a very 
positive attitude and appreciation of their language. 

Ability to speak Enga and Tok Pisin is a pragmatic necessity for the 
Lembena people if they want to be involved beyond the borders of their 
language group. The people do express a desire to improve their ability, 
particularly in using Tok Pisin and have organized Tok Pisin worship 
services in several villages at least partly for that purpose. One man told 
me quite firmly that Tok Pisin was the tok ples7 of Papua New Guinea and 
the Lembena people would continue to need to know and use Tok Pisin 
more and more. 

A few young men within the Lembena language community have 
verbalized their desire to improve their competence in English and have 
sought out our help in doing so. 

5.3.2 Language Attitudes as Inferred from Behavior 
Enga speakers who visit the Lembena language area are always held 

in high esteem. The Enga language group is vastly larger and more 
powerful than the Lembena language group and the Lembena people 
recognize this. It seems that there is a positive attitude toward the Enga 
language but not leading to a preference for the Enga language over 
Lembena except with a few individuals. 

Tok Pisin is viewed by the Lembena people as the “language of the 
white man” and the language of the big city. People appear to enjoy using 
Tok Pisin and a conscious effort is made to provide opportunities for 
people to improve their competence in Tok Pisin, such as Tok Pisin 
worship services in the churches. We have observed a noticeable increase 
in Tok Pisin use and Tok Pisin ability since my first visit to the language 
area in 1990. 

There is a very positive attitude toward English, however a usable 
knowledge of English is too far beyond virtually all Lembena speakers to 
make English usage a significant component in the overall sociolinguistic 
situation. 

                         
7 Tok Pisin expression for vernacular language. 
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The Lembena language is the undisputed language of the heart and 
soul for the vast majority of Lembena speakers. We believe that the 
Lembena people have a deep seated positive attitude toward their 
language. 

5.3.3 Language Prestige 
Prestige is a very potent factor in the Lembena world and we have 

observed considerable competition between individuals and between 
communities to achieve a higher level of prestige. 

English has the highest prestige, followed by Tok Pisin, then Enga and 
finally Lembena. I believe that this ranking is a reflection of Lembena 
evaluations of the cultures/social groups with which each of these 
languages is associated. English and Tok Pisin are the languages of the 
powerful and wealthy “white skin” community and they are languages of 
the nation. English wins over Tok Pisin as the language of education. Enga 
is the language of power at the provincial level and to a large extent the 
people of power and prestige in the Lembena communities, such as pastors, 
APOs, teachers and government officials have been Engas. 

5.3.4 Language Stability 
The Lembena language appears to be quite stable, despite the growth 

in Tok Pisin knowledge and use in recent years. The people are accustomed 
to operating from the position of the under-dog as a consequence of living 
under the shadow of the much larger and more powerful Enga language 
group. As a result they exhibit an assertive, fighting spirit and are unlikely 
to be absorbed by the majority Enga culture. 
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Although we see no evidence that the language is dying, the people 
do express concern as they see language development and education being 
promoted in English, Tok Pisin and Enga. They definitely do not want their 
language to be lost. And they display a willingness to take steps to 
strengthen and develop their language through production of instructional 
materials and other literature and through translation of Scripture and 
other books, providing they can find the outside help that they need. 

Comparisons of word lists taken in eight of the ten villages show that 
there is virtually no difference phonologically and only a few lexical 
differences among them. These lexical differences seem to arise primarily 
from incorporation of Enga words into the language in some villages but 
not others. Considering the long years of contact with Enga and the 
consistently dominant position of Enga, this borrowing is not surprising 
and does not seem to point to a weakening of the Lembena language. 

6. Religion and Language 

6.1 Chart of Religious Groups 
 

 Names of Missions/Churches: 
 Baptist Lutheran SDA 
Date each 
church arrived: 

1959 1957 mid 1980s 

What areas of 
the language 
group do they 
work in: 

Yambaitoko 
Mondamba 
Kapelama 
Itopeno 
Mengailama 
Kopaipalu 
Yeleme 

Olimolo 
Mokosele 

Kopaipalu 
Olimolo8 
Yeleme 
Yambaitoko8 
Itopeno8 

Are they…? 
Mission 
administered: 

 Gutnius 
Lutheran 

 

Part mission 
administered: 

  Missionary from 
Minj, Western 
Highlands 

Locally 
administered: 

Yambaitoko Baptist 
Association 

  

                         
8 At least one member of the denomination resident in the village and active recruitment of 
others with the goal of establishing a church body. 
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Names of 
present pastors: 

Maka Tokale 
Kolemba Komondo 
Kenda Kepa 
Pepaka 
Ketoto 
Indipae 
Liya 
Titipu Nele 
Aupeya 
Aiyone 
Angoeya Walangai 
Takame 
Tembena 
Kiwaepa Nele 

Isaka Kaipasa 
Andutu 

Daniel Tae 
Kenda 

Are the leaders…? 
Expatriate? No No No 
Nationals from 
outside the 
group? 

Youth Pastor (1990–
93) 

Bishop Missionary 

National from 
the language 
group? 

Yes Yes Yes 

Percent of 
population in 
each 
congregation 

67% 30% 3% 

Which language is used in…? 
Reading 
scripture in 
church? 

Enga, Tok Pisin Enga, Tok 
Pisin 

English 

Reading 
scripture outside 
of church? 

Enga, Tok Pisin Enga, Tok 
Pisin 

English 

Singing in 
church? 

Enga, Tok Pisin, 
Lembena, English 

Enga, Tok 
Pisin, 
Lembena 

Tok Pisin 

Singing outside 
of church? 

Enga, Tok Pisin, 
Lembena 

Enga Tok Pisin 

Praying in 
church? 

Enga, Tok Pisin, 
Lembena 

Enga English, Tok 
Pisin 

Praying outside 
of church? 

Enga, Tok Pisin, 
Lembena 

Enga English, Tok 
Pisin 

Preaching in 
church? 

Enga, Tok Pisin, 
Lembena 

Enga Tok Pisin 

Evangelism? Lembena Enga (?) Tok Pisin 
Announcements Lembena, Tok Pisin, 

Enga 
Enga Tok Pisin, 

Lembena 
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6.2 Indigenousness of Religious Groups 
Since we have lived for the first three years of our program in the 

Baptist area of the language group, we are most familiar and have the most 
data from that area. Our knowledge of the Lutheran and SDA church 
structures and practices is much more limited. 

6.2.1 Baptist 
The local Baptist churches in the language group are joined together 

under the umbrella of the Yambaitoko Baptist Association. The 
Yambaitoko Baptist Association is then joined with four other local 
associations to form the Enga Baptist Union (EBU). The EBU is affiliated 
with other provincial level Baptist unions into the Baptist Union of Papua 
New Guinea (BUPNG). The greatest amount of authority is present at the 
level of the local association. The EBU has relatively little influence over 
local church affairs and the BUPNG even less. This is a source of tension as 
the EBU leaders feel that they should be able to exert more influence over 
the local associations. 

The Yambaitoko Association has adopted an administrative structure 
similar to what they must have observed in expatriate mission 
organizations. It is rather top-heavy in terms of the number of leadership 
positions in relation to the size of the congregation. Leadership positions 
include the “Missionary” (also called the Supervisor), Association 
President, Association Vice-president, Area Pastor, Mission Station 
Manager, Outreach Pastors, Senior Youth Pastor, Youth Coordinator, 
Senior Evangelist, Local Evangelists, Local Pastors, and Deacons. Only a 
few of these, the “Missionary”, Mission Station Manager and the Outreach 
Pastors, are paid positions. The sources of funds for these salaries are the 
EBU and BUPNG. 

The pastors of the local churches receive compensation for their 
services in the form of garden produce and a small amount of cash given in 
offerings taken during Sunday worship services. In addition they receive 
assistance from the local congregations in preparing and planting their 
gardens. 

Worship services follow a rigid format beginning with singing 
followed by an opening prayer, then welcome of those present, time for 
testimonies or “items” from members of the congregation, the 



32 Lembena 

“worshipping” song, then the offering (if Sunday), followed by the sermon, 
the closing prayer and finally announcements. We have observed services 
to last between one and a half hours and nine hours, with an average of 
three hours on Sundays and two hours on other days. 

With rare exceptions the songs used in the worship services have Enga 
or Tok Pisin words and the melodies are not indigenous. Use of Tok Pisin 
songs and choruses is on the increase, though most of those singing have 
no understanding of the meaning of what they are singing. Some of the 
songs that have come to the church through the Enga language have been 
translated into Lembena, but are rarely sung in Lembena. 

In summary, the Baptist church among the Lembena, while 
“indigenous” in terms of personnel, conforms to an alien pattern in terms 
of authority structure, and the forms of religious expression employed. 

We observe a tension between the values of pragmatism and prestige 
in terms of language use. Pragmatic values of clear communication, ease of 
expression and the potential for full community participation favor the use 
of the vernacular. The drive for prestige favors the use of Tok Pisin or 
Enga. In general we perceive that those participating in the services greatly 
appreciate the use of the vernacular whenever possible. By contrast, the 
church leaders are sometimes swayed by the prestige they can acquire 
through demonstration of their command of Tok Pisin or Enga. 

6.2.2 Lutheran 
The following comments are based on observations of one Sunday 

service and informal worship in house meetings in the village of Olimolo 
and on conversational interviews with the Lutheran pastor, Isaka. 

The Lutheran service on Sunday morning differed markedly from the 
Baptist service, being liturgical in form. It was notably shorter, lasting just 
over one hour. 

Despite the inherent differences in the organizations of the two major 
denominations in the Lembena, many of the observations made above 
about the Baptist church are also true of the Lutheran church. Essentially, 
though “indigenized” in terms of personnel, the church follows a form 
imposed on it by the outside world. 
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6.2.3 Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) 
We know little about the small SDA church in the Lembena language 

area. We have never had the opportunity to observe an SDA service. A visit 
to the SDA church building in Kopaipalu yielded the observation that 
English language materials are used to some extent in the church, though 
it is highly doubtful that more than a very few church members 
understand any English. The pastor of the SDA church in Kopaipalu told 
me that he used an English version (King James) of the Scriptures in his 
personal and church life. He does have access to Scripture in Tok Pisin as 
well, but appears to prefer the English, most likely because of the prestige 
of English and the desire to identify with the developed world. 

Although members of all three denominations place a value on 
western dress for church gatherings, it is our impression from our few 
observations that the SDA church places an especially high value on 
dressing in western clothing both in and out of church contexts. 

SDA church members and leaders alike report a positive attitude 
toward the translation of Scripture into the vernacular. 

6.3 Attitudes of Religious Groups Leaders 

6.3.1 Use of Scripture in Local and Other Languages 
In general church leaders have reacted very favorably to the prospect 

of vernacular Scripture. We have asked the pastors of all three 
denominations about their feelings toward using Scripture in the 
vernacular as opposed to Enga or Tok Pisin, and the universal response has 
been positive. Many church leaders readily admit their inability to fully 
understand the Scriptures when they read them in Enga or Tok Pisin. This 
derives both from their low reading ability and their lack of fluency in 
both Tok Pisin and the dialect of Enga in which the New Testament is 
available. So, for the sake of their own understanding and their ability to 
effectively use the Scriptures to minister to the members of their respective 
churches, most of the church leaders welcome the translation effort. 

In contrast to this, we did hear several Baptist leaders state publicly 
that they felt that the Enga New Testament was adequate for the needs of 
the church. These statements were made in the midst of an emotionally 
charged situation, which makes it difficult to assess the real strength of 
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their feelings in this regard. Nevertheless, we do believe that these 
statements demonstrate the ambivalence of some church leaders to the 
translation project. It is our assessment that this stems from the fact that 
making the Scriptures available to the whole church community in the 
vernacular erodes the privileged position of those church leaders literate in 
Enga or Tok Pisin. 

6.3.2 Literacy for Religious Group Members 
On the surface, there seems to be a positive attitude toward literacy 

for the general population. But some of our observations suggest that those 
church leaders who are particularly attuned to prestige issues may be 
unwilling to tolerate their loss of uniqueness should literacy become 
widespread. 

6.3.3 Literature in Evangelism 
At present, with the very low literacy level in the general population, 

literature is not a viable tool for evangelism, regardless of language. But 
we have observed the effective use of pictorial visual aids in teaching and 
training in the Baptist church at Yambaitoko and we observed a number of 
posters being displayed in the SDA church at Kopaipalu. This could point 
toward an acceptance of printed materials to convey spiritual content 
whenever higher literacy levels make their use appropriate. 

6.4 Attitudes of Religious Group Members 

6.4.1 Use of Scripture in Local and Other Languages 
Without exception the church members prefer to hear the Word of 

God expressed in their own language. Pastors do on occasion do a rough 
translation “on the fly” for the benefit of the church members, which 
seems always to be appreciated. This points to a recognition on the part of 
the pastors that the church members are not able to adequately understand 
the Word of God when they hear it in either Enga or Tok Pisin. 

Among church members there is a very small number that are literate. 
These have expressed both frustration over the difficulty of reading and 
understanding the scriptures in Enga or Tok Pisin, and a desire to see the 
Word of God translated into the vernacular. 

Church members who are not literate have been less apt to express an 
opinion about the translation of Scripture into Lembena. Those that we 



 Sociolinguistic and Literacy Studies 35 

have questioned regarding their interest in learning to read have expressed 
a definite positive interest in gaining literacy skills with the primary goal 
of being able to read the Word of God for themselves. 

6.4.2 Literacy for Religious Group Members 
With the exception of the very old people, who seem to doubt that 

they can ever learn to read, there is a positive attitude toward and an 
eagerness to gain literacy skills among adult church members. 

6.4.3 Literature in Evangelism 
Due to extremely low literacy levels, literature is not perceived as a 

viable medium for evangelism. 

6.5 Perceptions of Literacy and Literature 

6.5.1 Perceived Threats to Religious Groups 
The primary avenue by which an individual can increase his status in 

the community is through appointment to a leadership position in the 
church. Literacy is one of the essential prerequisites for appointment to a 
higher leadership position in the church. 

Those who are literate have much greater access to information, 
especially religious information contained in the Word of God. Information 
is a token of power in the Lembena culture. Extending literacy to a larger 
population would dilute the advantage enjoyed by the church leaders at 
this time. 

We have observed evidence that at least some religious leaders who 
are particularly desirous of gaining and preserving high status in their 
communities may feel threatened by literacy efforts. They see efforts to 
develop literacy skills in the general population as a threat to their unique 
position as literates and thus also to their power and prestige in the 
community. 

6.5.2 Perceived Advantages to Religious Groups 
To those religious leaders who are truly committed to biblical goals of 

evangelism, sanctification and growth to maturity, literacy together with 
the availability of Scripture and other religious materials in the vernacular 
is perceived as a great help and advantage. They are acutely aware of the 
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barriers to clear and accurate communication against which they struggle 
under the present circumstances with no vernacular materials available. 

We believe that at present these individuals primarily see these 
advantages from their perspective as members of an oral culture. In other 
words, they welcome the availability of vernacular materials as an aid to 
them in communicating information through oral channels to the members 
of their congregations. They have not, as of now, conceived of these 
advantages in a growing community of literates where individuals have the 
freedom to access Scripture and other written materials directly. 

7. Cross-Cultural Contacts and Change 

7.1 Acceptance of Outsiders 
From the Lembena perspective, outsiders fall into three groups: other 

nationals of higher status, notably the Enga; other nationals of lower 
status, such as the adjacent groups know collectively as penale; and 
expatriates. The term penale is homophonous with the word meaning “he 
will strike/kill”. In most traditional stories in which penale appear as 
characters, the penale are portrayed as cannibalistic enemies of the 
Lembena, in vivid contrast to the Enga characters who are noble and good 
toward the Lembena. 

7.1.1 Other Nationals of Higher Status 
Other nationals from the Enga culture and those with education or 

position are generally well regarded and well received. The highest 
proportion of marriages to non-Lembenas by both men and women is to 
Engas. We also noted one man from Olimolo who was married to a Chuave 
woman, from Simbu Province. 

Most of the people of high status with which the Lembenas have 
dealings such as APOs, teachers, and church, education or health 
supervisors, are Engas. These are always treated with respect and 
deference. For example, the presence of an Enga visitor in a church service 
or public gathering will usually cause the leaders to switch to the Enga 
language in preference to the vernacular. Likewise if an individual who 
does not speak either Lembena or Enga is present, they will switch to Tok 
Pisin. 
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There is an evident value placed on the ability to speak Enga and Tok 
Pisin. 

7.1.2 Other Nationals of Lower Status 
Besides the Enga to the south and west, there are several other 

language groups which border on the Lembena language area, including 
the Pinai to the east and southeast, the Kyaimbarang to the north, and 
another group referred to by the generic term penale to the northwest. 
Lembenas who live near the borders with these other groups have regular 
contact with them and intermarriage does occur, though not to the degree 
that it does with the Enga. 

Traditional Lembena stories often are built around a contrast between 
interactions with the Enga and interactions with these other groups. 
Without exception in the stories that we have collected, the Engas, referred 
to as the people from the higher country, are portrayed as good and 
truthful people who deal fairly with the Lembenas. By contrast the penale, 
or the people from the lower country, are portrayed as cruel, deceitful and 
cannibalistic. From these stories we conclude that the Lembena regard 
these other groups quite differently than they do the Enga. Individuals 
from these groups exert a much smaller influence on the Lembena society 
than do the Enga. 

7.1.3 Expatriates 
Without exception, expatriates are regarded as people of very high 

status, wealth and power. To most Lembenas the expatriate world lies 
entirely beyond their reach. For these, their occasional contacts with 
expatriates are fascinating and enjoyable, but have little impact on the 
conduct of their day-to-day lives. 

However, within the general Lembena population there is a subgroup 
of individuals, made up mostly of community/church leaders, who exhibit 
a strong desire for development. These individuals are motivated to 
acquire western good and adopt western ways and to some extent also 
western values, all of which they associate with the expatriate community. 
These people experience a great deal of frustration both with their 
powerlessness to achieve or acquire what they want and with what they 
perceive as the miserliness of the expatriate community in not sharing 
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freely of all that they possess. The net result is ambivalence on the part of 
many toward the expatriates that they come into contact with. 

We would conclude that expatriates are regarded as either irrelevant 
or as a necessary evil to the Lembena community. 

7.2 Influence of Outside Cultures 
In terms of their aspirations, Lembenas are distributed on a 

continuum from those that are committed to their traditional way of life 
and its preservation to those who are highly motivated to abandon 
traditional ways in favor of a lifestyle similar to what they perceive to be 
followed by the wealthy, powerful expatriate community. Those lying 
closer to the former end of the continuum are less influenced by outside 
culture than are those lying closer to the latter extreme. The following 
comments pertain to the group most highly influenced by the outside 
world. 

For those most heavily under the influence of outside culture the 
desire for paid employment is growing. Lembenas have few options for 
employment, these being limited to service as an MAF agent at the airstrip 
at Yambaitoko, the position of Mission Station Manager, and a few 
positions within the leadership of the various churches. 

Apart from these, some Lembenas have established trade stores in 
Yambaitoko where the airstrip affords a way of obtaining goods for sale. 
Cash cropping of peanuts, chilies, coffee, cocoa, and coconuts is 
undertaken minimally. On occasion very limited markets are set up for the 
vending of produce and rarely pig meat. Besides the goods available 
through the trade stores, second hand clothing is sometimes brought in for 
sale. Thus it can be seen that a cash economy has been established, but on 
a very limited scale and mostly in the immediate vicinity of the airstrip. 

There have been some dramatic social changes in the last twenty 
years as a result of outside exposure and influence. The traditional housing 
pattern for family units has undergone a shift from a pattern of one house 
for the husband and older male children and a second house nearby for the 
wife, daughters, younger male children and pigs, to a pattern of one house 
in which all the family members sleep and a separate house for the pigs, 
sometimes located at a considerable distance from the location of the 
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family house. Many families are also building separate structures for 
cooking in contrast to the traditional pattern of cooking being done in the 
wife’s house. 

Traditionally, the people lived in scattered hamlets consisting of 
single family units. Now however the trend is toward living in villages of 
up to several hundred people. In many cases families are maintaining two 
houses, one near the pigs and gardens and one in the village. This change 
was likely initiated by patrol officers seeking to facilitate their 
administration of the area but has been reinforced by the incorporation of 
frequent, sometimes daily, church services into the social fabric. This 
necessitates living in close proximity to the rest of the congregation in 
order to be able to participate fully in church life. Health workers who 
make patrols through the area to bring basic health services also encourage 
the people to maintain a more centralized residence pattern. 

The responsibility for the choice of a marriage partner is being 
transferred more and more out of the hands of the parents and clan leaders 
and into the hands of the young people themselves. Although bride prices 
are still being paid, there is a trend toward exchanging pigs instead of 
paying them outright as was traditionally done. 

There has also been a change in the leadership dynamics of the 
society. Traditionally, leadership was in the hands of a group of mature 
men who demonstrated their abilities to benefit the community in fighting, 
trading, oration, and forging alliances. This began to change when the 
Australian colonial government appointed luluais, thereby centralizing 
authority. Currently this trend toward authority being centralized in one or 
a few individuals continues though it exists in tension with the traditional 
pattern. In the village of Yambaitoko we observed one man who was the 
local government councilor, the mission station manager and arguably the 
most influential church leader. This represented an extreme example of the 
centralization of authority. It appeared that the local population was 
willing to tolerate this as long as the individual in question demonstrated 
that he was using that authority to the benefit of the whole community. 
This individual was not re-elected as local government councilor after he 
was unsuccessful in preventing our move from Yambaitoko to Itopeno. 
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In some of the Baptist churches we have seen a growing 
authoritarianism which is based on access to special religious knowledge 
or power. This is coming on the heels of an increased interest in the work 
of the Holy Spirit. Unfortunately there is a lack of discernment as to the 
sources of this special knowledge and power and it is our conclusion that 
the activity of other spirits is being confused with that of the Holy Spirit. 
Nevertheless, the leaders in question are effectively using the supposed 
activity of the Holy Spirit as an endorsement of their authority, at times to 
induce the community to participate in extremes of religious behavior such 
as twelve hour religious services, loud episodes of prayer in the middle of 
the night and the denial of sickness and death. Although this religious 
authoritarianism has taken on a life of its own within the Lembena society, 
its origins can be traced to practices observed by certain church leaders 
while participating in services or conferences outside the Lembena 
language area. 

Use of Enga and especially Tok Pisin is on the increase as a result of 
outside influences, particularly exposure to the more urban cultures of 
Wabag and Mt. Hagen. Tok Pisin is associated with development and the 
favorable attitude toward Tok Pisin is part of a growing generalized 
positive evaluation of anything associated with the “white-skin” world, 
although this does not always imply a positive attitude toward expatriates 
themselves. 

In impromptu dramas, the people often portray their experience of 
God’s blessing as they have embraced Christianity in terms of the degree to 
which they have abandoned traditional ways and come to enjoy elements 
of the lifestyle they associate with the developed world, e.g., western 
clothing, soap, processed foods, metal roofs, etc. When one man was 
“converted” he was apparently induced by the church leaders to abandon 
his traditional dress for a long sleeved white shirt and long trousers, and to 
cut his hair. 

7.3 Social And Political Factors In Program Planning 
One of the most significant factors affecting the future conduct of the 

language program is the intense animosity that exists between some 
members of the Molimu and Yalipa clans. The roots of this hostility 
undoubtedly go back many generations. The Yalipas have historically been 
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the largest and most powerful of the clans in the Lembena language group. 
According to anecdotes related by members of other clans, the Yalipas 
were known to dominate and take advantage of members of the other clans 
by stealing or destroying their gardens and pigs, among other things. 

A shift in the balance of power came when the Australian colonial 
government appointed a man from the smaller Molimu clan as luluai over 
part of the language area. Subsequently, this luluai was able to procure an 
aid post orderly and a Tok Pisin school teacher, both of whom were based 
in his village of Manuwaka. This further elevated the prestige and power of 
the Molimu clan. 

When a later government patrol determined that these public servants 
would better serve the needs of the whole language group if they were 
relocated to a more central village inhabited by the Yalipas, the Molimus 
resisted the government order to move them. Only when the Yalipas called 
the police in did the move take place, but in the process the Molimus 
became intensely hostile toward the Yalipas. 

The Molimus were dissuaded from fighting the Yalipas, so as a way of 
coping with their anger, they fled from their traditional lands adjacent to 
the Yalipas and established new homes in the area around what is now 
Yambaitoko at the far border of their traditional ground. Despite the fact 
that their “quality of life” has in many ways diminished as a result of the 
move, their anger toward the Yalipas has kept them from going back. 
Instead they have set upon a course to pursue increased contact with the 
outside world through the construction of the airstrip in the hope of 
attracting development. 

When we first allocated, we were unaware of these dynamics in inter-
clan relations and we opted to settle in Yambaitoko, at least temporarily, 
because of the access afforded by the airstrip. When our later evaluations 
of sociolinguistic factors compelled us to consider relocating to a more 
central part of the language group, we found ourselves contending against 
the intense hostile feelings of the Molimu leadership in Yambaitoko. These 
leaders preferred that we should leave the program altogether rather than 
relocate to their rivals’ village. 

In the period subsequent to our move, we are faced with the rejection 
of the language program by at least some leaders in Yambaitoko. It will 
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therefore be a challenge for us to enfold these elements back into the 
program. If that proves to be impossible, we still believe that the needs of 
the language group as a whole will be better served from our new location. 

7.4 Innovation 

7.4.1 Types of Innovation 
The following innovations can be noted since the time of initial 

contact with the outside world: changes in manner and style of house 
construction, changes in residence patterns, changes in the living 
arrangements of married couples and their families, adoption of cash 
cropping, adoption of western clothing, adoption of religious practices 
particular to the various denominations, participation in education at 
various levels, use of shotguns in hunting for pigs and other game, 
incorporation of new crops in gardening, establishment of trade stores, 
adoption of the local government council form of government and 
participation in government elections, adoption of some preventative 
medical practices such as immunization, and participation in organized 
sport. 

7.4.2 Introducers of Innovation 
The traditional leader Komondo who was empowered by his 

appointment as a luluai by the Australian colonial administration was one 
of the most important innovators of recent years. He was responsible for 
obtaining the first health services and educational opportunities for his 
people. These services were established at Manuwaka, on Molimu clan 
ground. 

Angoya was the first Lembena to leave the traditional language area 
to attend school, first at the Tok Pisin school in Yengisa in 1969 and then 
at Community school in Lapalama the following year. His encouragement 
led to other Lembena boys attending school at Lapalama beginning in 
1972. Some of these boys went on to form the leadership of the indigenous 
church that would ultimately develop through the seventies and eighties. 
Others became health workers within the community or found 
employment outside the Lembena area. Angoya was also responsible for 
recruiting the first Baptist pastor, Pangeya, from the Lapalama area, who 
came and established a Baptist church in Kopaipalu in 1971. Angoya con-
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tinues to provide leadership, especially in the Baptist portion of the 
language group. 

In the seventies and early eighties there were a number of men who 
left the area to work in plantations as far away as New Britain, New 
Ireland and Bougainville. Most of these have returned to the language 
group and are having a significant impact on the use of Tok Pisin. 

Contemporary insiders responsible for introducing innovation include 
pastors and other church workers, local government councilors, 
agricultural extension agents and individuals who have obtained some 
level of education. All of these have been influenced to some degree by 
exposure to the outside world, as they have all had to receive their training 
outside of the language group. 

Outsiders responsible for introducing innovation include missionaries, 
government officers, teachers, agricultural extension agents, and health 
workers. 

7.4.3 Method of Introducing Innovation 
The usual method of introducing innovation seems to be for an 

individual with status to persuade the people to adopt a new way of doing 
things by use of extended skillful oratory. In conjunction with this is the 
modeling of the new method in the lifestyle and practice of the innovator 
if this is appropriate. 

7.4.4 People’s Reaction to Innovation 
People’s reactions depend in large part on their perceptions of the 

value of the innovation. The Lembena have embraced a considerable 
number of innovations in a rather short period of time, some of which 
have changed their culture dramatically. This demonstrates that they are 
not fundamentally opposed to innovation. However, we have observed that 
many people do resist adoption of certain innovations, presumably because 
of their negative evaluation of the innovation. For example, while some 
have embraced western clothing to the point of completely abandoning 
traditional dress, others have disdained the use of western clothing, 
recognizing the practical value of their traditional dress. 
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7.4.5 Specific Examples of Reactions to Innovations 
In a number of Lembena villages, the observer is struck by the 

mixture of traditional and innovative styles of house construction. The 
traditional Lembena house is a truncated oval shape with a single door at 
the squared-off end. It was built on the ground with a single central post, 
very low side walls, and a thatched roof. This style of house is well suited 
to the climate of the high mountain ridges that the Lembena inhabit as it 
retains the heat of the fires built just inside the door. As some Lembenas 
have been able to obtain clothing and even sleeping coverings to help 
them keep warm, these have often opted to build larger rectangular houses 
on posts above the ground with higher walls and even windows. Those 
without access to money to buy clothing have resisted the adoption of the 
new style of house, even though it commands higher prestige for the 
owner. 

The introduction of new food crops such as varieties of pumpkins, 
watermelons, cabbages, peanuts, corn and beans has been met favorably 
by the Lembenas, most of whom have incorporated some of these into their 
gardens and their diets. 

7.5 Accepting Change 
Young adults who have come to attach a high value to western goods 

and practices and who are dissatisfied or bored with traditional village life 
are most ready to accept change. Two related factors which seem to 
underlie this readiness to accept change are exposure to education and to 
the lifestyles of people living in more developed parts of the nation. 

At this point in time we have not heard much concern expressed by 
Lembena leaders over potential dangers of accepting change and 
development. There seems to be a naive belief on the part of the Lembena 
leadership that they would be able to forestall any of the negative 
outcomes sometimes reported from other areas in the wake of rapid 
development such as alcohol abuse, domestic violence, environmental 
degradation and loss of respect for traditional values and leadership. 

The one concern that has been expressed relates to the erosion of use 
of the Lembena language. Since information pertinent to development and 
innovation comes most often through Enga or Tok Pisin language sources, 
embracing development and change could have the side effect of 
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weakening the pragmatic value of the Lembena language relative to these 
other languages. Lembenas are proud of their language and revere it as 
part of their unique identity. At the same time they are beginning to have 
some understanding of the force of pragmatism in the development of their 
society. They don’t want this pragmatic embracing of Enga and Tok Pisin 
as channels of development to bring about the demise of their language. 

7.6 Language Form of Outside Information 
Outside information comes to the Lembena through Enga and Tok 

Pisin. Provincial and national news reports are heard in both languages. 
Expatriates associated with the Baptist and Lutheran missions 
communicate with the Lembena in Tok Pisin. Most of the few printed 
materials present in the Lembena community including Scripture are 
written in Tok Pisin or Enga. 

Lembenas who bring outside information to the group as a result of 
their personal experiences while outside the language group tend to report 
those experiences in the Lembena language, but they do come up against 
the problem of a lack of vocabulary to talk about some of these things. In 
these cases they typically revert to Tok Pisin. 

7.7 Specific Change Agents 
Among the most effective of change agents in the Lembena 

community have been several young men who were among the first to 
leave the language area to receive education and training as pastors. Upon 
their return to the language area they instigated a number of changes, 
especially in the social area. The traditional practice of men living separate 
from their wives, daughters and young children has virtually disappeared 
as a result of the influence of these men. They were also responsible for 
introducing changes in the style of house construction. 

Agricultural extension agents including at least one local man who 
received training as a didiman have influenced the culture through 
introduction of cash crops as well as broadening the number of crops 
planted for local consumption. 

Provincial education officers have had an impact on the Lembena 
community through the establishment of a vernacular prep-school at 
Yambaitoko. Of the two teachers assigned to this school, one is a native 
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Lembena man who was recruited and trained by the provincial 
government. 

Of the three APOs serving in the Lembena language area, two are 
local men and one is from the neighboring Enga community of Yengisa. 
These men enjoy high prestige in their respective communities and have 
been at least somewhat successful in introducing better health practices to 
the Lembena. Their work is reinforced by monthly clinic patrols staffed by 
Enga medical workers who focus their attention on pregnant women and 
young children. It appears that most Lembena children are receiving basic 
immunizations through this program. 

Elected government officials have on occasion visited the Lembena 
language area, but their involvement in the local community has been 
negligible. This can be attributed to the remoteness of the area and the 
small population of the Lembena language community. 
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8. Education 

8.1 Children 
 

Name of Primary 
School: 

Yengisa Community 
School 

Yambaitoko 
Community School 

Names of villages who 
send children to this 
school: 

Lembena Language: 
Yambaitoko 
Kapelama 
Kombaulama 
Kopaipalu 
Itopeno 
Olimolo 
Also many nearby Enga-
speaking villages 

Lembena Language: 
Yambaitoko 
Mondambo 
Kapelama 
Yeleme 
Kopaipalu 
Mengailama 

School run by: Enga Division of 
Education 

Enga Division of 
Education 

Languages of villages: Lembena, Enga (and 
possibly Pinai) 

Lembena 

Languages officially used 
for instruction: 

English English 

Languages unofficially 
used for instruction: 

Enga, Tok Pisin unknown 

Attitude toward Lembena: Negative, as medium of 
instruction 

unknown 

Highest grade taught: 6 1 (1st year of operation) 
Number of mother tongue 
teachers: 

1 0 
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Name of Primary School: Yambaitoko Tok Ples Prep 

School 
Names of villages who send 
children to this school: 

Lembena Language: 
Yambaitoko 
Mondambo 
Kapelama 
Yeleme 
Kopaipalu 

School run by: Enga Division of Education 
Languages of villages: Lembena 
Languages officially used for 
Instruction: 

Enga, Lembena 

Languages unofficially used for 
instruction: 

Tok Pisin, English 

Attitude toward Lembena: Positive 
Highest grade taught: Prep 
Number of mother tongue 
teachers: 

1 

8.2 Adults 
Names of Villages: Yambaitoko Kopaipalu Olimolo 
Language spoken in the 
village 

Lembena Lembena Lembena 

Population of the village: 120 450 300 
% of Illiterate adults (>15 
years) 

85% 91% 88% 

% of Illiterate men 75% 83% 80% 
% of Illiterate women 97% 100% 99% 

English 3% 2% 1% 
Tok Pisin 14% 8% 12% 
Lembena  N/A N/A N/A 

% of Semi-
literate adults 

Enga 15% 9% 12% 
English 0% 0% 0% 
Tok Pisin 0% 0% 0% 
Lembena  N/A N/A N/A 

% of Literate 
adults 

Enga 0% 0% 0% 
English 0% 4% 0% 
Tok Pisin 9% 12% 10% 
Lembena  N/A N/A N/A 

Reading 
preference 

Enga 91% 84% 90% 
Illiterate 62% 75% 68% 
Semi-
Literate 

38% 25% 32% 
% of 25–40 
year olds who 
are: 

Literate 0% 0% 0% 
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8.3 Factors Affecting Literateness 
Gender has traditionally been a significant dividing factor in terms of 

literateness. We are aware of only two semi-literate women in the 
language group and both of these have married in from more developed 
areas outside the language area. This should change as the WATCH project 
adult literacy component is supposed to target women. 

Proximity to the newly established schools in the language group 
could lead to a discrepancy in literateness among various villages in the 
future, although we hope to see vernacular prep-schools established in 
most of the villages in the near future. 

9. Literacy 

9.1 Existing Literacy Programs 
The WATCH project, which is being carried out in areas of the 

country overseen by the Baptist Union of Papua New Guinea (BUPNG) and 
Australian Baptist Missionary Society during 1993 through 1995, has a 
component focusing on adult vernacular literacy. Five teachers from the 
Lembena language area were trained in Yengisa in June and July 1994 and 
should begin teaching classes in Yambaitoko, Kapelama, Kopaipalu, 
Mengailama and Yeleme in August 1994. An additional teacher has been 
trained to teach Lembena speakers living in the border community of 
Mosope. It is hoped that these teachers will be able to teach three 
successive classes of adults before funding for the project is terminated at 
the end of 1995. This has the potential for teaching three hundred or more 
adults to learn to read and write. 

The materials being used for these adult literacy classes have been 
developed by us and are essentially the same as those being made available 
for use in the Lembena vernacular prep-schools. These materials are based 
on the Multi-Strategy Economy Model adapted by Robin Rempel from the 
Multi-Strategy Method of Mary Stringer and Nicholas Faraclas (1987). A 
considerable amount of additional material is under development at 
present and should be available in the near future. 
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9.2 Agencies and Individuals Concerned with Education 
Primary concern for education in the Lembena language area falls on 

the Wapi local government council. There are five council districts 
covering the language area. The Enga Education Division is primarily 
responsible to provide teachers or to train local speakers as prep-school 
teachers. 

Tinsley Health Center, operated by the BUPNG, with jurisdiction over 
the Lembena language area, is concerned with health education and 
training of village medical workers. 

9.2.1 Agencies Other Than Schools or Churches 
There are no other agencies other than schools and churches actively 

working among the Lembena language group. 

9.2.2 Administrative Structure of Churches 
There are three denominations with churches in the Lembena 

language area, Baptist, Lutheran and Seventh-day Adventist (SDA). The 
Baptist churches cover the largest segment of the population including 
approximately 1,050 people in eight congregations. The Lutheran churches 
cover approximately 400 people in two congregations and the SDA 
churches about 50 people with small congregations in two villages and 
some scattered members in other villages. 

The Baptist churches are organized into the Yambaitoko Baptist 
Association which is a member of the Enga Baptist Union (EBU) which is 
in turn a member of the Baptist Union of Papua New Guinea (BUPNG). The 
association has an executive committee which meets several times a year 
to conduct business relevant to the association. This includes assignment of 
church staff, scheduling of special services and conferences, and financial 
affairs of the association. The association also sends representatives to the 
EBU executive committee meetings. Although this higher level administra-
tive structure exists, the local churches are largely autonomous. 

The two Lutheran churches at Olimolo and Mokosele are part of a 
larger diocese that includes churches in other parts of Enga province to the 
south and west. This diocese in under the oversight of the Bishop of the 
Gutnius Lutheran Church in Wabag. 
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The SDA churches are under the direction of a national “missionary” 
based in Yengisa, who is originally from Minj in Western Highlands 
Province. 

9.3 Mother Tongue Literacy 
There have been a number of indicators of interest in mother tongue 

literacy. A number of illiterates have verbalized their desire to learn to 
read their language. Trial materials including primers developed for use in 
the prep-school, an alphabet book, and limited printings of very short 
narrative and descriptive texts have been enthusiastically received by those 
few previously trained to read in Enga and Tok Pisin. The people of 
Yambaitoko and surrounding villages have organized themselves to 
establish a prep-school, which includes vernacular literacy as part of its 
program. A second prep-school is about to be opened in Itopeno. 

Most of the reading that we have observed has been reading of 
Scripture in either Tok Pisin or Enga or reading of Tok Pisin booklets and 
tracts pertaining to Christian topics. 

Letter writing is employed by at least some of the literates to 
communicate with individuals outside the language area. This is almost 
exclusively in Tok Pisin. 

Church leaders have been increasingly producing written programs for 
the larger church gatherings. These often are in a mixture of English and 
Tok Pisin. 

9.4 Language of Wider Communication (LWC) Literacy 
Written materials in Enga are generally in a dialect other than that 

spoken in the communities bordering on the Lembena language area. As 
such, the Lembena people who have some ability to read have expressed 
that they find it difficult to read these materials. Tok Pisin materials are 
definitely favored by those literates who know Tok Pisin. 

9.5 Attitude toward Literacy 
Many people apart from the old seem to have an interest in learning 

to read. That this is based on a perception of need is doubtful. In part at 
least it is likely a product of the people’s sensitivity to status and prestige. 
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Literacy, because of its association with the developed world, is viewed as 
a sign of higher status. 

9.6 Personnel and Education Resources 

9.6.1 Agencies or Groups Interested in Providing Help 
(See Section 9.2 above.) 

9.6.2 Potential Trainees 
There are a number of young men who have completed Grade 6 who 

could be trained to teach basic literacy. Individuals with higher education 
than Grade 6 are extremely few and all are already in positions of 
responsibility as church leaders, APOs and local government officials or 
have found paid employment outside the language area. 

9.6.3 Trained Personnel Available 
There are two young men who have been to the Enga Education 

Department training course for tok ples prep-school teachers. Both taught 
in the Yambaitoko prep-school during 1993. One of these, Paul Tanga 
Ketoto, who is a native Lembena speaker, also participated in a materials 
production workshop conducted by the SIL literacy section in May 1993. 

Besides these two teachers, there is another man, Loten Letawa 
Yangoma, who also participated in the materials production workshop 
along with Paul Ketoto. 

9.6.4 Local Funding Available 
Local funds are extremely limited. Due to the isolation of the area, 

cash cropping has not proved viable, despite some attempts. There are also 
no markets accessible to the people to sell produce or other goods. 

9.6.5 Buildings and Equipment Available 
All the villages have church buildings that could be used for small 

classes. If necessary we also believe that the people would be willing to 
erect buildings for use in literacy instruction. All buildings are bush 
structures. Prep-school buildings have been built in both Yambaitoko and 
Itopeno in response to the need. 

Educational equipment is limited to the few things at the Yambaitoko 
prep-school: four 3' × 4' chalkboards, a number of smaller lapboards and a 



 Sociolinguistic and Literacy Studies 53 

silk-screen, and the materials provided through WATCH: two 4' × 4' 
chalkboards and twenty lapboards for each of the five teachers. 

9.6.6 Local Assistance for Literacy Teachers 
Local assistance would probably be limited to practical help such as 

cutting and planting gardens, building houses for the teachers and possibly 
supplying firewood. There is almost no cash available for monetary 
support of literacy teachers. 

9.6.7 Potential for Local Administration 
Leadership is strong in the Lembena communities and we believe that 

there is good potential for local administration of a literacy program. The 
people are already accustomed to establishing committees for the oversight 
of aid posts and other community projects. There seems to be a positive 
value placed on serving on such a committee. 

9.7 Local Definition of “Literate” 
Any person who is able to sound out words from a written page is 

considered able to read whether they derive meaning from what they 
“read” or not. 

10. Literature 

10.1 Interest in Reading 
Most of those who are semi-literate show a high interest in reading 

Tok Pisin materials. The Tok Pisin Bible and the Enga New Testament are 
read frequently by those who have them. The first few materials that we 
have produced in the vernacular have been enthusiastically received. Also, 
the few who have a fair grasp of English demonstrate a high interest in 
improving their English reading and speaking ability. 

10.2 Language Domains 
Perhaps because the dialect of Enga into which the New Testament 

has been translated is different from the dialect spoken in the neighboring 
communities, some people show a strong preference for reading Scripture 
in Tok Pisin. However, many still prefer the Enga translation and since 
there are many non-literate people in the churches who understand Enga 
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but not Tok Pisin, the Enga Scriptures are likely to continue to be valued in 
church life. 

10.3 Books 
Many of those who are literate own a Bible in Tok Pisin or New 

Testament in Enga. Some church leaders own booklets pertaining to Bible 
study or sermon preparation. Apart from these there are few other books. 

10.4 Price of Literature 
We suspect that many of the books, pamphlets and tracts that we see 

in the hands of the Lembena people, especially church workers, have come 
to them as gifts or hand-me-downs. We have not observed people spending 
their money for books. 

10.5 Tape Players and Radios 
There are very few tape players or radios in the language area, 

perhaps less than one per village. Those that I have seen are in a very poor 
state of repair. Usually the tape players are inoperable. 

11. Vernacular Literature 

11.1 Non-Instructional Vernacular Materials Produced 
None. 

11.2 Instructional Vernacular Materials Available 
We have assisted in developing and printing three parts of a four part 

series of instructional books designed to teach reading to prep-school 
students or adults. The three parts that have been produced include a pre-
reading and prewriting book and two books that introduce all of the 
sounds of the language. The last part, which is to provide review and 
practice to raise fluency, is still in development. A draft teacher’s guide has 
been produced in the vernacular. 



 Sociolinguistic and Literacy Studies 55 

11.3 Titles Planned 
We hope to produce a number of shell books9 and several collections 

of short descriptive texts centered on a common theme such as local 
insects. We are also collecting narrative material and traditional stories for 
printing and distribution. All of these are in the earliest stages and will 
require additional editing before they are ready for full production; 
however, we have produced very limited printings of trial versions of some 
of these texts and distributed them in a number of Lembena villages. 

11.4 Materials and Titles Wanted 
The only written material for which we have received requests to date 

is Scripture. 

11.5 Mother Tongue Writers 
We have been encouraging a number of young men to try their hands 

at writing short texts. The names of these men who have so far produced 
materials are Paul Tanga Ketoto, Loten Letawa Yangoma, Patrick Yugo 
Komondo and Nelisen Amai Yalawa. 

There are six men who have received training through the WATCH 
project who have had some exposure to creative writing. Several of these, 
Mark Tokale, Jackson Tatusa, and Daniel Makadeya, show some promise of 
becoming good writers. 

We have also trained two others, Paul Tanga Ketoto and Loten Letawa 
Yangoma, in creative writing, but in the absence of direct encouragement 
from us they are not doing any writing at present. 

Amai Nelisen Yalawa and Matthew Takole Wapuli have written some 
short stories for us and both show potential as writers. 

                         
9 Shell books are books produced from preprinted pages that include pictures and page 
numbers but no text. Text in a language of wider communication is provided as a guide for 
production of vernacular text that is printed in spaces provided on these preprinted pages. 
These can then be assembled in the local setting. The whole process is conceived to be low 
cost and to depend on simple local technologies such as silk-screening. 
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12. Production, Promotion and Distribution 

12.1 Local Means of Production 
In Yambaitoko there is a silk screen which could be used to produce 

materials. The prep-school teachers and one church leader have knowledge 
of how to use the silk screen. We are setting up a duplicator in Itopeno as 
well as having several silk screens available there. 

12.2 Prospective Means of Promotion 
Trade stores exist only in Yambaitoko, although, if another airstrip is 

opened at Itopeno, it is likely that trade stores will be set up there as well. 
These would provide a limited outlet for literature. 

The churches are by far the dominant social organizations and would 
have a great deal of potential for promotion of written material, especially 
that of a religious nature. 

We have plans to establish a library in our home in Itopeno, when it is 
built, in order to promote reading. 

There are no markets in the language area. 
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13. Orthography 

13.1 Existing Orthographies 
There was no orthography prior to the work we have done. 

13.2 Similarities between LWC and Vernacular 
The phonologies of the Lembena language and Enga are similar 

though not identical. Vowels are the same. Enga includes one consonant 
that is not found in Lembena. Enga has been analyzed as a tonal language, 
but we have found no evidence of emic tone in the Lembena language. 

Tok Pisin phonology differs more than Enga from the Lembena 
phonology. It incorporates a number of sounds not found in Lembena. The 
vowel inventory is larger, (though still written with only five letters). The 
Tok Pisin consonants f, h, ng, r and v have no equivalents in Lembena. 

13.3 Complex Linguistic Factors 
None identified to date. 

13.4 Status of Orthography 
Trial Orthography status. 

13.5 Developers of Orthography 
The Lembena orthography has been developed by myself, Paul 

Heineman of SIL, in consultation with two Lembena men, Paul Tanga 
Ketoto and Loten Letawa Yangoma. 

13.6 Disagreements over Orthography 
None have come to light so far, though this is possible with wider 

distribution and testing of written materials in Lembena. 

13.7 Problems with Orthography 
The major questionable area of the orthography relates to the status 

of the semivowels. Initial determination is that [w] and [j] are not 
phonemic but are allophones of /u/ and /i/. However, local people 
indicate a preference for writing these as <w> and <y>. This may reflect the 
influence of reading in Enga, Tok Pisin and to a lesser degree English, or it 
may point to evidence of contrast that we have missed. 
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14. Motivation 

14.1 Spiritual Motivation 
Those involved in church leadership show a particular interest in 

reading religious materials. Indeed these materials, though few, are 
virtually all that are available to the people. Regular time is set aside each 
week to be spent in studying the Bible in either Tok Pisin or Enga. Those 
Biblical helps that are available in the community such as sermon outlines 
and short booklets and tracts are all well read. These are all Tok Pisin 
materials. 

The only other group with any reading ability is comprised of young 
men who have attended the community school at Yengisa. These have 
extremely limited access to any written materials. When they learned of 
sources of free literature in Tok Pisin such as some organizations that offer 
religious tracts, they were quite eager to write and request these. 

14.2 Letters 
Letters are used in a variety of ways. These include requests for gifts 

from MAF personnel or their wives, inquiries about job or education 
opportunities, orders for trade store goods, notifications about church 
events, and reports and requests made to government officials. We have 
also received a few letters from local leaders inquiring about the timing of 
our travels to and from the village and requesting various types of 
assistance. One letter was sent from a Yambaitoko resident to Steven 
Thomas of the Papua New Guinea Bible Translation Association making a 
demand for compensation after our departure from Yambaitoko. A resident 
of Olimolo corresponded, using Tok Pisin, with his brother who was 
attending a training program in Port Moresby. There is at least some 
appreciation for the usefulness of written correspondence to accomplish 
things that the people desire. 

14.3 Groups Interested in Reading 
We have been told by a number of individuals that they are keen to 

learn to read. Mostly these are adult men who were too old to attend the 
community school when it was opened in Yengisa or who could not attend 
for other reasons. Several young women in Itopeno have expressed a desire 
to learn to read. 
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When the prep-school was opened at Yambaitoko in March 1993 the 
majority of children between the ages of seven and eighteen were enrolled 
from Yambaitoko and several other villages, reflecting a desire on the part 
of these young people and/or their parents for them to learn to read. 

14.4 Reasons for Wanting to Read 
Three reasons for wanting to read have been expressed. These are 

access to the Bible, access to information about the outside world and the 
hope of employment. 

15. Attitudes to Education 

15.1 Attitudes of Traditional Leaders 
Traditional leaders are ambivalent about education. Many of the old 

people who have observed attempts to bring education to the people over a 
period of years have seen little positive benefit for the time, money and 
energy that have been expended. The prospect of vernacular education 
appeals to them in that it holds out the hope of the preservation of the 
language and culture. 

15.2 Attitudes of Other Leaders 
The emerging leadership, some of whom are fairly young and mostly 

having had some education, express a very positive attitude toward 
education. We have observed a high level of competition between various 
communities to obtain educational opportunities, which are perceived to 
be in short supply. There is currently a race on between Yambaitoko and 
Itopeno to see which village will be the site of a community school for the 
Lembena speaking area. This positive attitude is not necessarily coupled 
with a clear understanding of educational options or the relative merits of 
these options. 

15.3 Education Results Desired by Leaders 
The most important result desired by these leaders is paying 

employment for the young people of the Lembena communities. Primary 
education is rightly viewed as a stepping stone to higher level training, 
which is in turn necessary to finding a job. Contemporary leaders want to 
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bring their people into the modern age and they realize that to do so 
entails entering the cash economy. 

15.4 Education Methods Desired by Leaders 
It is our perception that the leaders of the Lembena communities are 

very ill-informed about educational options. There is a tendency to 
welcome anything in the name of education, even if they know from 
experience that they can expect their children to have little real success 
with some methods, such as instruction in a language foreign to the 
children. The tendency is to embrace whatever looks and feels most like 
the outside developed world rather than that which embraces and 
enhances the Lembena language, culture and worldview. This has 
implications for the acceptance of a truly vernacular education program. 
We have seen evidence of this in the determination of prep-school teachers 
to include instruction in Enga, English and Tok Pisin, all of which would 
be foreign to younger students, in addition to vernacular. 

15.5 Life after School 
It is the rare Lembena individual who has continued in school beyond 

Grade 6. Of those that have, nearly all have returned to the language group 
in the roles of health workers, church workers or teachers. A few have 
been successful in finding jobs in various towns. We are aware of only one 
individual who has pursued education beyond Grade 10, and this person is 
being trained to assume a district-level administrative post with the 
provincial government. For the most part, Lembena youth return to their 
villages after school where they reintegrate fairly well into the communi-
ties. However, it is not difficult to detect in some of these youths a level of 
dissatisfaction with village life. Many of them seek opportunity as often as 
they can to travel outside the language area to towns such as Wabag, Mt. 
Hagen, Angoram and Wewak. 
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16. Traditional Methods of Teaching/Learning 

16.1 Consciously Taught Topics 
Consciously taught topics include practical manual crafts such as the 

making of bows/arrows, spears, fish traps, animal traps, ax handles, mats, 
net bags, how to build houses, start fires, cook in ground ovens, cut down 
trees, make garden fences, chop firewood, plant gardens and prepare food. 
They also include various rituals, dances and chants, though these have 
come to have a negative value for many Lembena, being perceived as 
belonging to their “heathen” past. Parents teach their children values such 
as how to be a good husband/wife, how to be a good member of the 
community, how to look after a family, how to practice hospitality and 
maintain good relationships, how to be persuasive in public speaking. 

16.2 Students: Who And How Old? 
Children are expected to be “learning” from about the age of six to 

eight onward. The expectation seems to be that reasonable mastery will be 
achieved by age sixteen to eighteen, although responsibility for 
contributing with these skills may be delayed for a while. 

16.3 Teachers 
Teachers are adults, especially parents and relatives as well as older 

children. 

16.4 Periods of Instruction 
The period of instruction seems to be from age 6 to 18. 

16.5 Teaching Methods 
Formal teaching as we are accustomed to practice it in the West is 

rarely seen in the Lembena culture. The primary method of teaching is 
demonstration while the child observes. Gradually the child will begin to 
help with simpler activities. Learning continues through trial and error 
with input from more knowledgeable or experienced people. Skills are 
refined through repetition over a considerable number of years. 
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16.6 Rewards of Educator 
Rewards for the educator include demonstrating their prowess at the 

skill in question, satisfaction of passing on the culture to the young, seeing 
them gain expertise in the things that Lembena value, and experiencing the 
benefits of increasing the work force thereby providing for the workload to 
be distributed. 

16.7 Encouraging the Motivation to Learn 
The greatest sources of motivation for the learner seem to be the 

desire for conformity to what makes one a “good Lembena”, identification 
with the community, and the ability to be a contributor and thereby gain 
approval from the community. 
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