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Abstract 
This survey was undertaken to assess the vitality of the Anem [anz] language, which is 

found on the north coast of West New Britain (WNB) Province, Papua New Guinea. Anem is 
spoken in four villages and is used as the medium of instruction in three elementary prep 
schools. In order to assess vitality, the team used observation, participatory methods, and 
conducted interviews guided by the SIL-PNG sociolinguistic questionnaires. The survey team 
found the language vital despite the highly multilingual nature of the Anem people and the 
addition of Tok Pisin to domains that used to be the sole territory of Anem. 
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1 Introduction 

From the seventh of July to the thirteenth of July 2011, Bonnie MacKenzie (team leader), John 
Carter, Katie Carter, Brian Paris, and Hannah Paris, completed a sociolinguistic survey of the Anem 
language area in order to research language vitality. The SIL survey team would like to acknowledge 
and thank the communities of Pureiling, Mosiliki, Karaiai, and Malasongo for taking time to explain 
their language and culture to us. They generously shared their homes and food while we stayed with 
them. We would also like to acknowledge the help of local church leaders and school staff in the 
Anem language area. 

Previous research indicates that the Anem language area includes the villages of Pureiling, Mosiliki, 
Karaiai, Malasongo, and Gogola. The SIL-PNG survey team visited four of the five villages; Gogola 
was excluded due to distance and recent language use reports (see section 2.2 for sampling 
decisions). Despite hearing reports from the area beforehand that the use of Anem was in a state of 
decline, the team found the language being used vigorously in most domains by all generations. 

1.1 Language Location 

The Anem language is spoken in West New Britain Province (WNB), Papua New Guinea. It is about 
45 kilometres east of Cape Gloucester, the closest government station, and about 100 kilometres west 
of Kimbe, the closest population centre. The only road in the area runs east and west of the Cape 
Gloucester airstrip for about ten kilometres in each direction.1 The only other working airstrip near 
Anem is located in the Mouk-Aria [mwh] language area2, about 25 kilometres south of the coast. 
There are no roads to that airstrip, only trails. 

Identification of the precise geographical boundaries between languages or dialects was not one of 
the team’s goals, nor should any maps resulting from this survey be considered an indication of land 
ownership.  

 
 

                                              
1 There are no roads in the Anem language area. 
2 During the survey, some respondents distinguished between Mouk and Aria referring to them either as 
different languages or different clans. The Ethnologue does not distinguish between them; therefore, when the 
people did not make a clear distinction we will refer to the language in the report as Mouk-Aria to be consistent 
with published literature. If the people made a distinction, then we will refer to it either as “Mouk” or “Aria” 
depending on what the people used. 
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Map 1: Anem language area in context 
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Previous research indicated that Anem is spoken in six villages. The four main villages on the coast 
are Pureiling, Mosiliki, Karaiai, and Malasongo. The other two villages, Gogola and Bolo, are 
geographically isolated from the four villages on the coast. There are no roads between any of the 
Anem villages, only trails. The four villages on the coast are linked by water routes. 

 

 

Map 2: Anem villages 
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Note: Map 3 shows the GPS points of the villages and hamlets the survey team visited. Our GPS points are 
very close to the points provided by the PNG government taken during the 2000 Census. 

 

The river shown to the west of Karaiai in Map is actually on the eastern edge of the village, between 
Karaiai and Deiei.3 At the time of the survey it was about ten metres wide and waist deep, though the 
depth at the mouth of the river is strongly affected by the tide. We did not cross any of the rivers 
between Karaiai and Malasongo, since at that point we were traveling by boat. 

The map also shows a village east of Malasongo, which we termed Malasongo East. The people of 
both villages referred to each place as Malasongo, though they differentiated between the bik ples 
(Malasongo) and liklik ples (Malasongo East).4 We learned that a fight between elders in Malasongo 
led to a split about ten years ago. While the team was in the area, we stayed in a house provided for 
us in Malasongo East. We were concerned that the tension that first caused the split would create 
difficulties in getting respondents from Malasongo. However, people from Malasongo East directed us 
to Malasongo without any hesitation. Once we were there, we told some of the women in Malasongo 
that in the evening we would meet with people to collect data at Malasongo East. That night, many 
people came to us from Malasongo. We also learned that the church is located in Malasongo and 
attended by people from Malasongo East. The school is located in Malasongo East and attended by 
people from Malasongo. Since the disagreement does not seem to affect the cooperation of these two 
villages we refer to both as “Malasongo” in the rest of the report. 

                                              
3 Deiei is not considered an individual village within the Anem language area, but a smaller offshoot of Karaiai. 
The people living in Deiei identify with Karaiai (see footnote 4 for more information on how villages are 
defined). 
4 The English gloss for bik ples and liklik ples is “big village” and “little village,” respectively. In this case, these 
terms are not meant to be a literal explanation of the size of the villages. What the people referred to as bik ples 
was in fact smaller than the hamlet they referred to as liklik ples. Instead, in this case bik ples refers to the 
original Malasongo village while liklik ples refers to the new village established after a split. 

Map 3: Anem villages and hamlets visited 
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1.2 Previous Research 

William Thurston is a linguist who worked in the Anem community in 1975, 1978, 1981, 1982, and 
1988. He published multiple works based on his research, which were immensely valuable in 
preparing for this survey. Through his research Thurston was able to compile a dictionary of the 
Anem language. The team was informed that one copy of the dictionary is at the school in Pureiling, 
but no one on the survey team had the opportunity to see it. 

From Thurston’s reports of his experiences with the Anem between 1975 and 1988, it is clear that the 
Anem people steadily became deeply concerned with preserving and maintaining their language. 
Thurston describes a drastic change in attitude which he observed between his earliest visit and his 
latest. On his first trip to the area, he saw that “Anêm5 was well into a process of massive lexical 
copying from Lusi and Tok Pisin. As measured by the lack of care they took to keep their language 
free from lexical mixture with other languages, the Anêm had only a low level of pride in the 
distinctiveness of their language from neighbouring Austronesian languages” (1992:138). With this 
as the starting point, Thurston notes the drastic level of change he observed on his later visits. He 
describes “the informal creation of what amounts to an Anêm academy of language to act as a 
watchdog on the recording of Anêm” (1992:130). This group convened almost every night for six 
weeks and often began discussions before Thurston had arrived. The group’s nucleus consisted of 
village elders, but people of both genders and all ages involved themselves in the proceedings with 
seemingly unquenchable enthusiasm. The people became especially interested in identifying the 
origins of words and in remembering Anem terms that had been replaced with words from other 
languages. As another example of the people’s purification fervour, Thurston reports: “Since 1975, 
the Anêm have removed their children from the schools where their children were outnumbered by 
Lusi and Kove children and established a school at Pudeling [Pureiling] where most of the coastal 
Anêm children are concentrated and where Lusi is a minority language” (1992:132). In the end, 
Thurston observes that “[t]he use of lexical copies from Tok Pisin and Lusi when speaking Anêm has 
declined dramatically among all speakers, and this is particularly important, because young people 
are showing as much interest in the purity of their language as elders. The use of Tok Pisin to make 
public announcements in the village has shown a similar decline” (1992:132). Thurston also 
describes how some archaic Anem vocabulary he used was understood only by a couple elders during 
early visits, whereas during his later visits, young people were also familiar with the vocabulary 
(1987:62–63). 

Anem speech has long incorporated code-switching to other languages. Thurston reports that “[i]n 
1975…almost everyone’s speech was larded with obvious copies from Lusi, Mouk and Tok Pisin. 
Even where equivalent Anêm words were available, the use of copied words was common” 
(1992:130–131). Although this code-switching occurred, Thurston says “even teenagers quickly 
judged [a mixed sentence] as wrong. By the end of my first period of field research, people began to 
insist that I avoid recording what they considered to be improper Anêm” (1992:130–131). It is 
important to note that the replacement of Anem vocabulary with words from other languages is not 
synonymous with language shift. Thurston observes, for example, that “maritime terms copied from 
Lusi have been modified to conform with [sic] the phonology of Anêm” (1987:29). Since the Anem 
people did not historically live on the coast (Thurston 1992:126), activities focused on the ocean 
became a new domain that lacked Anem vocabulary. Thus, it is arguable that the Anem are not code-
switching, but borrowing a great deal to fill out a new domain. 

In his research, Thurston also documents evidence of the Anem people’s strong feelings about 
themselves in relation to other groups. He says, “the Anêm consider themselves to be morally 
superior to the maritime peoples of New Britain and to Europeans” and says they are unwilling to 
embrace changes “at the expense of important traditional values” (1992:132). The Anem are 
traditionally forest people, and they have tended to “see themselves as the original and rightful 
inhabitants of the area” as opposed to the maritime peoples, who they see as “intruders with little 
depth of tradition” (1992:126). Thurston says that the “Anêm have no difficulty in demonstrating 

                                              
5 William Thurston spelled the name of the language as Anêm. We decided to spell the name without the 
diacritic in order to be consistent with the Ethnologue entry; however, we will spell it with the diacritic when 
quoting Thurston. 
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their ethnic distinctiveness to themselves or to outsiders. “Although language is…the most salient 
marker, the Anêm are able to contrast the greater peacefulness and solidarity within their own 
villages with the trouble in neighbouring Lusi and Kabana [Bariai] villages. If the ships stop running 
and cut off their access to stores, they know how to get everything they really need in the forest” 
(1992:137). Thurston says that “these distinctions in behaviour encourage the Anêm to further 
differentiate themselves linguistically from their neighbours” (1992:132). Indeed, the Anem people’s 
attitudes about themselves cause them to value their language as “the ultimate marker of ethnic 
distinctiveness” (1992:131). In fact, the Anem language itself is viewed by several groups to be the 
“original language of the area” (Thurston 1987:10). In addition, “Anêm interest in language is a 
longstanding part of [Anem] culture” (Thurston 1992:131). Thus, the Anem language plays a highly 
integrated role in the Anem people’s identity (see section 4.3.5). 

One last consideration found in previous research must be pointed out because of its potential 
relevance to language vitality. Thurston says, 

Among the communities of north-western New Britain, knowledge is considered to be the 
source of all power over the universe, but since old people die without transmitting all they 
know, a fragment of power is lost with each generation. The way people respond to this, I 
believe, is partly tied up with language. Only through massive effort can linguistic groups 
keep themselves distinct from neighbouring groups, and only by emphasizing their uniqueness 
can they slow down the loss of traditional knowledge and retain a degree of respect for older 
generations. (1992:137) 

Because of the strong relationship the people see between knowledge and their traditional language, 
they are motivated to maintain and preserve their language. This motivation could lead to an interest 
in language development. 

1.3 Language Name and Classification 

The names of people groups and the names of their vernaculars are largely synonymous in West New 
Britain Province. Thus, the Anem people speak Anem. This was maintained by the people in every 
village we visited. According to the Ethnologue, an alternate name for the Anem language is Karaiai. 
This is, however, the name of one of the Anem villages and the people do not recognize it as a name. 
The language’s ISO code is [anz]. 

The 11th edition of the Ethnologue, edited by Grimes (1988:634), was the first to include a 
classification for Anem6 which was based on research done by Wurm (1975:789) classifying Anem as 
seen in Figure 1.7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              
6 All previous editions of the Ethnologue list Anem as “Unclassified.” 
7 Languages are italicized. 



 10

 

Figure 1: Language classification (Grimes 1988) 
 

Anem retained this classification until the 16th edition of the Ethnologue, edited by Lewis (2009), 
updated all the East Papuan languages based on the research of Malcolm Ross (2001:309). The new 
classification from Lewis (2009:602) is seen in Figure 2. 

 

 

Figure 2: Current language classification (Lewis 2009) 

1.4 Population 

Table 1 gives three population figures for each of the four main Anem speaking villages (see section 
1.1): the figure based on the 2000 National Population Census; projected figures based on the 3.6% 
annual growth rate given for West New Britain Province by the 2000 National Population Census 
(National Statistical Office 2002b:31)8; and the reported population figures as determined by group 
consensus in each village. 

                                              
8 “All growth rates should be used with caution due to changes in how censuses have been conducted since 
1980” (National Statistical Office 2002b:9). 
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Table 1: Population figures 

Village name 2000 National 
Population Census 
(National Statistical 
Office 2002a) 

Projected 2011 
population figures 

Reported population 
figures *  

Pureiling 284 419 500 

Mosiliki 80 118 53 

Karaiai 147 217 176  

Malasongo 60 89 100 

Total 571 843  

*The reported population figures for each village are centred on different parameters. The 
respondents in Pureiling based their estimate on the number of voters in 2005; the figure in 
Mosiliki is an exact count of each individual, including women and children; the figure in 
Karaiai is an estimate based on the number of households reported multiplied by the average 
per household in WNB (5.5); and the figure in Malasongo is more reflective of the researcher’s 
attempt to encourage an estimate by giving example numbers than a true estimate from the 
respondents.  

There are a couple of important things to note about the population figures. Mosiliki is a distinct 
census point, but some respondents in Pureiling commented that Mosiliki is simply an extension of 
Pureiling, not a separate village. After the survey team arrived in Mosiliki, it was clear the people 
strongly identify with both Pureiling and Karaiai, but that they see their village as a separate village. 
The team is unclear whether the population estimate given by Pureiling respondents included 
Mosiliki or did not include them, but their attitude toward Mosiliki indicates that they would count 
them as part of Pureiling’s population. 

The 2011 census was being conducted while we were in the area making it difficult to elicit 
population estimates for each village. The respondents knew that the census workers were in the area 
and were collecting this kind of data in a more exact manner, so we were often told to wait until the 
data was available. Making an estimate on the spot seemed unnecessary to them with the new census 
being so close to completion. 

1.5 Goal 

The goal of this survey was to assess the vitality of the Anem language. 

2 Methodology 

2.1 Tools 

When Thurston completed his research in the 1980s, the Anem language was undergoing 
revitalization. It is unclear how firmly revitalization took root during that time and more recent 
reports indicated that, though there were still speakers of Anem, the Anem people were learning 
neighbouring languages while no outsiders were learning Anem (Zook, personal communication, 10 
June 2011). In order to assess the current vitality of Anem, the survey team recorded language use 
observations, conducted sociolinguistic interviews and trialled two participatory methods tools. 

2.1.1 Language use observations 

Each member of the survey team collected language use observations throughout the trip. If possible, 
the team recorded what language was being used, by whom and to whom. We paid particular 
attention to what language children were using with other children and what language parents were 
using with their children. These combined observations helped the team get an accurate picture of 
language use, especially when viewed in conjunction with the language use questionnaire. 
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2.1.2 Sociolinguistic interviews 

The sociolinguistic interviews were conducted using the standard SIL-PNG survey questionnaires 
designed to investigate language use, language attitudes, contact patterns, and maintenance of 
cultural traditions. The survey team also interviewed church and school leaders using the standard 
SIL-PNG church and education questionnaires in order to further assess language attitudes and the 
current level of institutional support for the local language. 

2.1.3 Participatory methods 

The survey team is in the process of developing and practicing new research methods that are 
thought to be more culturally appropriate, hence eliciting more accurate data than the current 
interview procedures. Participatory methodology (PM) is a relatively new research science that is 
being used in community development circles and becoming more popular within the language 
assessment community. It puts the responsibility of the conversation in the hands of the people as 
opposed to the researchers. 

On this survey, we decided to use two different PM tools; the community connection tool developed 
by the SIL-PNG survey team and the domains of language use tool. Our purpose in using these PM 
tools was to supplement the traditional methods of research we were using to gather data and to test 
their effectiveness in a Papua New Guinean context. 

The community connection tool was developed by members of the SIL-PNG survey team in an 
attempt to create an informal environment for respondents when we elicit information about social 
connections. The team brought markers and planned to collect rocks and banana leaves in each 
village where the tool was used. The four members of the survey team held different roles in 
administering the tool. One surveyor became the point person while the team leader helped 
facilitate. The other two surveyors mingled with the respondents making language use observations 
and passing out materials as needed. The point person first asked the people to write the name of 
their village on a banana leaf. It was placed on the ground with a rock to hold it in place. The point 
person and facilitator then encouraged the people to name all the villages that they had a connection 
with and to list how they were connected to that village (e.g. marriage, trade, church). Someone 
from the community wrote the name of each village mentioned on a banana leaf and placed it on the 
ground with a string attaching it to the home village. Banana leaves indicating what type of 
connection was found between the home village and that particular village were placed along each 
string. Once all villages and social connections had been identified, the facilitators asked the people 
to rank each village in order of importance. This was followed by one community member 
summarising the picture now laid out on the ground. 

The domains of language use tool focuses on helping the people think through where and when they 
use the languages available to them. The implementation of this tool was very similar to the 
community connection tool. First we had children collect banana leaves and rocks for the labels. 
People had naturally gathered out of curiosity and once all the banana leaves and rocks were 
gathered we had the, now large, group of men, women and children sit in a circle around an open 
space. One of the team members was the point person, asking questions and encouraging discussion. 
Another team member facilitated the process by passing out banana leaves and pens. This left the 
other two team members free to document the process on camera and record language use 
observations. The first task involved eliciting all the languages used in the village. Each language 
called out was written on a banana leaf, placed on the ground and held firm by a rock. Next, the 
point person asked when the people usually use a particular language. As they came up with 
domains, these were written by a community member on a banana leaf and placed on the ground by 
another community member. The intent is for the researcher to facilitate rather than direct or control 
the discussion. Once the people asserted that all the domains were represented and organised 
correctly, the next task involved rearranging each list and placing those domains that occur daily at 
the top. Finally, one person from the community was asked to summarise what they saw in the visual 
depiction of community language use on the ground. 
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2.2 Sampling 

The survey team consisted of John Carter, Katie Carter, Bonnie MacKenzie, Brian Paris, and Hannah 
Paris. All members of the team collected language use observations throughout the survey. John 
Carter researched culture, church, and education; Katie Carter researched language use, church, and 
education; Bonnie MacKenzie oversaw the interviews; Brian Paris researched culture, contact 
patterns, and elicited word lists; and Hannah Paris researched language use and contact patterns. 

As seen in Map 2, there are six villages within the Anem language area: Pureiling, Mosiliki, Karaiai, 
Malasongo, Gogola, and Bolo. A dialect of Anem was spoken in Gogola and Bolo during Thurston’s 
research that Thurston termed Akiblîk Anem based on the name of the region (1982:8). The survey 
team decided not to conduct research in Gogola and Bolo for several reasons. Gogola and Bolo are 
geographically isolated from the other Anem villages by a mountain ridge and are therefore both 
logistically difficult to reach and cut off from the centre of Anem society. The Australian colonial 
administration further isolated these villages from mainstream Anem society by relocating members 
of three other language groups in such a way that they came to share space with the Akiblîk. During 
Thurston’s research, the Akiblîk speech community had almost fully shifted to the language of one of 
those people groups, Mouk-Aria (Thurston 1987:13). The survey team contacted Steve Gallagher, an 
SIL linguist working with the nearby Bariai [bch] language community, and asked about current 
reports on language use in Gogola and Bolo. He does not have direct interaction with people from 
Gogola or Bolo, but stated that his limited understanding of the situation is that the primary 
language in both villages is Mouk-Aria (Gallagher, personal communication, 25 June 2011). Since 
the background research and Gallagher’s assessment did not contradict one another, we decided to 
only visit Pureiling, Mosiliki, Karaiai, and Malasongo, the central Anem villages, as seen in Table 2. 
Part of this decision was based on the goal of the survey: assessing language vitality. We would be 
able to assess the baseline level of language vitality by visiting the four main Anem villages where 
language vitality was high in the 1980s. 

Table 2: Survey route 

Village Total time 
spent 

Date Methodology completed 

July 7 Education, language use, culture 
questionnaires 

Pureiling 2 nights 

July 8 Contact patterns, church 
questionnaires; domains of 
language use PM tool; word list 

Mosiliki 1 night July 9 Language use, contact patterns, 
church questionnaires 

July 10 Education, language use, contact 
patterns, culture questionnaires 

Karaiai 2 nights 

July 11 Church, culture questionnaires; 
social connections PM tool 

July 12 Education, culture 
questionnaires; word list 

Malasongo 1 night 

July 13 Language use, contact patterns, 
church questionnaire  

In each village the team first explained the reason for the research; what was involved in each 
interview; what would be done with the information after the survey; and finally asked for 
permission from the community to continue. The schedule for the interviews was organised by the 
community after the survey team explained the type of people needed in each group. The language 
use, contact patterns, and culture group interviews were conducted with both males and females of 
all ages. The church and education interviews were conducted with individual church leaders and 
teachers or school headmasters, not with a group from the community. 
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2.3 Critique 

2.3.1 Language use observations 

It was challenging to take accurate language use observations because the people in this area are 
highly multilingual. This made it difficult to ascertain whether they were using Anem or another 
vernacular. When it was possible, we would ask what language was being used in order to paint a 
faithful picture, but it was difficult to manage this all the time. 

2.3.2 Sociolinguistic interviews 

The majority of the team members on this survey were inexperienced, so great forethought was put 
into creating a research system that would offset the inexperience. There were enough researchers 
and enough time on this survey to create pairs focused on certain questionnaires. In this way, we 
avoided putting an inexperienced surveyor into the role of interviewer and recorder. Instead, one 
surveyor asked the questions and interacted with the people while the other surveyor recorded 
answers. Not only did this free up the interviewer to focus on the people, the questions, and 
maintaining a firm understanding of where the conversation was going, it also allowed the recorder 
to focus more widely. Instead of only briefly documenting the immediate answers to the questions, 
the recorder could observe peripheral conversations and make more detailed notes. We would highly 
recommend this style of interviewing if there are enough team members and enough time. 

2.3.3 Participatory methods 

In each village we encountered a high level of interest in the sociolinguistic interviews. Large groups 
gathered when the interviews started and became even larger as the interview went on. Part of the 
reason the SIL-PNG survey team is trialling new methodology, like participatory methods, is to 
counteract the discomfiture that some surveyors have encountered in the past from respondents 
during sociolinguistic interviews. The practice of asking direct questions without first establishing a 
relationship is unnatural in PNG. Therefore, we thought that having people interact with a tool, like 
the tools found in participatory methods, would create a more natural environment. Theoretically the 
team thought that we could elicit more accurate data than we currently do, in a more sensitive 
manner. 

As shown in Table 2, the team conducted the domains of language use tool in Pureiling and the 
community connection tool in Karaiai. The reaction of the respondents was exactly opposite of what 
we expected. Whereas the crowd that gathered for the sociolinguistic interviews grew larger, the 
crowd that gathered for the PM tools grew smaller. The purpose of each tool did not seem to make 
sense to the people, so it was awhile before they voluntarily engaged in the tools. The impression of 
the survey team was that these tools were no more natural than an interview and, in this particular 
area, were less effective.  

In analysing how we implemented each tool, the team found some potential reasons for the 
unenthusiastic response. In both villages, the team had already conducted all of the sociolinguistic 
interviews before trialling the PM tools, which included the contact patterns interview and the 
language use interview. Both of these interviews cover the topics addressed by the PM tools. So it is 
possible the respondents were confused during the PM tools because they had already provided 
information about both connections and domains of language use through those interviews. Another 
possible reason for their natural inclination towards the interviews and lack of enthusiasm for the PM 
tools could be the influence of Thurston. As stated in section 1.2, Thurston spent quite a bit of time 
among the Anem people doing linguistic research, specifically in the villages where we trialled the 
participatory methods tools. Therefore, research methods involving interviews are not foreign to the 
Anem and may have been expected from a group of researchers, whereas the PM tools were 
unfamiliar and strange. Finally, in comparing the two tools we found that people became 
comfortable with the community connection tool much quicker than the domains of language use 
tool. It was easier for the discussion to develop around who they married with, traded with, and 
worshipped with, while there were miscommunications, disagreements, and awkward silences about 
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what was being asked for in the domains of language use tool. Our conclusion from this attempt to 
use the two tools was that the information being asked about in the community connection tool is 
concrete enough to create early confidence in respondents resulting in their engagement with the 
tool. On the other hand, the domains of language use tool seemed to elicit a feeling that they were 
meant to learn something and so had to prove what they learned, which resulted in awkward silences 
and forced responses. 

3 Language and Dialect Boundaries 

The outside world first noticed the Anem language in 1966 when David Counts took a wordlist while 
he was researching Kove [kvc], a neighbouring language (Thurston 1976:1). Since then there has 
been some conjecture as to where Anem fits into the East Papuan language family (see section 1.3). 
However, there has never been any doubt that Anem is completely unrelated to the languages around 
it. Thurston reports that the Anem perceive this difference and are proud of it (see section 1.2; 
section 4.3.5). 

For this reason the team was not concerned with defining language boundaries, only checking to see 
that the perceived difference and attitudes toward it remained intact. We researched language 
boundaries by using the standard SIL-PNG (1999 revision) language use questionnaire to learn about 
language attitudes, reported comprehension, and identification. 

Map 4 shows the Anem language area, which consists primarily of the coastal villages of Pureiling, 
Mosiliki, Karaiai, and Malasongo. Anem also includes Gogola, but the Anem spoken there is 
recognized as a different dialect by all four coastal villages. The people in the coastal villages also 
reported that few people continue to speak this dialect of Anem in Gogola; the only people that still 
use it are elders. Respondents did not call this dialect Akiblîk, as Thurston had. It was only given a 
name in Mosiliki and Karaiai where they called the dialect Anem Omba, meaning “big” Anem. This is 
probably a reference to the idea that the Anem spoken in Gogola is lengthened. 

As stated in section 2.2, the team did not visit the Akiblîk dialect. We only collected data regarding 
the dialects of Anem from the coastal villages. The team did this by investigating what attitudes the 
different groups hold towards each other through the sociolinguistic questionnaires. 

The Anem language area includes Pureiling, Mosiliki, Karaiai, and Malasongo, according to 
respondents in each of those villages. In Pureiling and Malasongo the respondents also included 
Gogola, but Bolo was never mentioned. The surveyors asked about Gogola in Mosiliki and Karaiai. 
Mosiliki people responded that it was Anem while people in Karaiai specified that it was not fully 
Anem. Respondents in all four villages agreed that the purest form of the language is found in 
Pureiling and Karaiai. Respondents in Malasongo were the only ones to include Malasongo and 
exclude Mosiliki from that list. This was probably more indicative of their view of Mosiliki as a part 
of Pureiling rather than a comment on the Anem spoken there, especially since they had earlier listed 
Mosiliki as a village that speaks just like them. 

Respondents in Pureiling, Mosiliki, and Karaiai all reported that Gogola and Malasongo have slight 
variations in pronunciation from the Anem found in the three centre villages. They explained that 
people in Gogola “lengthen the language” while people in Malasongo “shorten the language.”9 In 
Mosiliki they gave the example of “bring it here.” According to the respondents, that phrase in pure 
Anem is nolo omon while in Malasongo they shorten it to nolo omen. One older man in Karaiai stated 
that Anem is different in Malasongo because they are mixing three languages (Anem, Amara [aie], 
and Bariai). Interestingly enough, the group in Karaiai then reported that the purest form of Anem is 
found in Malasongo, along with Pureiling and Karaiai. 

The people consistently reported that, despite the variations in pronunciation and vocabulary, 
children can understand the Anem spoken in Malasongo and that it is easier to understand than that 
found in Gogola. Respondents in Pureiling, Karaiai, and Malasongo agree that children can 
understand people from Gogola, but respondents in Mosiliki reported that children cannot 

                                              
9 “Ol i pulim” and “ol i sotim” are the exact quotes respondents used when they described the difference in 
dialects as lengthening and shortening. 
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understand the Anem spoken in Gogola. In trying to get a clearer picture of the relationship between 
Pureiling, Mosiliki, Karaiai, Malasongo, and Gogola, the surveyors asked how often people from 
those villages interacted with Anem speakers from Gogola. The answers to these inquiries were often 
vague, but the overall impression of the survey team was that there is minimal, if any, contact 
between the four villages visited and Gogola. 

 

4 Language Vitality 

Lynn Landweer (2006:213–214) has identified three themes that impact ethno-linguistic vitality: 
opportunity for contact with other language groups, actual language use, and language attitudes.  
The data presented in the following three sections, which address these three themes, were collected 
with the goal of assessing language vitality. 

4.1 Opportunity for Contact with Other Languages 

Using the community connections tool, we gathered data in Karaiai about the contact patterns of 
people in that community. The results are reported in Table 3 below. The numbers next to some of 
the village names indicate how the people ranked the connections in order of importance. Even 
though seven of the eleven villages are part of other language groups, it is important to note that the 
participants ranked two Anem villages as their most important social connections. 

The people of Karaiai have many connections with villages outside of the Anem language area, but 
they are only required to go out of the language area for market and to sell cash crops. All other 
needs met by the connections the people of Karaiai identified can be fulfilled by Anem villages, most 
importantly school and health. 

Map 4: Language and dialect boundaries 
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Table 3: Connections Karaiai has with other villages 
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1    Pureiling Anem    x** x  x 
2    Malasongo Anem   x x    
3    Arumigi Kove x x  x**    
4    Tamuniai Kove  x  x   x 
5    Atiatu Lusi x  x x    
6    Mouk Mouk   x x    
7    Akonga Bariai   x x    
8    Kimbe (town) Mixed x     x x 
9    Bali Uneapa x  x     
10  Vitu Muduapa x  x     
      Deiei Anem  x  x    
      Axua*** Anem   x     

*“Culture” is translated into Tok Pisin as kalsa. In this situation, the survey team believes that 
kalsa encompasses the people’s participation in the cultural traditions of other groups or those 
groups participate in their cultural traditions. It does not necessarily mean they believe they 
share the same cultural traditions with those groups. 

**Marks that this was not mentioned during the connections tool, but was added by the 
person who gave the summary after we were finished. 

***Axua is not considered to be an individual village within the Anem language area. The 
respondents in Karaiai consider it to be an offshoot of their village, similar to Deiei. The 
survey team does not know exactly where Axua is located. 

4.1.1 Immigration and emigration 

According to Landweer (1991), immigration is less likely to negatively impact language vitality when 
immigrants are proficient in the local language of their new home and are a low percentage of the 
population.10  The survey team asked detailed questions about immigration and emigration to 
determine whether there is a strong population base that speaks Anem. 

As stated in section 1.4, the projected population of the four Anem villages based on the 2000 census 
is 843. Instead of using 843 as a total population figure in calculating the percentage of immigrants 
and emigrants, the team combined the projected population figures for Pureiling (419), Karaiai 
(217), and Malasongo (89) with the reported population figure for Mosiliki (53) and came up with a 
population total of 778. The respondents in Mosiliki gave the team a detailed list of households 
verifying their reported number, whereas the reported figures from the other villages were rough 
estimates using different parameters (see section 1.4). All immigrants and emigrants entered or left 
the Anem language area for work or marriage, sometimes one leading to the other. The only 
deviation from this trend was two family units in Malasongo that were reported as coming from 
Siamatai in the Amara language area after having problems with people in Siamatai. 

Respondents listed 38 immigrants that have come from outside of the Anem language area. In other 
words, 5% of the population are immigrants; a percentage that, according to Landweer, is less likely 
to negatively affect language vitality. On the surface, language use trends among immigrants appear 
to be unfavourable toward language vitality. A majority of immigrants do not learn Anem because it 
is too difficult; many are not even passively bilingual in Anem. Only ten of the 38 immigrants 

                                              
10 The scale used in the Priority Allocation Assessment Device indicates that language vitality is least likely to be 
affected if immigration is below 10% (Landweer 1991). 



 18

reportedly speak Anem well. Spouses that are from neighbouring language areas are not expected to 
learn Anem. All of this seems to indicate a lack of regard for Anem by both insiders and outsiders, 
but it is actually reflecting a wider attitude among Anem speakers that their language is too complex 
for outsiders to learn and so no outsiders are encouraged or cajoled into learning it. Instead, 
language patterns of Anem speakers are conciliatory in nature. If an immigrant is present that does 
not know the local language, Anem speakers either use Tok Pisin or that person’s vernacular, instead 
of creating an environment where outsiders have to learn Anem to function within the community. 

Customarily, women move to the men’s home area after marriage, although there are some 
exceptional cases of men moving both in and out of the Anem area to marry. Often the original 
reason for relocation is work and then they end up marrying and settling near their workplace. In 
Pureiling, Mosiliki, and Karaiai most cross-linguistic marriages involve people from Mouk-Aria, Lusi 
[khl], and Bola [bnp] while the majority of cross-linguistic marriages in Malasongo involve people 
from Amara. Children of these unions are multilingual, knowing the language of both parents. As 
stated above, spouses are not expected to learn Anem and a majority of them do not. However, more 
in-depth questioning revealed that all children of mixed marriages know and use Anem, which is a 
strong indicator of high language vitality. One lady from Bali married into the Mosiliki community 
over twenty years ago. She is one of the few immigrants that have acquired some proficiency in 
speaking Anem, but she refuses to use her limited Anem with anyone other than children out of 
embarrassment. 

The number of emigrants from the language area is equal to about 4% of the population. Most are 
women moving out of the Anem language area when they get married. Some are men that have left 
for work or marriage. Emigrants make up a small percentage of the population so there is little 
concern at this point that the core base of Anem speakers is becoming depleted through emigration. 
In addition, the language use patterns of emigrants are advantageous to language vitality. 
Respondents in each village reported that a vast majority of emigrants regularly come back to their 
home area, and that when they do come back they only use Anem. 

Pureiling, Mosiliki, and Karaiai are geographically close together with the hike between each being 
no more than one hour. Malasongo is located farthest west in the Anem language area and is 
separated from the others by more than just physical distance. The parish and district boundaries 
connect Malasongo to villages in the Amara and Bariai language areas to the west rather than the 
other three Anem villages to the east. Children of Malasongo go to school at Gurrissi in the Bariai 
language area rather than the community school in Pureiling (see section 4.2.7). Most immigrants in 
Malasongo come from Siamatai, an Amara village, while immigration ties in Pureiling, Mosiliki, and 
Karaiai are oriented more to the east. Despite Malasongo’s geographic, religious, and governmental 
isolation from Pureiling, Mosiliki, and Karaiai, the Malasongo people still identify strongly with 
them. Correspondingly, respondents in those three villages also identify Malasongo as being Anem. 

4.1.2 Transportation 

Landweer (2006:174–177) has pointed out that the language vitality of communities with easy access 
to a population centre where they are likely to mix with speakers of other languages on a regular 
basis is at greater risk than the vitality of communities with less access to large population centres. 
People in the Anem language area do not have easy access to Kimbe, the nearest population centre. It 
takes more than a day and multiple modes of transportation to get there, so men go infrequently and 
whole families even less so. The lack of access to Kimbe presents the Anem people with fewer 
situations where the use of Tok Pisin is preferable to the use of Anem. Ultimately, the vitality of 
Anem is not endangered by speakers’ proximity to Kimbe or any other population centre. 

Water Travel 

There are no roads in the area, trails are mostly along the beach, and air travel is very rare. Traveling 
by water is the most common type of transportation in the Anem language area and, aside from the 
first two legs, is how the survey team travelled between villages. 

The four Anem villages visited are located on the coast, making travel by water convenient. The most 
frequently used water routes outside of the language area are to Garu, Gloucester, and Bali. 
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Respondents in Malasongo also report going to Gurrissi and Siamatai by dinghy,11 while respondents 
in Karaiai report traveling to Siassi, villages in the Bariai language area, and Pureiling by dinghy. 
The people use both dinghies with motors and a traditional boat called a mon. All the mon we saw in 
the area had outboard motors. 

Due to the cost and the distance, women and children rarely go to town with the men. Even though 
the dinghies heading to town come 5–6 times per month, the average man makes the trip less than 
once per month. In Malasongo, respondents report that men only go a few times each year. It takes 
the better part of a day to get to Garu where they spend the night at a guesthouse. The following day 
they catch the PMV (Public motor vehicle) going to Kimbe. 

Air Travel 

Hoskins Airport is the nearest commercial airstrip, located about 40 kilometres east of Kimbe. There 
were a handful of people that had travelled by air, but the only recent flyer was the councilman in 
Pureiling. He reported flying to Port Moresby from Hoskins the previous month for K600 ($250 US). 
All other reports of air travel occurred more than 15 years ago. 

Trails 

The survey team hiked from Pureiling to Mosiliki and then from Mosiliki to Karaiai. The team 
travelled by boat between villages throughout the rest of the survey. Each hike lasted no more than 
an hour. Part of the trails cut through the jungle, but most of the hike was simply following the 
beach. The people reported that they regularly use trails connecting Anem villages to villages in the 
neighbouring language areas of Mouk, Lusi, and Amara. They also reported that there are no unused 
trails or trails that are no longer passable due to lack of maintenance. In Pureiling, respondents 
indicated that it takes one day to get from Pureiling to Malasongo and so they much prefer to travel 
by boat. This seemed to be the general attitude in each village as they reported about existing trails. 

Each time the team hiked, we were guided by a group from the previous village. These groups 
included all generations and both genders. When they use the trails to travel from the Anem area to 
another language area, as long as it is only Anem people present, they will use their vernacular. The 
access they have to outsiders through trails and water routes seems to heighten their need to be 
multilingual without threatening the vitality of Anem. 

4.1.3 Economics 

According to Landweer (2006:209), language communities that do not need to use a second language 
to meet their perceived economic needs typically have higher language vitality than those that are 
dependent on an economic base outside the language area.  Currently in the Anem language area, 
there is limited access to big businesses. A majority of commerce is conducted internally, which 
makes acquiring basic supplies very difficult. However, it also positively impacts language vitality 
since it frees the Anem people from dependency on an outside language for their economic base. 

Malasongo has had different experiences and a different history with big business than Pureiling, 
Mosiliki, and Karaiai. Respondents in the three eastern villages reported that there is currently a 
logging company located in the Lusi language area affecting them. Despite being outside of their 
territory, the logging company has felled some trees on Anem land and paid compensation to Anem 
people. In Malasongo, they do not have a logging company near enough to affect them one way or 
the other. There is, however, an Australian company called Frontier Resources Limited that has been 
in and out of the area doing mining explorations. In 2007 they returned and established a more 
permanent presence, but they have not paid compensation for these most recent activities. The 
people in Pureiling and Karaiai reported that three men from each village worked in the logging 
camp, while five men from Malasongo are working for the mining company. These businesses seem 
to have minimal impact on language vitality. The people reported that both businesses hire people 

                                              
11 In PNG “dinghy” refers to a small open boat.  They are often fiberglass and have an outboard motor. 
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from all over PNG, making Tok Pisin the language of choice at the camps, but when the men working 
for those companies come home they use Anem. 

Aside from these two big businesses, the main source of income for Anem people is the sale of copra, 
cocoa, and betel nut to outsiders; and garden produce, pigs, and chickens at local markets. During 
the survey, the team learned that both the betel nut trees and cocoa trees are diseased and not 
producing as they should. When they are producing, the people take the betel nut and cocoa into 
town to sell, so the diseased crops are resulting in fewer trips to town and less contact with outsiders 
through those trips. A ship comes to buy their copra, so even though they are selling the copra to 
outsiders, they do not have to leave the area for these transactions. 

Respondents reported that historical trade relationships with Mouk, Lusi, and Amara are still in 
existence. When Anem people trade with Mouk people, the interaction takes place in Mouk, Anem, 
and Tok Pisin. There are some older Mouk men who know Anem and so Anem speakers will use 
Anem with that demographic some of the time. When trading with people from Lusi, they will use 
Tok Pisin and Lusi. When trading with people from Amara, they use both Anem and Amara, though 
more and more Anem young people are choosing Tok Pisin. 

At the time of the survey the team found that the economic base of the Anem people does not 
threaten language vitality. The influence of the two businesses in the area is minimal, especially 
since the people are frustrated with how these businesses have interacted with them. Anem people 
do not have easy access to the town market where the mix of vernaculars would encourage them to 
abandon Anem for Tok Pisin or a vernacular that has become a trade language in the area. When 
they trade with people from Mouk, Lusi, and Amara they use a mix of languages, Anem included. 
Through their economic exchanges, the Anem demonstrate that they are maintaining the practice of 
being highly multilingual without diminishing the role of Anem or diminishing their attitude towards 
the Anem language. 

4.1.4 Summary of contact with other languages 

The Anem language is not in danger of having a low vitality due to contact with other languages. 
Anem speakers are fairly isolated and so do not have easy access to population centres where the 
pressure to use languages other than Anem would increase. However, the people have a long history 
of interacting with neighbouring language groups through trade and marriage that do require either 
passive or active bilingualism by Anem speakers or speakers of those neighbouring languages. 
According to respondents, it is widely accepted in the area that Anem is a difficult language to learn 
and it is for this reason that outsiders do not typically learn Anem. Therefore, in order to interact 
with surrounding groups the Anem have become highly multilingual, but not to the detriment of 
Anem. If anything, this situation has increased the internal prestige of Anem, allowing it to become a 
medium of communication that is only understood by the in-group. People from nearby language 
groups cannot have intimate conversations in their own language assuming that Anem speakers will 
not understand. On the other hand, Anem speakers can have secret conversations and reasonably 
presume that anyone present from neighbouring groups will not understand. 

Contact with nearby language groups through trade, immigration, and selling cash crops has not 
hindered the vitality of Anem. Despite the fact that the Anem people typically use languages other 
than Anem to complete a trade transaction, communicate with immigrants, and sell cash crops, this 
contact has strengthened their opinion that Anem is worth knowing and using for its inimitability 
(see section 4.3). 

4.2 Language Use 

4.2.1 Children’s reported language use 

In Pureiling the people reported that children learn Anem first and subsequently use it with their 
parents, siblings, grandparents, friends, and when they are angry. They had previously reported that 
children can understand and speak both Anem and Tok Pisin; that while all children understand Lusi 
only some can speak it; and that most children cannot understand or speak Kove, Mouk-Aria, and 
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Bariai. All children of mixed marriages reportedly speak Anem well, but the survey team did not ask 
specifically what language those children typically use on a day to day basis. 

Respondents in Mosiliki reported that children only use Anem with family members, friends, and 
when they are angry. In clarifying, the survey team asked specifically about whether or not children 
ever use Tok Pisin. The respondents then stated that children will also use Tok Pisin with family 
members, friends, and in anger, but it is only occasionally. In Mosiliki children learn Anem first and 
as they start to learn Tok Pisin it becomes more incorporated into their daily speech patterns. 

People in Karaiai reported that children use Anem in all of their interactions with family and friends, 
but that sometimes Tok Pisin is also used. Similar to the other villages, Karaiai children learn Anem 
first. Unlike the other villages, they learn Tok Pisin at the same time. 

In Malasongo respondents explained that children learn Anem first and then later at school start to 
learn Tok Pisin. Younger children in Malasongo reportedly only use Anem in their interactions with 
family and friends. There are more mixed marriages in Malasongo than the other villages due to the 
proximity of Malasongo to Amara and Bariai villages. In light of this, the respondents specifically 
addressed the language use of children in mixed marriages without queries to that end from the 
team. They stated that these children typically learn Anem and the vernacular of the non-Anem 
parent at the same time and tend to mix them in their speech patterns. Despite reporting earlier that 
children only use Anem in their daily interactions, when asked later about children mixing Anem 
with Tok Pisin, they confirmed that they do. 

All four villages reported that at times their children mix Tok Pisin words or phrases in with Anem. 
Even though they said it was only a little bit, they all agreed that it must be stopped. The exception 
to this was in Karaiai where the respondents said they would just leave the children alone. The 
survey team felt that they said this not because they thought it was a good thing, but because they 
think it is a passing phase; that their children will stop mixing the languages on their own, without 
correction. All other villages reported that they actively sought to correct their children, fearing that 
mixing would eventually lead to language shift. With such diligence and the current language 
patterns of children, language shift is unlikely. 

4.2.2 Children’s observed language use 

The survey team repeatedly observed children using Anem. There were very few recorded instances 
of a surveyor hearing adults converse with children, or children converse with adults, using only Tok 
Pisin. The presence of a surveyor may have influenced language choice in some of these instances. 
For example, right at the start of the survey in Pureiling, a group of children played soccer with one 
of surveyors and used Tok Pisin. Later in Malasongo, while a mother held her baby she used Anem. 
As one of the surveyors approached to interact with them, she started using Tok Pisin to talk to the 
surveyor and the baby. There were some instances where speech acts that involved children and 
community insiders were conducted in Tok Pisin. However, there were many more conversations 
where Anem was either used solely or it was the predominant language of a mixed interaction. 

John Carter and Brian Paris, two surveyors, went to the river to bathe with some younger boys from 
Pureiling leading the way. The boys brought along a MP3 player so they could listen to music while 
they bathed. Once they reached the bathing spot, the boys spent some time arguing in vernacular 
about what to listen to, which ended up being a rap song from the United States. At different times in 
Mosiliki teenage boys were observed playing various games in Anem; at first they were mock fighting 
and later just kicking a ball around. Numerous times the team heard adults and older children 
comforting younger children in Anem when they were crying. During the church interview in Karaiai 
there was a group of children sitting inside a house nearby. They were using Anem to chat and play 
until an older man commanded them, using Tok Pisin, to be quiet and stop disturbing the interview. 
One surveyor overheard a child singing in Anem while later on the team witnessed the children of 
Karaiai play with a wild bird they had caught, all the time using the vernacular. 

It was hard to observe the language patterns of children in mixed families. Several times when 
members of the team heard a mother speaking to a child in Tok Pisin they would ask the mother 
where she was from. Often, the answer confirmed they were from outside of the Anem language 
community. 
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The team heard adults giving commands or directions to the children in Tok Pisin. Sometimes this 
occurred solely in Tok Pisin while other times it was predominantly Anem with some Tok Pisin 
mixed in (see section 4.2.10). The children seemed to understand Tok Pisin, as evidenced by their 
eventual obedience of these commands and the various times members of the team heard a child 
using Tok Pisin. In Mosiliki we ended up sitting underneath our host’s house for several hours 
waiting for the village leaders to return from the garden. During this time there were a handful of 
adults and some children that sat with us, intermittently talking and playing. Several of the team 
members noted that Tok Pisin was rarely used during this waiting period. When the people wanted 
to talk to us they would use Tok Pisin. When they talked to each other or their children, they used 
the vernacular. At one point, Katie Carter demonstrated for the children how to build a sandcastle. 
She noted that the older children would translate her instructions into Anem. 

The collective impression of the team based on numerous observations is that Anem is being used 
more than Tok Pisin in Pureiling, Mosiliki, and Karaiai. Malasongo is more heavily influenced by 
surrounding languages than the other villages and so Tok Pisin may be used more widely there than 
what the survey team was able to witness.  It is also possible that the influence of neighbouring 
languages on language use in Malasongo is causing heavy mixing between Anem and various 
vernaculars; this is something that was very difficult for the survey team to observe. However, in all 
of the villages the team consistently noted mothers using Anem with children younger than five and 
even with babies that have yet to start talking. This assures that the language is not currently 
threatened. 

4.2.3 Adults’ reported language use 

The Anem language community reported that men and women of each life stage use Anem when 
they are interacting with family members. Some villages had caveats to this generality, but even then 
they were particular in stating that Anem is chosen first. 

In Pureiling, the leaders reported that Tok Pisin is only used when outsiders are present. Otherwise, 
they choose to use Anem all the time. Despite contradictory observations, the team did not question 
the people further on this claim. When the team conducted the language use interview in Mosiliki 
and received a similar response, that all adults only use Anem with family members, we asked 
specifically about the role of Tok Pisin in the community and in the home. In response to this direct 
question, the people stated that occasionally Tok Pisin is used in the home by adults, but that Anem 
is more prevalent. They also said they use Tok Pisin with immigrants that have married into the 
community from other language areas. The leaders in Karaiai reported that all men use Anem with 
their families, but that women use Tok Pisin some of the time in their homes. This response was 
elicited without the team asking specifically about the role of Tok Pisin in the community. 
Malasongo respondents stated that men speak Anem all the time with their families and that Anem 
women speak Anem all the time to their families. If the women have married in from other language 
areas then they use Tok Pisin with their respective families. This was the collective response from 
residents of Malasongo and Malasongo East. The team briefly visited Malasongo and were told during 
an informal conversation with married women, that part of the distinction between the two hamlets 
is the purity of Anem use. In Malasongo the people claim to not intermarry or mix Anem while in 
Malasongo East the people have intermarried and report more instances of mixing with vernaculars 
(see section 1.1 for more information about Malasongo and Malasongo East). 

Anem community leaders have the impression that Anem is used by all adults in most situations. 
Respondents in Karaiai were the only ones to report that Tok Pisin is being used some of the time 
without the survey team directly asking about it. Once the topic of Tok Pisin was broached, 
respondents in Mosiliki, Karaiai, and Malasongo explained that more and more often people are 
mixing Tok Pisin words and phrases into their speech. The community leaders did not seem troubled 
by this phenomenon. It seemed that many respondents did not recognize the frequency of code-
switching with Tok Pisin as high enough to warrant mention. 
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4.2.4 Adults’ observed language use 

Tok Pisin is known and spoken by all generations, but Anem is the principal language of choice 
among adults.  Elderly people we came across would sometimes mix Tok Pisin with Anem when they 
were commanding children, but Anem was always the predominant language. There were several 
times when the team heard parents giving commands to their children in Tok Pisin, but often this 
would occur in conjunction with a sociolinguistic questionnaire. It seemed that the default was 
Anem, but when they were discussing something at length in Tok Pisin, comments that did not 
pertain directly to the conversation were also in Tok Pisin. During the education questionnaire in 
Pureiling, two women were observed in a side conversation discussing some of the questions in Tok 
Pisin. Also in Pureiling, one surveyor noted groups of adults speaking rapidly in Tok Pisin. Later an 
older man commanded a woman in Tok Pisin to be quiet during an interview. When the people 
talked to us they used Tok Pisin and would often try to translate any conversations that we were near 
into Tok Pisin for us. However, they did not seem to feel the need to stop using Anem around us. 
They would inform us that they were going to discuss something in the vernacular and then the 
conversation would continue. 

In Pureiling there were some potential exceptions to the idea that everyone knows Tok Pisin. The 
team was introduced to a group of older women that had just arrived from the garden. These women 
spoke to each other in Anem, but seemed quite shy to speak to the survey team. There was an 
element in their silence toward us that made several members of the team wonder if they could 
understand Tok Pisin. 

Even though we did observe adults using Tok Pisin, there were many observations of adults using 
Anem. At one point, we showed a group in Pureiling a map of the area that we had brought with us. 
They gathered around the map and began discussing various aspects of it in Anem. During most of 
the sociolinguistic interviews the people would talk about the questions and what their collective 
answer would be in Anem. We saw the same thing happen in Malasongo to the census workers. 
Before giving an answer to the workers, the family they were interviewing had a side conversation in 
the vernacular where they came to some sort of agreement. While bathing in Malasongo village, the 
surveyors observed two ladies talking rapidly in a vernacular. The team asked what language was 
being used and were told that the women were using Anem; in addition, one of the interlocutors was 
an emigrant from the Maleu-Kilenge [mgl] language area married into Malasongo. According to 
respondents, this is a rare woman. By contrast, the overall use of Anem is not rare. A vast majority of 
the observations made by the survey team involved adults using Anem alone or mixing Anem with 
Tok Pisin. 

In mixed groups, Tok Pisin was often used or mixed in with the vernacular. Unfortunately, the team 
could not differentiate between Anem and neighbouring languages. It is possible that when we 
observed people speaking a vernacular, the vernacular was something other than Anem. The adults 
in the Anem language area are highly multilingual and their reported behaviour indicates that they 
would readily use a different vernacular if outsiders were present (see section 4.2.3). 

4.2.5 Summary of reported and observed language use 

Most respondents immediately reported that Anem alone is used in the home and among children. 
After asking for clarification, the people began to report that Tok Pisin is occasionally mixed in, 
where before it was not.12 The observations of the survey team verified that all generations are still 
using Anem. More Tok Pisin was observed than reported, but a majority of the team’s observations 
involved Anem either being used without any code-switching, or being mixed with Tok Pisin. The 
reported language use of both children and adults clearly reflects a positive attitude toward the 
vernacular that is explored more in section 4.3. However, these reports are not only a reflection of 
the attitude of the people, but also a reflection of actual daily use. Anem is the predominant language 

                                              
12 The people repeatedly stated that Tok Pisin is coming inside a little. The direct quote is, “Tok Pisin, em i kam 
insait liklik.” Based on this comment and the more detailed explanation that followed, the survey team 
interpreted the statement as referring to code-switching rather than entire domains being dominated by Tok 
Pisin. 
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in the home and in village domains. Children are learning and using it without the older generations 
pleading with them to do so, which is an indicator of strong vitality. 

4.2.6 Domains of language use 

When the team finished the language use interview in Malasongo, the people summarised their 
overall opinions about domains of language use by saying, “Anem is the primary language in the 
home, but other languages come inside.” There are no domains that span all four villages where 
Anem is the only language used. Normally this would indicate that the local language is losing 
domains to a trade language or other vernacular, but this case needs to be scrutinised more carefully 
to make such a claim. As seen in section 4.2.9, the Anem people are highly multilingual and have 
been for many years. The sociolinguistic state of Anem could not be defined as stable diglossia in the 
manner described by Joshua Fishman (1967), but during the language use interview it became 
apparent that the people do have very defined roles for languages and Anem’s role is central. 

People reported primarily using Anem in all of their interactions with family members (see section 
4.2.3). When the team specifically asked about two activities that commonly occur in the home, 
arguing and praying, there was never any hesitation in reporting about prayer. Church activities are 
conducted in Tok Pisin, so we were not surprised with the consistent response that prayer is always 
conducted in Tok Pisin. Every village except for Karaiai reported that the people use Anem when 
they argue. In Karaiai, respondents stated that the majority of an argument will be conducted in 
Anem, but sometimes Tok Pisin is mixed in. When the Anem community organise a traditional 
activity, the people in Pureiling, Mosiliki, and Karaiai asserted that they coordinate and implement 
these events using Anem. Respondents in Malasongo stated that it depends on what language groups 
are involved in the event. If outsiders are participating then they will use Tok Pisin or the vernacular 
of the people present. 

Whenever the people leave the Anem language area, they either use Tok Pisin or the vernacular of 
those present. There is an aid post in Pureiling where the people use Anem, but all other medical 
facilities are located in neighbouring language areas; at these aid posts, they use Tok Pisin. When the 
people go to town they use Tok Pisin in any interaction that may involve outsiders; this includes 
travelling there and shopping in stores or at the market. The team asked what language they would 
choose to speak if they encountered another Anem person while they were in town or if they were 
with a group of Anem people on their way to town. The answer to this was invariably Anem. 

Even though many domains are mixed, there is a method to how it is mixed. Language choice is 
often determined by who is present and what is being communicated. There is not a sense of Tok 
Pisin or another vernacular overwhelming the domains of use. 

4.2.7 Language use in schools 

In the 1990s, the National Department of Education began a reform of the education system which 
included plans to gradually open elementary schools throughout the country to provide education in 
the vernacular for the first three years.13 Generally, in rural areas speakers of the local language who 
have completed grade 10 are selected as teachers and sent to a training course. Normally they teach 
just one grade, elementary prep (EP), the first year and add elementary 1 (E1) and elementary 2 (E2) 
in subsequent years. As the elementary school adds grades, the local community school, which 
normally has grades 1–6, will stop teaching grade 1 and 2 and add grades 7 and 8, becoming a 
primary school. 

There are three elementary schools among the four Anem villages we visited (Mosiliki, the smallest 
village, has no school) and a primary school at Pureiling. The primary school serves Pureiling, 
Mosiliki, Karaiai, and many villages of surrounding language areas. Children from the Anem village 
of Malasongo go to Gurrissi Primary School in the Bariai language area. The elementary schools at 

                                              
13 In rural villages that have one predominant local language, the intent is that the elementary school would be 
conducted in that language. Elementary schools in linguistically mixed areas often use Tok Pisin as the language 
of instruction. 
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Karaiai and Malasongo have not been operating long (one year and four years, respectively), and are 
running on limited staff without adequate materials. Whether they continue depends directly upon 
the perseverance of the young men who are leading them. There is little support structure for these 
two schools. 

The Anem students attending Pureiling Primary are from Pureiling, Mosiliki, and Karaiai. The 
majority of the students are from other language areas including four Lusi villages, two Mouk 
villages, one Aria village, and two Kove villages. Just under one-third of the students at the primary 
school are Anem. This does suggest a marked influence by outside languages upon Anem children at 
the school. Given reports that Anem children and adults regularly learn all these languages as well as 
Anem, however, it does not represent a change to the status quo. 

The staff of Pureiling Primary School explained their practices concerning language use in teaching 
as progressive change. Anem is used most of the time in Pureiling at EP and E1, but upon reaching 
E2 the medium of education shifts to half Anem and half English. In grade 3, Anem is no longer used; 
instead, English is used 60% and Tok Pisin is used 40%. In grade 4, the teachers increase the ratio of 
English to Tok Pisin to 70%/30%, in grade 5 to 80%/20%, and so on with each successive grade. It is 
unknown how well they are able to attain their language policies and it seems likely that language 
use varies according to teacher preference. It is clear, however, that the intention is for English to be 
used more as the student advances through the grades. 

Though teachers at Pureiling Primary acknowledged that children use mostly Anem at school while 
playing, school policy is that they be punished for doing so. Punishment usually consists of doing an 
extra chore, such as doing weeding around the school. 

Teachers reportedly use Tok Pisin to speak to their families, with the exception of Anem teachers 
who use Anem with their families. Primary teachers speak English with other teachers at school or 
Tok Pisin if they are not at school. Because most are not from Anem areas, they use Tok Pisin to 
speak to adults from Pureiling, though a few have learned to understand some Anem words and the 
Lusi teachers may gain a small degree of proficiency in Anem. 

The elementary school teachers of Karaiai and Malasongo considered those villages their home areas, 
with the exception of one Malasongo teacher who called Siamatai home. The teacher in Karaiai 
indicated that there are no barriers to teaching in Anem, but the teachers in Malasongo said it can be 
hard for them to use Anem in the classroom because the community is linguistically mixed. 
Sometimes they find it easier to use Tok Pisin, probably due to the fact that they each have one 
Anem and one Amara parent. It was the impression of the team that it was not an issue of the people 
being unable to speak Anem well, but rather that they tended to mix it with Amara and weren’t able 
to use it purely with ease. 

Anem is used in the Karaiai classroom alongside a little bit of Tok Pisin. All the students are from 
Karaiai and interact with their teacher in Anem, both in and out of the classroom. As stated in 
section 4.2.1, the adults reported that children learn Anem first and that some have not learned Tok 
Pisin by grade 3. Children are said to use Anem when playing on school grounds. The Karaiai 
Elementary School currently has no books, but they use the spelling system developed by Thurston 
(1982), as was true in the other Anem elementary schools. 

In Malasongo the teachers use Anem to teach until E2, at which point they begin including Tok Pisin 
and English. The adults indicated that they believe Tok Pisin and English are an important aspect in 
preparing the children for primary school. Malasongo children reportedly use Anem when playing on 
school grounds. Teachers use Anem with their families, but also use Amara with other adults. The 
Malasongo Elementary School also has no books, though staff members are attempting to develop 
their own. 

The future use of the Anem language is not endangered by the school system, with the possible 
exception of Malasongo. Malasongo’s school ties are to the west in contrast to the other Anem 
villages. These ties could promote a language shift toward Amara and Bariai, or at least a heavier 
mixing of Anem with these languages. 
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4.2.8 Language use in churches 

Institutional support is a key factor in ethnolinguistic vitality (Giles et al. 1977 and Fasold 
1987:221). In Papua New Guinea, the church is often the primary institution functioning at the local 
level. In order to evaluate language use within churches, the survey team interviewed local pastors 
and lay leaders, asked questions relating to vernacular use in the church, and attended church 
services in order to observe language use. 

All the churches in the Anem area are Catholic. The congregations in Pureiling, Mosiliki, and Karaiai 
are in the Kaliai Parish while the congregation in Malasongo village is in Bomai Parish. Therefore, 
the church affiliations in Malasongo lie more with the languages to the west of them (such as Amara 
and Bariai) rather than with the other Anem villages to the east. Each of the churches in Pureiling, 
Mosiliki, and Karaiai are primarily attended by people from their respective villages. Therefore the 
church attendees are all Anem speakers with the exception of some catechists. 

The team observed a Sunday morning Catholic service in Mosiliki and a spontaneous prayer meeting 
on a Monday night in Karaiai. The Sunday service followed the Catholic liturgy and the prayer 
service was centred on the rosary, both of which people recited from memory in Tok Pisin. There are 
currently no scripture portions in Anem, so the scripture reading was also in Tok Pisin, leaving the 
subdomains of preaching, singing, and announcements available to the vernacular. 

In Pureiling, the surveyors interviewed the catechist assigned to the area. He oversees the churches 
in Pureiling and Mosiliki and used to visit the Karaiai congregation regularly until the village was 
assigned its own catechist. The vernacular of Pureiling’s catechist is Bola, but he and others reported 
that he could speak Anem. He married an Anem woman, worked in Pureiling for 25 years, and was 
observed speaking Anem during the interview. However, both reported and observed data indicated 
that he does not use Anem during church services. In Pureiling, people said that he sometimes uses 
Anem to expound on a point in church. Reported data indicated that Anem, as well as other 
languages, are used in singing. The service observed by the survey team included many songs in Tok 
Pisin, one in English, and one in a neighbouring language (reportedly Lusi or Kove); suggesting that 
Anem songs may not be used every week and Tok Pisin songs are more common. The new catechist 
in Karaiai, who had been there only a week, was not present when the team went through. The 
people in Karaiai reported that he is a Lusi speaker. 

In each village respondents stated that youth groups, women’s groups, Sunday schools, and the small 
Christian community groups14, which meet outside regular church services, primarily use Anem and 
secondarily Tok Pisin in their meetings. The difference in language use between regular services 
overseen by a catechist and the smaller weekly community groups is logical; the catechists who run 
Sunday services are generally from outside the language area, while the small groups consist entirely 
of Anem speakers. It is also possible that the informal environment found in the weekly groups 
allows for more fluidity in language choice than the liturgical Sunday morning services. 

4.2.9 Bilingualism with other vernaculars 

The average person in West New Britain has a degree of competence in multiple local languages. 
Thurston reports that “all Anêm speak Lusi,” and many Anêm use the Bariai language as a lingua 
franca because Lusi and Bariai are easy to learn (1992:133). The Mouk language is also “commonly 
known” by the Anêm (Thurston 1987:31). Thurston reports a conversation which highlights the 
importance of multilingualism: “One venerable Lusi man admonished a youth, saying: ‘You can’t just 
rely on Lusi and Tok Pisin. You have to learn other languages too; or else some day [sic] you’ll find 
yourself in a men’s house; and everyone around you will be talking; and before you know it, you’ll 
find an ax [sic] in your head’” (1987:32). Indeed, during Thurston’s research multiple languages 
were used by the young as well as the old. Thurston relates another story illustrating this: “One of 
my informants in 1975, about six years of age...acted as informant bringing me plants uprooted from 
the vicinity and telling me in Tok Pisin the use of each plant and its name in Tok Pisin, Anêm, Lusi 

                                              
14 These are called Liklik Kristin Komuniti. 
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and Mouk. Serious multilingualism begins early in this area” (1987:30). The survey team found the 
linguistic situation in the Anem community to be very similar to that found by Thurston. 

In Karaiai, the survey team asked why Anem people learn so many different languages. Their 
response was full of pride in their linguistic abilities as a community and they simply stated “[t]he 
story is too long to tell.” This assertion along with Thurston’s assessment accentuates that the 
identity of Anem speakers involves two components; first and foremost, they are Anem speakers and 
secondly they are competent in many neighbouring languages. 

Multilingualism among the Anem has practical roots. It has allowed them to trade and marry with 
surrounding groups while also feeling secure that no unforeseen harm could come to them for lack of 
understanding. The most common response the team received to questions about why the people are 
so highly multilingual centred on the ease and speed with which Anem people can learn 
neighbouring languages. On the other hand, both insiders and outsiders of the community believe 
Anem is too difficult for outsiders to learn. Therefore, in order to interact with surrounding groups, 
the Anem community became multilingual. 

None of the surrounding groups are actively bilingual in Anem. Bilingualism among the Anem 
community varies by village. In Pureiling and Mosiliki, the people are actively bilingual in Lusi and 
Kove; passively bilingual in Bariai and Mouk. Older men and women in Mosiliki are also actively 
bilingual in Mouk, but none of the younger generations can speak it. Karaiai respondents stated that 
they are actively bilingual in Lusi, Kove, and Bariai; passively bilingual in Mouk. Malasongo is more 
multilingual than the other three villages because Malasongo is located near the language boundary 
and the residents have intermarried more with neighbouring language groups. They are 
geographically closer to villages in the Amara and Bariai language areas than they are to Pureiling, 
Mosiliki, and Karaiai. They reported being actively bilingual in Lusi, Kove, Bariai, Mouk, Amara, and 
Maleu-Kilenge. 

4.2.10 Code switching 

On the last day we were in Karaiai a situation arose between the community and Digicel. People 
reported to us that a cell phone tower was built in Anem territory with the understanding that in the 
future only Anem teenagers would be hired to carry fuel up to the tower. In payment for this 
unofficial service, Digicel typically donated money to the local church congregation. On this 
particular morning, the ship carrying fuel arrived and hired teenagers from the Kove language area 
to carry the fuel up to the tower. This meant that the payment would go to the Kove congregation 
and not the Anem congregation. The people spent much of the morning discussing with each other 
the necessary course of action and arguing with the owner of the cell tower on the phone. During 
these interactions, many of which were highly emotional, Tok Pisin and vernacular were being used 
simultaneously. Code switching seemed to occur with certain regularity. When the people were 
talking to each other, they would use Anem. When they were talking to the owner of the Digicel 
tower on the phone or had just finished having a conversation with him, they would use Tok Pisin. 

Other than this very obvious scenario, the survey team did not observe many cases of code switching. 
In every case that was noted by a surveyor, Anem was the predominant medium of communication 
within the conversation, with some Tok Pisin vocabulary sprinkled throughout. It was often 
witnessed among larger groups where the surveyors were present. In Pureiling, the children were 
talking about the arrival of the team in Anem and used the Tok Pisin words balus and helikopta 
(meaning “airplane” and “helicopter” respectively) to discuss the team’s method of transportation. 
Since both of these objects are non-traditional to Anem culture it is highly unlikely that there is a 
word for them in Anem vocabulary; this instance of code switching is a result of lexical borrowing. 

The rest of the recorded examples of code switching involved adults interacting with children to give 
them a command of some sort. This occurred several times while the team was conducting 
interviews. If some of the children became disruptive or the people needed them to do something, 
these instructions were often given quickly in Tok Pisin with some vernacular mixed in. 

Malasongo was the only village where the team was able to confirm code switching into a different 
vernacular. The boat driver that took us from Karaiai to Malasongo was a man from the Bariai 
language area. When we arrived in Malasongo, he became an asset to the team by informing us when 
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they were using Anem and when they were using another vernacular. Inevitably in conversations 
where he was a key player, the people would switch between Tok Pisin and Bariai. The team believes 
it is possible that the Anem people often switch between a neighbouring language and Anem when 
outsiders from neighbouring language areas are present, although we only have a few observations of 
this happening. 

4.2.11 Summary of language use 

Recent reports indicated the team would find less use of Anem and more use of Tok Pisin or 
neighbouring vernaculars during the survey. Instead, we repeatedly observed the vernacular being 
used in homes and around the villages verifying the reported language use data. Despite the 
dominant use of Anem in home domains, there is little support for it in church and only minimal 
support in the schools. In the three eastern villages, Anem remains strong and is the first language 
learned by children. In Malasongo, because of heavy intermarriage with people from other languages 
as well as church and school ties to the west, Anem is becoming increasingly mixed with Amara and 
Bariai. The teachers advocate the use of a language that has a wider reach than Anem and the people 
have no qualms about worshipping in Tok Pisin. That being said, the people are intent on keeping 
careful watch of Anem through monitoring the behaviour patterns of their children; they insist that 
children learn Anem early and learn it well. Despite the passive and active bilingualism Anem 
speakers demonstrate in numerous neighbouring languages as well as in Tok Pisin, through their 
actions they are demonstrating an innate understanding of how to maintain Anem: by teaching it to 
and consistently using it with their children. 

4.3 Language Attitudes 

Landweer’s third theme of ethnolinguistic vitality, language attitudes, deals with the prestige 
attributed to a language both by speakers of the language and by outsiders, as well as the extent to 
which a language community is distinguished from the language groups around it (Landweer 
2006:214, 217–218).  Language attitudes shape the perceptions of prestige “among other 
neighbouring and regional languages” and the “relative prestige of the language within the linguistic 
repertoire of the speech community” (Landweer 2006:206).  The more positive the language 
attitudes of both insiders and outsiders are, the higher the prestige they will associate with that 
language, and “the greater the prestige a linguistic code enjoys, the more likely it will continue to be 
taught, learned and spoken” (Landweer 2006:206). 

4.3.1 As reported by residents 

“Anem is our food”; “our language must remain”; “Anem is inside us like the bone”; “Anem goes 
first.”15 The team heard these statements numerous times from numerous sources in each village. 
Though representatives from Anem have never sent a request to SIL to start a language development 
project, the people made it clear in formal and informal conversations with the survey team that they 
have a vested interest in maintaining and developing their language. 

During the language use interview the team asked what language the people thought future 
generations would be speaking. The people consistently responded by discussing their desires for the 
future, not about what they thought reality would reflect. They want their children to continue 
speaking Anem and believe that, in order for this to become reality, it is imperative to teach them. 

The people reported that children know Anem as well as adults before they start school. We did not 
observe many young children interacting with those around them, but the few observations we did 
make confirmed that children learn Anem at a very young age. Most of the interactions the team had 
with children indicated they knew and used the language regularly. One surveyor was part of two 
different group discussions with younger girls where her Tok Pisin responses to questions were 
repeated in Anem. 

                                              
15 These are free translations from the following Tok Pisin phrases: Anem em i kaikai; tok ples bilong mipela mas i 
stap; Anem em i bun; Anem i go pas. 
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The attitude towards Anem, as reported by respondents, is quite positive with an active desire to 
continue the work Thurston started in developing their language. 

4.3.2 As reported by school staff  

The headmaster and two teachers interviewed concerning Pureiling Primary School reported that 
students were not interested in studying their own culture; instead, they were interested in other 
countries, and it was there that the social science class was focused. The teachers reported that 
parents like their children to learn about modern cultures. 

In Karaiai they have no formal cultural component in the school, but the teacher said that if there is 
a cultural event in the village, the school children are allowed to go observe. However, this only 
happens a few times per year. 

In Malasongo they reportedly have a very active cultural programme. They learn about Anem singsing 
(traditional dancing and singing) and bilas (decoration worn by participants). Then the children 
perform as an examination of what they have learned. If the teachers are familiar with the particular 
singsing they teach it; otherwise they ask the elders to teach. The school administers these individual 
traditional components for up to three weeks or until the students master it, as they do with other 
subjects. 

As mentioned in section 4.2.7, students at Pureiling Primary are punished for the use of vernacular 
languages on school grounds, though it is acknowledged that they still use them. When this is 
examined alongside other observed and reported data, instead of reflecting a negative attitude 
toward Anem by school administration, this seems to be reflecting a positive attitude towards English 
and Tok Pisin, especially emphasizing their usefulness in the domains for which school is supposed to 
prepare them. The language choices children are making by continuing to use Anem despite the risk 
of punishment may also be reflecting the highly positive attitude the children have toward Anem. 

Some teachers from other language areas have learned a few of the common words in Anem (betel 
nut and kambang16 were mentioned as examples). Respondents said that Lusi teachers have a greater 
level of understanding of Anem, but Anem teachers continue to speak Lusi with them. Anem is 
universally recognized as a difficult language to learn, and given that the Anem teachers know many 
of the languages of their fellow teachers, there is little need for outside teachers to learn Anem; the 
fact that they generally choose to not learn Anem does not necessarily indicate they have negative 
attitudes toward Anem. 

4.3.3 As reported by church leaders 

The catechist in Pureiling worked with the Anem people for 25 years and learned Anem, indicating a 
positive attitude toward the Anem language. However, Anem speakers themselves do not seem to 
hold a high opinion of the catechist’s speaking abilities. A man in Pureiling told one of the surveyors 
that the catechist’s accent is still wrong and the catechist himself told another surveyor that he is 
afraid to preach in Anem because of his accent. It seems that even if the catechists from other 
language groups were to learn and use Anem in services there may be prejudices to overcome from 
the Anem speakers. This is a concrete example verifying Thurston’s report that the Anem people are 
proud their language is hard for others to learn (Thurston 1992:131); this is examined to a greater 
depth in section 4.3.5. Based on the catechist’s experiences, this pride is still present among the 
people. 

4.3.4 As inferred from behaviour 

When the team arrived in Karaiai, we were ushered to a small sitting area where we could explain 
who we were and about the work we wanted to complete. As soon as we sat down a married man 
and an older woman began talking to each other and to the survey team using Anem. Both 
individuals seemed to expect a response from the survey team despite the language barrier. 

                                              
16 Kambang is the Tok Pisin word denoting the lime used by people when chewing betel nut. 
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Throughout the rest of our stay in Karaiai, these two continued to occasionally talk to us in Anem, 
though it became clear that both were well-versed in Tok Pisin. 

This behaviour is a reflection of the highly positive attitude toward the vernacular demonstrated by 
Anem speakers over and over again throughout the survey. Older generations consistently used Anem 
with younger generations, mothers comforted children in Anem, teenagers played various games in 
Anem, and parents repeatedly scolded children in Anem. The groups that accompanied us when we 
hiked were large and diverse in gender and age. Each surveyor noted that during the hikes we only 
heard Anem. Occasionally the people guiding us on the hikes would use Tok Pisin but only when 
they were talking to us or including us in a conversation. 

The overall impression of the survey team is that, based on the behaviour of the people, there are 
strong positive attitudes toward the language in all generations. Children were consistently heard 
using it and older generations firmly stated their commitment language maintenance. 

4.3.5 Group identity 

The Anem have a very distinct group identity. This is actually surprising given that in daily life they 
appear no different from the groups around them. Every village reported that they are the same as all 
the other people groups in the area when it comes to gardening, hunting, fishing, traditional dress, 
building canoes, and building houses. In almost every case they specifically mentioned Kove, Lusi, 
Mouk, and Bariai as being similar to them (see section 4.1). Even though in many areas they are 
similar to the groups around them, there are three very important aspects of their culture that mark 
them as unique: language, singsing, and their traditional stories. 

The Anem people’s high internal prestige causes them to value their language as “the ultimate 
marker of ethnic distinctiveness” (Thurston 1992:131). Their use of Anem, in turn, reinforces their 
feelings of superiority: “The Anêm feel linguistically superior to others in the area, because they can 
entertain in the languages of most visitors, while possessing an exclusive and distinctive language of 
their own” (ibid.). In fact, the Anem language itself is viewed by several groups to be the “original 
language of the area” (Thurston 1987:10). In addition, “interest in language is a longstanding part of 
[Anem] culture” (Thurston 1992:131). Thus, the Anem language plays a highly integrated role in the 
Anem people’s identity. The Anem feel their language is important. 

The survey team found that the positive attitude Thurston had found in the Anem community toward 
their language remains. The people in Karaiai reported that Anem is the original language; that all 
other languages in the world are descended from Anem. This view of Anem engenders attitudes such 
as the attitude reflected in the following statement by a person in Malasongo: “Our language must 
remain.”17  In all four villages people said they liked listening to stories in Anem; they want their 
children to know Anem well; and they think their grandchildren will speak Anem. There is some 
concession that if they want to interact with the outside world then Tok Pisin and English are 
important, but in the end, they were adamant that the Anem language is an important part of their 
culture and will remain so (see section 4.2.1, 4.2.3). 

Another aspect of Anem culture that makes them distinct is the singsing. This traditional feast 
includes dancing and singing. Singsings are an important part of many cultures in PNG, but are made 
unique through the type of dancing and the language used in singing. This can be a very important 
part of a culture and losing it can be an indicator of language shift. In a linguistic description of 
Amara, Thurston details how Amara speakers, the language group directly west of the Anem, are in 
the process of shifting to the Bariai language. He calls the situation “sociolinguistic erosion” because 
one of the main causes of this shift is the loss of the Amara singsing and its replacement with the 
Bariai singsing (Thurston 1996:198–202). 

All four Anem villages reported using the Murmur, a singsing that is exclusively Anem. Although 
Mosiliki and Malasongo said they also use the Aulu, a Bariai singsing, on occasion, it seems that the 
Murmur is the preferred singsing among all the Anem. The Anem language group had a large singsing 
in Karaiai only a month before the team visited the area where they used the Murmur18 and 

                                              
17 In Tok Pisin, tok ples bilong mipela mas i stap. 
18 Interestingly people from Malasongo and Gogola did not attend the singsing.  
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participants came from Pureiling and Mosiliki. Everyone reported that they try to do a language wide 
singsing often. This particular singsing in Karaiai included a pig exchange, another traditional practice 
that is very important to many cultures. Families and clans exchange pigs and other goods, such as 
string bags, shell money, and wooden bowls, to strengthen connections. It is significant that the 
Anem people seem to be working at maintaining in-group relationships through singsings and pig 
exchanges. 

Traditional stories can give a group a distinct identity from the groups around them. Thurston points 
out that, “[u]nlike many of the surrounding speakers of Austronesian languages, the Anêm have no 
oral literature relating the settlement of their ground by people from some other area. They inhabit 
the ground where all humans…were created” (1994:183).  This idea in itself makes them unique, not 
only in their eyes, but in the eyes of other neighbouring groups who recognize that when their 
ancestors came to New Britain, the Anem were already there (1987:10). They “see themselves as the 
original and rightful inhabitants of the area” as opposed to the maritime peoples, who they see as 
“intruders with little depth of tradition” (1992:126). Historically the Anem, being a Papuan language 
group, did in fact live in New Britain long before the neighbouring Austronesian language groups 
who may have first arrived only 1500 years ago (Pawley and Ross 1995:59–60).  

Another aspect of their traditional story that distinguishes them from neighbouring communities 
involves syncretism. At some point in the past, the traditional stories of the Anem and the Biblical 
stories they were taught by the Catholic Church merged together. In Karaiai, we were told the history 
of the world which started with creation and was followed by a traditional story that explains why 
Westerners have so much wealth. Afterwards, they recounted the story of Adam and Eve and placed 
the Garden of Eden in Anem territory. An account of a flood was given next, which may be 
traditional or syncretism; it would be difficult to say. They told us that the foundations of the tower 
of Babel are in their territory further solidifying the belief that Anem is the original language, spoken 
before all others. The story culminates with the introduction of Jesus, who they believe is actually 
one of their ancestors, Titikolo. 

In Malasongo, this story was repeated to us with slight variations, but the main theme remained the 
same; the events of the Bible actually occurred in the Anem language area. This story makes the 
Anem people distinct, even to the point of having a calling. After the story was retold in Malasongo, 
one man said, “This is why few Anem people leave their home. This place is special and must be 
protected.” 

4.3.6 Summary of language attitudes 

The Anem language has the enviable combination of high internal and external prestige. Anem 
speakers have a high regard for their language for various reasons. It helps them to distinguish their 
identity from the groups around them and it is a difficult language to master. This perceived 
challenge to learning Anem provides an automatic trial to outsiders trying to become members of the 
in-group and encourages a sense of superiority among Anem speakers. Speakers of neighbouring 
languages have reported that Anem is the original language of the area raising the level of external 
prestige. Anem people are reticent to lose their language because this characteristic gives them a 
higher status among their neighbours. Interactions between the community and both church leaders 
and school leaders demonstrate the attitude of superiority associated with being part of the Anem 
speaking community. These attitudes strengthen language vitality by giving the people motivation to 
use and maintain the language, thereby also maintaining their high status. 

4.4 Conclusions on Language Vitality 

According to Landweer (2006:213), language vitality can be assessed by examining three themes of 
ethnolinguistic vitality: opportunity for contact with other languages, actual language use, and 
language attitudes. Anem speakers are faced with a highly multilingual environment born out of the 
myriad of connections Anem speakers have with people in neighbouring languages. In multilingual 
environments, speakers of a local language, like Anem, then make daily choices about what language 
to use, to whom, and where. These concrete choices are often a direct result of their attitude toward 
the local language. 
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Anem speakers are very proud of their language and very proud of its linguistic distinction among 
neighbouring languages. In many situations, a manifestation of low language vitality is when 
speakers of a particular language choose to use another language, but this is not true in the Anem 
area. The Anem people are choosing to use neighbouring languages or Tok Pisin with outsiders 
instead of encouraging those outsiders to learn Anem because they are exclusive. The Anem language 
is a strong mark of in-group identity; an idea that should theoretically work against vitality in how it 
constricts language use, but in reality strengthens language vitality through highly positive attitudes. 

The team heard Tok Pisin being used in the villages, but we rarely observed conversations dominated 
by Tok Pisin. There is weak institutional support of Anem as churches in the area use Tok Pisin 
exclusively and the school policies promote the use of Tok Pisin and English. However, because 
parents see the responsibility of teaching children Anem as resting on their own shoulders, school 
becomes a way to further compartmentalise language use. It establishes the domains outside of the 
home and village as Tok Pisin and English while maintaining the dominance of Anem in the intimate 
domains of home and around the village. Based on contact opportunities, language use, and language 
attitudes, the team found high language vitality. 

5 Conclusions 

The goal of this survey was to assess the current language vitality of Anem. Despite indicators that 
Anem was losing domains to Tok Pisin and neighbouring languages, the team found the vernacular 
being used vigorously by all generations. Children learn Anem before they start school and 
consistently use it when interacting with adults as well as with peers. Anem speakers have a strong 
sense of identity that is intricately linked to their language; a connection that will not allow Anem to 
be unconsciously or quickly lost in the near future. 

Appendices 

Appendix A: Wordlist Addenda 

The standard SIL survey wordlist (1999) was elicited in Pureiling and Malasongo. The initial wordlist 
taken in Pureiling was elicited for two reasons; the people seemed eager to give more information 
when we were finished with the standard questionnaires and one of the surveyors, Brian Paris, did 
not have experience taking a wordlist in PNG. During his research, Thurston thoroughly documented 
and analysed the language. So the main reason the team elicited the word list in Pureiling was to 
gain experience. 

The Malasongo wordlist was taken because the people of Pureiling, Mosiliki, and Karaiai felt that the 
people of Malasongo “shortened” the language, but did not think it hurt their ability to understand 
each other (see section 3). To verify this, the team took a wordlist in Malasongo to compare with the 
one from Pureiling. 

Of the 170 words elicited, 20 were disqualified. Most of the disqualifications involved a 
misunderstanding19 about what was being asked for, 9 in total. Words #23 and #24 involve internal 
organs that are hard to distinguish without visual help. Word #111 is ‘seed (for planting)’. It was 
hard to distinguish this from fruit. In Pureiling they gave the word for “fruit,” while Malasongo 
originally gave two words meaning “fruit of a tree.” It was only after thoroughly explaining the next 
day that we caught the misunderstanding. Word #119 is “horn (of an animal).” The Tok Pisin word 
for “horn (of an animal)” is kom. This particular Tok Pisin term sounds like the English word “comb” 
meaning “a grooming tool.” While eliciting this item in Pureiling, they gave us the word for “comb” 
instead of the word for kom. In response to word #138, a “net bag,” the informant in Pureiling gave 
a word that the people in Malasongo recognized as an animal, a kind of bush rat. “This” and “that,” 
words #153 and #154, respectively, elicited the equivalent of “here” and “there” in Pureiling. While 
word #159, “yes,” got the Anem word for “good” in Malasongo and “true” in Pureiling, both are 

                                              
19 All responsibility for any misunderstanding is taken by the researchers. 
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legitimate responses to a question in which the answer is “yes.” Finally for word #166, “you two,” 
we actually received the word for “we two (inclusive).” 

Another reason for some of the words being disqualified was a misunderstanding in person. Nouns 
and verbs are marked for person in Anem. In Pureiling, for many words they defaulted to second 
person, while in Malasongo they gave the third person. This caused the disqualification of words 
#14, #15, #16, #17, #22, #38, #52. 

Three words were disqualified because all or parts of the word were elicited elsewhere. Word #110, 
“bark”, is a combination of “skin” and “tree.” Word #118, “feather”, is a combination of “hair” and 
“bird.” Lastly, word #167 “they two,” is a combination of “they” and “two”; both words elicited 
individually elsewhere. 

Finally, word #13, “breast,” elicited synonyms, one in Pureiling, the other in Malasongo. We did not 
discover this difference until after eliciting the wordlist in Malasongo. We were not able to confirm 
this in Pureiling, so the word was disqualified. 

We decided against doing a lexicostatistical analysis because 90 of the 150 words eligible for such an 
analysis were identical. Another 41 were only different by one segment; 23 vowel changes, 10 
differences in aspiration, and 8 consonant changes. The rest of the words were cognates, but had 
more than one different segment. Aside from this assessment, Thurston has provided wordlists and a 
grammar of Anem (1976 and 1982). 

Appendix B: Word Lists 

Table 4: Colour coding for word list data found in Table 5 

Disqualified (20 total) One segment difference (41 total) 

Misunderstanding in Person (7) Vowel Changes (23) 

Synonyms (1) Aspiration Differences (10) 
Misunderstanding of what was being 
asked (9) Consonant Changes (8) 

Got the word elsewhere (3) 
 

 

 
Table 5: Word list data 

# Gloss Pureiling Malasongo Identical One Difference  

1 head oglo oglo Yes  

2 hair kilo kilo Yes  

3 mouth boŋgɨ boŋgu  Yes 

4 nose piŋju pɪŋju  Yes 

5 eye elu elu Yes  

6 neck agɪmkə agɨmkʰə   

7 belly ətəlkɨ ətʰɛlkʰɨ   

8 skin pəlaugɨ  pʰəlaugu   

9 knee bolsu bolsu Yes  

10 ear gətu gətu Yes  

11 tongue olaŋgɨ olaŋgu  Yes 

12 tooth logu logu Yes  

13 breast DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   
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14 hand DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

15 foot (top) DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

16 back DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

17 shoulder DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

18 forehead bogu bogu Yes  

19 chin gɨmgər gɨmgər Yes  

20 elbow pʰunai pʰunai Yes  

21 thumb pʰaui pʰauwi  Yes 

22 leg DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

23 heart DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

24 liver DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

25 bone əχaigɨ əχəgu   

26 blood əsiŋgɨ əsɨŋgɨ  Yes 

27 baby kʰakəle kʰɛkɛle   

28 girl aluboir alubojir  Yes 

29 boy ebli ɛbli  Yes 

30 old woman alisəsop alisɨp   

31 old man aluwalu aluwalu Yes  

32 woman dobaluŋ dəbalɨŋ   

33 man aχaŋ aχaŋ Yes  

34 father tʰitanu tʰitanu Yes  

35 mother aianu aianu Yes  

36 brother atuanu atuanu Yes  

37 sister sialu sialu Yes  

38 name DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

39 bird akŋun akʰŋɨn   

40 dog kʰauwa kʰauwa Yes  

41 pig aba abaʔ  Yes 

42 cassowary tabu tabu Yes  

43 wallaby apʰose apʰose Yes  

44 flying fox abijaŋ abijaŋ Yes  

45 rat kəruke kuruke  Yes 

46 frog kʰalo kʰalo Yes  

47 snake mota motʰa  Yes 

48 fish ija ija Yes  

49 person doχam doχam Yes  

50 he sits usɨk usuk  Yes 

51 he stands uluk uluk Yes  
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52 he lies down DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

53 
he sleeps (fɑst 

ɑsleep) usaŋgɨkʰ usɨŋgɨkʰ  Yes 

54 he walks uli uli Yes  

55 he bites uŋai uŋai Yes  

56 he eats utʰ utʰ Yes  

57 he gives it to me usnir usnir Yes  

58 he sees ukolo ukʰolo  Yes 

59 he comes uman umən  Yes 

60 he says uai uai Yes  

61 he hears udegin udegɪn  Yes 

62 he knows upunu upunu Yes  

63 he drinks uwik uwik Yes  

64 he hits ubuʰ ubu  Yes 

65 he kills ubudʒik ubudʒik Yes  

66 he dies udʒik udʒik Yes  

67 it burns ukau ukau Yes  

68 it flies ujo ujə  Yes 

69 he swims uwɨs uwus  Yes 

70 he runs uχɨk uʁək   

71 he falls down upək upək Yes  

72 he catches usaudɪt usaudɪtʰ  Yes 

73 he coughs utʰuguomŋu utʰuguəmŋu  Yes 

74 he laughs ubadʒə ubadʒə Yes  

75 he dances uju uju Yes  

76 big omba omba Yes  

77 small kuke kuke Yes  

78 good lem leim  Yes 

79 bad dʒilɨk dʒilɨk Yes  

80 long səgəl səgəl Yes  

81 short pɨtʰɨkʰ pətʰɨkʰ  Yes 

82 heavy mɨ muʔ   

83 light joʁukʰ jəʁɨkʰ   

84 cold ɛpɪn ɛpʰɛn   

85 warm, hot əŋgɨl əŋɨl  Yes 

86 new masɨk masɨkʰ  Yes 

87 old ladigɨ adəgu   

88 round adaŋ adaŋ Yes  

89 wet pəχɨs pəχɨs Yes  
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90 dry putʰ putʰ Yes  

91 full apaχ apʰaχ  Yes 

92 road luŋ luŋ Yes  

93 stone pah pʰa   

94 earth eidɨ eidɨ Yes  

95 sand labu labu Yes  

96 mountain əbɨtʰ əbətʰ  Yes 

97 fire ɠmu kmə   

98 smoke bɨl bɨl Yes  

99 ashes sɨsɨk sɨsɨk Yes  

100 sun ado ado Yes  

101 moon kəlɨŋ kəlɨŋ Yes  

102 star eilu eilɨ  Yes 

103 cloud olək olɨkʰ   

104 rain luo luo Yes  

105 wind pən pʰən  Yes 

106 water kʰomu kʰomu Yes  

107 vine səg səg Yes  

108 tree aŋ aŋ Yes  

109 stick (for wɑlkinɡ) oto otʰo  Yes 

110 bark DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

111 seed (tuber) DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

112 root dʒɪŋono dʒɪŋono Yes  

113 leaf kilo kʰilo   

114 meat kigɨ kigɨ Yes  

115 fat əmdʒəʁu əmdʒəʁu Yes  

116 egg nilŋo nilŋõ   Yes 

117 louse seim seim Yes  

118 feather DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

119 horn DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

120 wing kʰɛnu kʰenu  Yes 

121 claw gisu gisu Yes  

122 tail dabəlaχu dabəlaχu Yes  

123 one udeta uditʰa   

124 two nijak nijak Yes  

125 three bɨk bɨk Yes  

126 four tanol tanol Yes  

127 five əsu əsu Yes  
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128 ten ləmudə ləmudə Yes  

129 taro moi moi Yes  

130 sugarcane dʒoŋa dʒoŋa Yes  

131 yam əgun əgɨn  Yes 

132 banana okʰuk okʰukʰ  Yes 

133 sweet potato saʁabatne saʁabatne Yes  

134 bean sonogoχ sonogoχ Yes  

135 axe selembo sɛlɛmbo  Yes 

136 knife te teʔ  Yes 

137 arrow obul obul Yes  

138 net bag DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

139 house ɛne ɛne Yes  

140 tobacco was was Yes  

141 morning ugəsɨksɨk ugosɨksɨk  Yes 

142 afternoon ol ol Yes  

143 night nip niːp  Yes 

144 yesterday koʁup koχup  Yes 

145 tomorrow ɛmkiʒi ɛmkiʒi Yes  

146 white lagu lagu Yes  

147 black kŋɨχ kŋɨχ Yes  

148 yellow ijaŋo ijaŋo Yes  

149 red əʁiɨk əʁiɨk Yes  

150 green bijə bijə Yes  

151 many buno buno Yes  

152 all dodolu dodolu Yes  

153 this DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

154 that DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

155 what gumən gumən Yes  

156 who ləmən ləmən Yes  

157 when əmigɨ ɛmigə   

158 where lə lə Yes  

159 yes DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

160 no bis bis Yes  

161 not mantu mantʰu  Yes 

162 I we weʔ  Yes 

163 you (singular) nin nin Yes  

164 he laχan laχan Yes  

165 
we two 

(exclusive) mijak mijaχ  Yes 
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166 you two DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

167 they two DISQUALIFIED DISQUALIFIED   

168 
we (plural 

exclusive) mun mun Yes  

169 you (plural) ŋuŋ ŋuŋ Yes  

170 they (plural) laχan laχan Yes  
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