
DEFINING THE CENTRES OF THE MARIENBERG LANGUAGE FAMILY 

O .  I NTROD U C T I O N 

ARDEN G .  SANDERS and JOY SANDERS 

This paper demonstrat e s  the centrality of the Kamasau language to 

the language family and discusses the factors which have been con­

s idered in making that dec i s i on . Also the central dialect and village 

( where applicable ) for each language is invest igated . The factors 

which are c orisidered are l inguis t i c  c entrality ,  geographic centrality , 

demographic import ance , presence of inst itutions and soc ial factors 

( Sanders 197 7 ) . Data was c o l le c t ed from 33 vil lages in a two week 

period . l 

The Marienberg language family consi s t s  of six language s located in 

the East Sepik Province between Wewak and Marienberg . The languages 

are : Kamasau ,  Muniwara , Urimo , Buna , Elepi and Mandi . 2 The lat t er two 

languages cons ist of  one village each , Samap and Mandi respect ive ly . 

They will be included in dis cus sions of the language family as a whole , 

but usually omitted under discussions of individual language cent re s . 

1 .  M ETHODO L O G Y  

1 . 1 .  PI LOT S U R V E Y  

A brief p i lot survey was conducted along the coast e a s t  of  Wewak , 

collecting wordli s t s  from five village s .  The bas i c  wordlist used was 

the Standard S . I . L .  list  with some addit ions and deletions . The se 

l i s t s  were then used to ident ify : words that were difficult to elicit 

re liably , words wit h  multip le cognat es ( synonyms ) ,  words where the 

vernacular term was the same for two words on the l i s t  ( e . g .  'water ' 

and ' river ' ) ,  and words not found in the culture ( e . g .  ' canoe ' and 

' padd L e ' ) .  Such words were then e liminated from the list  for the 
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remainder of the survey . Also some preliminary hypotheses  were formed 

regarding the classificat ion of Bungain and Mandi languages .  The p ilot 

survey l i s t s  were also inc luded in t he calculat ions of  cognat e percent ­

age s . 

1 . 2 .  CONVUC T I NG THE  S U R V E Y  

During the main p art of t he survey , l i s t s  from 28 villages were col­

lected in t he languages of  Bungain ( 3 ) ,  Buna ( 10 ) , Kamasau ( 5 ) , Muniwara 

( 3 ) , Samap ( 1 ) , Urimo ( 6 ) .  In the village of Tring ( Kamasau language ) ,  

three l i s t s  were t aken : two from men ,  and one from a group of women . 

These were t o  serve as a control . How the scores were used is dis­

cus sed in sect ion 1 . 4 .  Six o f  the 35 collected l i s t s  were from women 

and t he rest from men .  

A s  we ll  a s  l inguis t i c  dat a ,  a soc iological quest ionnaire was ut il­

ised ( Appendix B ) . The answers to this were usually obtained from one 

p erson in the village , generally a woman , while the men were giving a 

wordlist . Where t ime was limite d ,  the main it ems c o l lected were tho s e  

concerning marriage exchanges and sociolingui s t ic s . It was generally 

found that women did not readily answer quest ions about s ings ings and 

t radit ional enemies , perhaps s ince these are men ' s  domain . Also the 

women ' s  re sponses indicated t hey have l e s s  contact than men out s ide a 

very c lose c ir c le of villages . Thus in future it would seem best t o  

interview a man and a woman i n  each village , o r  a mixed group of men 

and women . 

1 . 3 .  R E L I AB I L I T Y  

I n  order t o  give the reader an idea of t he reliab i l ity o f  the dat a ,  

we want to make it  c lear that the data was not phonemic ised . Throughout 

the survey it was nec e s s ary at t imes to use an informant living out s ide 

his home village . When t hi s  was the case , care was t aken t o  ensure that 

his home was indeed the village concerned . Also the length of t ime he 

has been absent from his village was ascertained . If  he had been absent 

for s ome t ime , his degree of contact with his home village was deter­

mined . Twenty-two l i s t s  were taken from persons living in their home 

village s and nine were e l i c ited from individuals who were living away 

from their home villages at the t ime . Most of the lat ter were l iving 

within easy walking distance from their home village . 

There were four l i s t s  which were taken from people who had l ived 

for some t ime in a different p lace than their home village . The Samap 

l i s t  was t aken from individual s  who have been l iving in Wewak , although 
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the primary informant was an older man who had come from Samap t o  visit 

his relatives . The Ariapan list was collected from a man whose father 

was from Gavien , where he was then living , and whose mother was from 

Ariapan . He had evidently l ived t here for some t ime and pointed out 

dist inct ions between Gavien words and those of Ariapan . The Mansep 

list was c o l lected from a group of famil i e s  who are l iving at Marienberg 

Mis sion Station s o  that their chi ldren can attend s choo l .  The l i s t  for 

Waskurin was elic ited from a woman living with her husband in Angoram . 

The only list we would find of quest ionab le re liab i l ity i s  the Samap 

list . The rest we consider to be quite reliable . 

1 . 4 .  ANA L YS I NG THE VATA 

Following the survey a few further items were e l iminated as some 

words did not seem to get a consistent response . For examp l e , in the 

village of Tring , where three wordlists  were taken , three different 

words were given for the item ' y e s ' .  So this t erm was e liminat ed in 

the calculat ions . The remaining words were marked as being ' cognate ' 

or ' non-cognat e ' . It should be noted that the term ' cognate ' i s  here 

used to mean items which are phonetically s imilar ( synchronically ) .  

The items compared had to b e  at least 50%  s imilar i f  they were to be 

called cognate .  I f  two phonetic segment s differed by only manner of 

art i culat ion ( or a s l i ght shift in the point of art iculation) the 

segments were considered t o  be the same . Consonant s were given more 

weight than vowel s  in making the decis ions . 

The three word l i s t s  t aken in Tring served as a control . These 

scored 90%  cognate between them . So this score was adj usted to 100% 
on the assumpt ion - p erhap s fict ional - that a village should be 100% 
cognate with itse l f .  The other s c ores were also adj usted on the as­

sumpt ion that the factors which affected the lists in Tring also affec­

ted the other l i s t s  elic ited . So they were adj usted according to the 

formula 

s = 100/90 x rs 

where s is  the adj usted s c ore and rs i s  the raw score . 

The cognate percentage for a pair of language s was obtained by 

calculat ing the mean score of the percent age s cores between those lan­

guage s .  Thus the percentage score for Urimo ( 6  l i s t s )  and Kamasau 

( 5  l i st s )  is  the mean of the thirty individual percent age score s . 
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2 .  LIN GUISTIC C E N TRE 

2 . 1 . LANGUAGE FAM I L Y  

On the basis o f  lexicostat istic  data , 3 Kamasau i s  the more linguis­

tically central language ( Figure 1 ) . Kamasau has the highest average 

percentage of the group , thus indicat ing i t s  lexicostat i s t i c  c entrality . 

After the cognates have been adj usted it shares 4 9% cognate s  with 

Elep i ,  50%  with Urimo , 22% with Mandi and 21% with Buna . Although the 

percentage with Buna is  not high , it is  slight ly higher than any of 

the percentages between Buna and the other language s .  The other c l o s e  

relat ionship s in t h e  family are between Mandi and Muniwara ( 4 1% ) . The 

people in Mandi said they spoke the same as the people in the Muniwara 

language , and some of them had parent s from that language . So it could 

be that this was once a dialect of  Muniwara that has become isolated . 

Bungain language shows consistently low percent age s of cognat es with 

all the languages except Mandi ( 27 % ) . This  could be due t o  recent 

borrowing as Mandi is geographically surrounded by the Bungain language . 

F i gure 1 
Cognate Percen t a g e s  for the Language Fam i l y  

Mandi = 2 5 %  average cognat e s  

2 0  Elepi = 2 7 %  

2 2  4 9  Kamasau = 3 0 %  

4 1  2 6  2 4  Muniwara = 2 4 %  

2 0  3 1  50  2 1  Urimo = 2 6 %  

19  20  21  16  18  Buna = 18% 

27  14  16  16  1 7  16  Bungain = 1 8 %  

Of the four maj or language s ,  Kamasau appears typologically most 

c onservat ive as it has probably retained the most of  the original 

feature s of the language family . It has at least three noun classe s , 

whi l e  the others have only two t hat could be readily ident i fied . It 

also has agreement in numb e r ,  which only Muniwara has as well . It 

would appear that the languages at one t ime had even more noun classes 

than they do now . Father Kirschbaum wrote in 1 9 2 6  that at that t ime 

Buna had evidence of twelve noun c lasses ( Laycock 1 9 7 3 )  ( and nine 

noun classes  in an earlier note pub lished in 1 9 2 2  - Laycock 1 9 75 ) . 

However , we found only two c las s e s  ( gender ) ,  so it may be that some 

of the noun c las s i fi c at ion has been lost due to contact . Therefore , 

it would appear that Kamasau has t he most conservat ive form of grammar . 

Once again , this could be due t o  i t s  re lat ive i s o lation unt il recent ly , 

and t he fact that it is surrounded by the other languages of the family . 
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Other typological features which w e  studied were act or pronouns , 

verb prefixes , obj ect markers , number systems and tense indicat ion . 

The findings on actor pronouns and verb prefixe s are l i sted in Appendix 

C .  It is  t o  be noted that all  of  the languages had t he t hird singular 

feminine verb prefix w- which is supposed to be almost diagno s t i c  of  

the Torricelli Phylum ( Laycock 1975 ) . The word order i s  generally 

subj ect-obj ect-predic ate , with only two languages indicat ing a pos­

s ible obj ect marker ,  Urimo and Muniwara . The count ing systems were 

all basically the same with count ing by ' hands ' ,  except for Buna which 

had a distinct term for each number from one to t en .  Tense indicat ion 

was generally a free t ime word . 

A sociolinguis t i c  quest ionnaire ( Appendix B )  showed that most of  

the people are unab le to understand any of the other languages in the 

fami ly . The except ions are villages on the edge of a language which 

can somet ime s understand the speech of neighbouring village s , e . g .  

Kamas au and Yaugiba ,  Mandi and the Bungain village o f  Maur , and Elepi 

and Kamasau . Some of what i s  learned may be a result of  contact be­

cause of intermarriage between nearby villages . Some of the o lder 

leaders in the language groups can understand the surrounding language s .  

This  was reported to us in Urimo and Buna , ' b ig men ' of these village s 

being able to understand s ome of Kamas au and Muniwara . There fore , the 

sociolinguis t i c  data seemed t o  confirm that Kamasau , or p erhaps Muniwara 

would be mo st central , in that more persons might be ab le to understand 

it . 

2 . 2 .  I NV I V I V U A L  LANGUAGES 

2 . 2 . 1 . Kama s a u  

Thi s  language appears t o  have two dialec t s  which are mutual ly intel­

ligible . ( The se were indicated by responses  t o  the que stion , "Who 

speaks a lit t l e  different ly than you do ? " ) Wandomi and Yibab were 

consistent ly considered as a l it t le different , by the people themselve s ,  

and by the villages of Kamasau , Tring and Wau as wel l .  Also , they had 

about 20%  lower cognat e s  than most of the other villages . 

F i gure 2 

Cognate Percen t a g e s  for Kamasau Languag e  

Wandomi = 7 1% average cognate 

71 Wau = 81% 
78 90 Tring = 85% 
73  88  92  Kamas au = 84%  
62 7 4  8 0  84  Paruwa = 75% 
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Another village which was not even mentioned by any of the other 

Kamasau villages was Paruwa . This  i s  a village located l e s s  than a 

mil e  from t he Urimo vil lage of Samowia ( fourt een miles  from Tring ) . 

The wordlist collected from that village had 80% cognates with Tring , 

and 71%  wit h  Samowia , so it may also be a part of the Kamasau language . 

2 . 2 . 2 .  M u n i w a r a  

Thi s  language appears to have only one dialect from the data we 

c o l lected . Everyone in the language said that they spoke t he same , 

and their cognate percentages ranged from 90 t o  100% . 

2 . 2 . 3 .  U r i mo 

The data we collected would support one dialect for Urimo . The 

c ognate percentages between villages ranged from 76 to 100% , and the 

peop le s aid that everyone spoke exact ly the s ame . 

2 . 2 . 4 .  B u n a  

There i s  data t o  support two diale c t s  for this language : a northern 

dialect inc luding the villages Ariapan , Waskurin , Boig and Kasiman , 

and a southern dialect inc luding Suk , Masan , Bonam , Mansep , Mambe l ,  

Gavien and Mangen . The cog�ates within each dialect ranged from about 

80 to 100% , whereas between village� of the two dialects they ranged 

from 50 to 80%  ( Figure 3 ) . This was in agreement with the soc io­

l inguistic  response of the people , who grouped themselves into two 

main speech communities . There was further distinct ion noted within 

the s outhern dialect , as people stated t hat Masan spoke j ust  a little 

different ly from t he others . This was stat ed by Masan as wel l .  

F i gure 3 
Cognate Percen t a g e s  for Buna Language 

Mambel = 83%  aberage cognate s  

90  Mangen = 86% 
91 100 Suk = 9 1% 
9 8  9 2  100 Bonam = 82% 
89 9 7  100 91  Mansep = 87% 
86  96  100 97 100 Gavien = 89% 
8 7  9 2  100 81 92  9 4  Mas an = 8 3 %  
7 8  7 7  8 1  77  80 84  74  Ariapan = 82% 
68  70 78 52  7 1 77  66  99  Waskurin = 74%  
6 4  59  6 8  5 0  66  67  60  86  89  Kas iman = 68% 
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Although the cognate perc entages were not very l o w  ( ranging from 8 1  to 

100% ) , the Masan speech is  inte l l igib le t o  a l l  the southern village s ,  

the att itude o f  the people showed that they felt themselves t o  be 

different . 4 
Int e l ligibi lity between the northern and southern dialects seemed 

rather varied . The dialec t s  are sufficient ly different that most o f  

the women from t h e  south are unable t o  understand t he other dialect 

readily , and the women in Mambe l  said that they use Melanesian Pidgin 

when talking with the women from Ariapan . The older men , espec ially 

the ' b ig men ' , are able t o  understand the s peakers from the other 

dialect , probab ly as a result of more t ravel and contact . The village 

of Gavien , which is a three hour walk from Ariapan , has s ome inter­

marriage with that vi llage . The people there said that s ome of t hem 

could understand the Ariapan dialect . One man was b i l ingual s ince his 

mother was from Ariapan . It may be that the southern dialect , being 

more pre s t i gious , may not be able to understand the northern dialect , 

as much as persons from t he northern dialect would understand them. 

Our questioning about int e l l igibi lity was done mainly in the s outh so 

we have no data t o  confirm this hypothes i s .  

3 .  G EO GRAPH I C  C ENTRE 

3 . 1 . LANGUAGE FAM I L Y  

The geographic centre o f  the Marienberg language fami ly i s  the 

Kamasau language . Twelve miles to the east o f  it i s  Elep i , on t he 

coast . The Buna language group begins twelve mi les  east and extends 

about 25 miles  south t o  the Sepik River . Ten t o  fifteen miles  dire c t ly 

west  i s  t he Muniwara language , and south of it the Urimo language . To 

the north about twenty miles  i s  Mandi , surrounded by the Bungain lan­

guage , 5 which stretches from Mandi down to the Kamasau and Muniwars 

languages .  When midpoint s of various part s of the family are t aken 

into account , the group of midpoint s marked forms a band ext ending 

from J ust west of the Kamasau language , through the cent re of it , and 

cont inuing J ust east of it ( see Map ) . A l l  the languages may b e  reached 

by road from Kamasau , except Elepi and Buna which are now ac c e s s ib le 

by foot or boat . 

3 . 2 .  I NV I V IVUA L LANGUAGES 

3 . 2 . 1 . Kama s a u  

The geographic centre of the Kamas au language i s  Tring . A road 

ext ends north to the village of Kamasau ( five miles )  and south t o  

Yibab and Wandomi ( seven miles ) .  The other villages are acce s s ible 
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b y  trail only : Wau ( two miles east ) ,  Kenyari ( two m i l e s  w e s t  of  Kamasau ) , 

and Paruwa ( fourteen miles we st ) . 

3 . 2 . 2 .  M u n i w a r a  

The geographic centre of t he Muniwara language is  Mambe . "  Timaru 

( two miles north)  and Muniwara ( three miles southwe st ) are on a road , 

Palpul ( three miles nort h )  and Yamben ( two miles southwe st ) are both 

acc e s s ible by t rai l .  The se villages are sufficient ly c lose for geo­

graphic centrality to b e  l e s s  important than other fact ors . 

3 . 2 . 3 .  U r i mo 

The geographic centre i s  Yari , which is five miles from the neare st 

road . Extending in a semi-circle around it are : Nungawa ( seven mil e s  

southeast ) ,  Kowiro ( seven mi les west ) ,  Kumbaragga ( seven miles north­

west ) ,  Wamangu ( eight miles northwest ) and Samowia ( six mi les north­

east ) . The village whic h  is most  centrally located on the road i s  

Kowiro . From this village it i s  five miles t o  the furthest northern 

village on the road and seven miles s outh t o  the other end of the road . 

The most distant village i s  Nungawa , t hirteen miles s outheast . 

3 . 2 . 4 .  B u n a  

The geographic centre o f  Buna i s  either Gavien or Mansep . The se 

two village s are about two miles apart . I f  the half-way point between 

them as t hey are located on the map i s  used , the following dis t ances 

for surrounding villages result : eight - twelve miles northwest for 

the villages of  Ariapan , Waskurin , BOig and Kasiman ; seven - thirteen 

miles southeast for t he villages of Masan , Bonam , Suk and Mangen ; 

e ight een miles south t o  Mambel ,  located on the Sepik River ; and about 

fifteen miles to the Gavien and Kasiman re sett lement s which are located 

near the road from Angoram to Wewak . 

4 .  D E MO GRAPHIC C E N TRE 

4 . 1 . LANGUAGE FAM I L Y  

Demographically , Buna i s  the most important language in the 

Marienberg family with a population of 1 , 300 . 6 However it is also 

geographi cally the most distant . I t s  i s o lation would detract from 

i t s  overall centrality in spite of i t s  large s i ze . Of the remaining 

language s ,  Muniwara ( 9 5 4 )  ranks first , Kamasau second ( 80 2 ) , then Urimo 

( 5 34 ) , Mandi ( 212 ) and Elepi ( 179 ) . 
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4 . 2 .  I NV I V IVUAL  LANGUAGES 

4 . 2 . 1 .  Kama s a u  

The demographically important vil lages o f  the Kamasau language are 

Kamas au ( 150 ) , Tring ( 14 0 )  and Paruwa ( 1 4 0 ) . The remaining four vil­

lages have from 80 to 100 persons each . 

4 . 2 . 2 .  M u n i wa r a  

I n  t he Muniwara language the demographically most important vil­

lage s are Yamben ( 2 5 0 )  and Palpul ( 2 40 ) .  Muniwara is  next with 186  
p e op l e  and t h e  other three village s have 150 o r  less . 

4 . 2 . 3 .  U r i mo 

The demographically most important villages are Wamangu , Kowiro 

and Kambaragga , each with between 130  and 150 people . The other three 

village s have le s s  than 70 people each . 

4 . 2 . 4 .  B u n a  

The s outhern dialect makes up 65%  of the language ' s  populat ion . 

The two largest village s ,  Mansep and Mangen , are also in the s outhern 

dialect , each with a population of about 220 . Mambel , Waskurin ,  Gavien 

and Boig are also fairly large with 130 to 160 people . Since Mansep 

has almost 100 p ersons more than Gavien this might indicate its greater 

import ance ,  and perhaps increased demographic centrality . 

5 .  I NST ITUT I O N S :  M I SS I O N AND G O V ERNM E NT 

5 . 1 .  LANGUAGE FAM I L Y  

A l l  the languages in the Marienberg family have at least one primary 

s c hool in their area except for Elepi and Kamasau , the latter having 

only recent ly been made more acce s s ible by the presence of a road from 

Angoram to Wewak . 

There i s  only one hospital in the language family , located 

at the Marienberg mis s i on . Other hospitals are located in Wewak and 

Angoram , which are out s ide the actual language family borders , but are 

used by the people . Aid post s are also located at Tring , Mambe , Wawat 

and Wamangu . 

Muniwara and Buna have Catholic pri e s t s  l iving within the language 

group at mis sion stat ions . This gives addit ional prestige t o  these 

languages .  Villages in the other languages are visited periodically 

by a priest . 
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The Kamasau language seems t o  be the least affected by institutions . 

The government contact has been mainly through schools which are lo­

cated out side the Kamasau language area . The school s  attended are 

Badj iman primary , two - three miles  north of Kamasau village , and Kaup 

primary s chool , a s ixteen mile walk from Kamasau and twe lve miles from 

Tring . Kamasau and Tring have several children in school whereas Yibab 

and Wandomi have very few children who have cont inued in school . 

The counc i l  representat ive for the vil lage s of Kamasau , Wau , Yibab , 

Wandomi and Tring is now located in Tring . This i s  also the site of  

an aid post . The Kamasau language village of Kenyari , is  in the 

Yaugiba counci l  area . 

It appears that mis s ion contact has not been as great as for other 

language s ,  a priest occasionally visit ing and staying short periods . 

The neare st Catholic mis s ion stat ion i s  Mambe , e leven miles  by road . 

5 . 2 . 2 .  M u n i w a r a 

The Catholic mis sion s t at ion i s  located at Mambe , giving pre s t ige 

to t he village s t here . A priest make s his base there , going out 

regularly to the vi l lage s in this language . The maj ority of the 

people are bapt ised Catho l i c s . The Mambe primary s chool is  located 

at t he mis sion , with pup i l s  coming from all  the surrounding vil lage s . 

There is also an aid post at Mambe . There fore , it would appear that 

Mambe is the inst itut ional centre of the Muniwara language . 

5 . 2 . 3 .  U r i mo 

There are several schools in this language area . The Swis s  mi s s ion 

has a primary school near Wamangu , the Catholic Church had one in the 

past near their Urimo stat ion , and the Seventh Day Advent i s t s  have one 

near the Nagam River . The se are wel l  spread out , and attended quite 

we l l  by those l iving on the roads . The most i s o lated villages , Nungawa 

and Yari , have few pupi l s . They would seem to be the least pre s t i gious 

vi l lages . Kowiro , s it e  of the council for this area , would seem t o  be 

quite pre s t i gious . Wamangu has a medical aid post . The Agricultural 

Stock and Fisheries Station is not located at any t radit ional village 

site but is central to three . So the institutions in this language 

are much more spread out . Kowiro , as site of the counci l  would perhap s 

be among t he most prest igious village s .  
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5 . 2 . 4 .  B u n a  

The Buna villages are a part o f  four separate counc i l s : Suk + ,  
Bonam and Mangen ; Mansep + ,  Gavien and Masan; Waskurin + ,  Ariapan , 

Boi g ,  and Kasiman ; Imbuando + ( another language group ) and Mambel . 

( +  indicat e s  that the counc illor in these sets of villages i s  from 

the village thus marked . ) Thus the villages of Suk , Mansep , and 

Waskurin might be more prest igious because of the presence of the 

counc i l s . 

The Catholic mi ss ion at Marienberg gives pre st ige t o  the villages 

nearby . There is a primary school which several children from each 

of the surrounding villages att end . Some parents from villages too 

far t o  walk t o  each night have come to live with their children at 

Marienberg . Thus there i s  a small Mansep sett lement c lose to the 

river . The pri e s t s  regularly t ravel t o  distant villages to have Mas s : 

t he c lo sest villages come to Marienberg each Sunday . 

The government now has schools at Taway ( 19 5 2 )  and Angoram . These 

schools are attended mostly by those from the northern villages of  

Kas iman , Ariapan , Gavien and Mansep , as well as Mambel near the Sepik 

River . 

5 . 2 . 5 .  E l e p i  

Samap vi llagers send their children t o  one of two schools : Kaup 

primary school and Balik primary school . 

5 . 2 . 6 .  M a n d i  

Mandi has a primary school located there , and i s  near Brandi High 

School . Being near Wewak , the perc entage of children attending s chool 

i s  a good deal higher . 

6 .  S O CIAL FACTORS 

6 . 1 . LANGUAGE FAM I L Y  

Soc ial factors seem t o  b e  most important i n  showing relationships 

and prest ige within one language . Trade exchanges can lead t o  regular 

patterns of interact ion between people from different languages ,  but 

no such patterns were discovered in the Marienberg fami ly . This does 

not mean there were not t rade routes used by the ance stors , but none 

are present ly apparent . Now people seem t o  s e l l  market p roduct s  in 

t owns ( Wewak , Angoram ) , at mis sion stat ions and school sites 

( Marienberg , Mambe ,  Urimo ) , or along t he road at roadside markets . 
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The remaining social factors seem t o  be most important within the 

language group itself . Rather than present one aspect at a t ime , an 

att empt will be made to show how att itudes and relat ionship s of various 

villages within a language are reflected in marriage , s ingsings , stated 

enemies , and a fee ling of village proximity . Origin stories where 

collected , will be given as we ll s ince marriage t ie s  with the ancestral 

village appear t o  remain very strong . 

6 . 2 .  I NV I V IVUAL LANGUAGES 

6 . 2 . 1 .  K a ma s a u  

The c losest  relat ionships between villages in this language appear 

t o  be between Wandomi and Yibab , Wau and Tring , and Tring and Kamasau . 

As we ll as being geographically close , the close relat ionship between 

Wandomi and Yibab is  shown by the fact that they intermarry almost 

exc lus ively . 

Tring and Wau are also geographically c lose , only a one hour walk 

apart . Tring has received most of its wives from Wau , and a few from 

Kamasau and Kenyari . They have sent wives to Sinamb ila ( Bungain lan­

guage) , Chimbu ( Highlands ) ,  and Kubalia . Although it is a two t o  

three hour walk from Tring to Kamasau , the distance does not s eem as 

great t o  the people as the dist ance down t o  Yibab and Wandomi . Tring 

has also had contact with Kenyari , Hereng and two Bungain village s 

t hrough s ingsings . It i s  interesting t o  note that Tring also named 

Kenyari , Hereng and Kamas au as enemie s  of their ancestors . 7 

Kamasau receives wives from Tring , but not Wau , Yibab or Wandomi 

( the latter two t hey c laim were ancestral enemie s ) . Kamas au also sends 

wives to Bungain village s as wel l  as to Tring . Kamas au stat ed that 

they had s ings ings with all t he other Kamas au village s as well as 

Yaugiba ( Bungain ) .  Either Kamas au or Tring would appear to be the 

most prest igious village because of their widespread cont act through 

intermarriage and sings ings . 

6 . 2 . 2 .  M u n i wa r a  

The Qnly information collected about s ocial factors i n  this lan­

guage was the marriage t ies  that Timaru has . They re ceive wives from 

Palpul and Mambe , and send wives to Mambe , Wawat and Patanda , the latter 

two villages b e ing in the Bungain language . 

6 . 2 . 3 .  U r i m o 

The villages in this language seem t o  be quite unified . Their 

origin story i s  t hat the ancestors of  the Urimo language group came 
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from Perliwari or Tunanumb i ( we st of  the Urimo language ) ,  and then 

founded Urimoragwa , near the present village of Wamangu . A l l  the 

other Urimo villages originated from this primal village . 8 

Kowiro seems t o  be s omewhat central and pre stigious in this lan­

guage , sending and receiving wives from Kambaragga , Wamangu and Yari . 

Yari claimed that t hey did not send their women to any other village , 

which conflicted with Kowiro ' s  stat ement that one wife came from there . 

A man from Yari als o said that s ome men get their wives from other 

p laces - if they are import ant men . Nungawa said that they had sent 

one woman t o  Kowiro , and received one from there as well . Sings ings 

seemed to be attended reciprocally between all the villages within 

the Urimo language as wel l  as with the nearby Muniwara . None of the 

village s named any of the other Urimo villages as ancestral enemie s ,  

although they did ment ion Boiken villages and Angoram as past enemies . 

Kowiro ment ioned Kambaragga , Wamangu and Yari as c lose villages , while 

Nungawa mentioned Yari as c lose but gave no walking t ime . The data 

collected would suggest that Kowiro is the prest ige c enter of the lan­

guage , having the c ounc i llor from that village , as wel l  as marriage 

t ie s  with many of the surrounding villages . 

6 . 2 . 4 .  B u n a  

Thi s  language divides quite readily into two group s : north and 

sout h .  None of the northern or s outhern villages listed the other as 

ance s t ral enemies ,  but there seems to be a lack of contact , also 

reflected in the two separate dialects previously ment ioned . The only 

intermarriage between villages between the south and north appears t o  

be Gavien with Ariapan and Kas iman , and t hen Masan with Waskurin . 

Otherwise , the north and s outh do not appear to intermarry . 

In the north there are four villages : Kasiman , Waskurin , Boig and 

Ariapan . Mos t  of the people from Kasiman have reportedly moved to 

the Kasiman resett lement which is  a two hour walk from Angoram, leaving 

only a few old people in the original vil lage . The original Kasiman 

village fee l s  Kis village ( Aust ronesian language ) t o  be c lose and ex­

change s  wives with the villages of  Kaup ( Aust ronesian language ) ,  Boig 

and Ariap an . Boig also sends wives t o  Kis , while Ariapan sends them 

to Waskurin and Gavlen . We did not gather enough data from the northern 

group to be able t o  t e l l  which is the most prest igious village . 

In t he s outh are seven villages : Gavien , Mansep , Masan , Bonam , Suk , 

Mangen and Mambel .  Mansep and Masan both c laim Gavien as their 

' brother ' ,  although Masan did not c laim any marriage ties t o  Gavien . 

Gavien sends wives to Mansep . The strong tie between them was also 
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confirmed by t h e  presence of men from Mans ep who were helping t o  bui ld 

a house at Gavien the day we visited . Mansep sends wives t o  Bonam too , 

although both stated that their ance s t ors were enemie s  and we heard 

that there had recent ly been a fight between people of  the se villages . 

Mansep and Masan named each other ' s  ancestors as enemie s ,  although 

Masan sends wives to Mansep . 7 Three of the southern vil lage s ,  Mansep , 

Masan and Suk , intermarry with villages from other language families -

the former with Murik Lakes , and the latter with Bien . Mambel ,  although 

living very c lose to Imbuando vil lage , stated that they did not inter­

marry there . 

So most of the s outhern village s seem t o  intermarry with each other , 

even with Masan , which everyone said spoke a bit di fferent ly . Mamb e l  

intermarries with everyone as wel l ,  being a long way by foot , b u t  only 

one and one-half hours by mot or canoe . The people from Mamb e l  t o ld us 

that they used to live about five hours from Mambe l  by trai l .  Then in 

1949  they moved to the new site on the river . Because of their marriage 

t i e s  with Mansep , Gavien , Masan and Mangen we would hypothes ise that 

their old village site was about hal f  way between Marienberg and Gavien , 

a p lace where we saw a few houses  left from a de serted village . There­

fore , the s outhern villages seem to funct ion as a unit , while the 

northern villages are felt t o  be dist inct ly di fferent . The southern 

dialect appears to be more prest igious . 

6 . 2 . 5 .  E 1 e p i  

The people from Samap said that their p lace o f  origin i s  the vil­

lage of Wau . They separat ed due t o  fight ing among themselves . There 

is an exchange of wive s b etween these two villages . 

7 .  C O N C L U S I O N S  

7 . 1 .  LANGUAGE FAM I L Y  

The central language in the Marienberg language family appears t o  

be t he Kamasau language . Geographically it is the mos t  central , be ing 

surrounded by the other language s .  Lingui stically it is central in 

that it  has the highest average cognat e percentage of the six languages 

in the family . After cursory study it also appears t o  have the most 

conservati�e form of the grammar . Sociolinguis t i c ally either Kamasau 

or Muniwara s eem most c entral in that the most persons from other lan­

guages might be able t o  understand them . 

Two factors do not support Kamasau as the most central language : 

demography and inst itut ions . Buna and Muniwara both exceed Kamas au 
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in populat i on . Kamasau doe s not have the inst itut ions , and s o  would 

p robably not have as much prestige from t hat source as s ome of t he 

s urrounding languages .  However , these factors need t o  b e  considered 

against the t otal picture . Buna , with the greatest population is 

geographically i solated from the rest of  the language family , and shows 

l e s s  close linguis t i c  relat ionships .  The populat ion of Muniwara i s  

only about 1 0 0  more than that of Kamasau , so that would not be a s  great 

an influenc ing facto r .  

The presence of institut ions i s  an indicat ion of development in an 

area . In determining the c entral language in a language group for a 

vernacular literat ure program there would be two choic e s  on the bas i s  

o f  inst itut ions : 

1 .  Choose the most developed language group , as they are probab ly 

the most prest igious ; or 

2 .  Choose the least developed group , as they may be least qualified 

to work as national authors and literacy supervisors . 

It i s  vital to cent re a literature program in the prestigious dialect 

o f  a language s o  that it will b e  acceptable to the largest number of 

p eople . However , in a language family , where individual edit ions of  

vernacular literature will need t o  be produced in surrounding languages 

anyway , the educat ion factor needs to be t aken into account . 

Language s which have indic iduals who are highly educated may be able 

to provide better educated authors . In this case it might be an ad­

vantage to choose t he language which is least developed to begin the 

work , in the hope that it would be p o s s ible t o  work with nat ional 

authors from the other languages .  In the Marienberg family , it appears 

t hat Kamas au may have the lowest rate of  educated persons at present , 

as a result of les s  contact . There fore , on this basi s  it seems that 

Kamas au would be the most likely language in which to begin such a 

work . Thi s  would concur with the linguis t i c  and geographic centrality .  

7 . 2 .  I NV I V IVUAL LANGUAGES 

In this s ection , although a central village will in some cases be 

c hosen , the emphasi s  will be upon the central dialect . It would b e  

important t o  have any vernacular literacy materials p repared in t he 

most central dialect . The availab i l ity of p ersons who were willing 

and able to work as authors would p robably be more important than 

which village a person was from . 
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7 . 2 . 1 .  K a ma s a u  
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The central dialect includes the villages of  Tring , Wau and Kamasau . 

Wandomi and Yibab are less  prest igious as shown by their lack of edu­

cat ion , lack of intermarriage with the rest of  the vi llages in the 

group , and smaller populat ion . 

The central village within the most prest igious dialect could be 

either Kamas au or Tring in terms of population and high prest ige as 

demonstrated through intermarriage and linguis t i c  s imilarity .  However , 

Kamasau is a border village and it seems better t o  choose a village 

which is more geographically central . There fore Tring app ears to be 

the best choic e . Also the counc i l  repre sentat ive is  from Tring , and 

this might increase i t s  prest ige . 

7 . 2 . 2 . M u n i wa r a  

Mambe seems t o  be the geographically central village i n  Muniwara , 

which has only one dialect . Not only i s  this the geographic c entre 

but also the institut ional c entre . Yamben and Palpul have the large st 

populat ion s o  it may be that one of these villages i s  the t raditional 

centre of the language . Thi s would need to be confirmed . 

7 . 2 . 3 .  U r i mo 

The Urimo language seems t o  have one dialect . Kowiro i s  the centre , 

as it is centrally located on the road , has marriage ties  with most of  

the villages in the language , and has the councillor for that area . 

7 . 2 . 4 .  B u n a  

The language consists  of  northern and southern diale c t s  divided b y  

a geographical barrier of a three hour walk through sword gras s .  The 

southern dialect seems to be the most prest igious as it contains 65%  
of t h e  populat ion , is  c loser to the Marienberg mis s ion w i t h  i t s  prest ige , 

and i s  nearer the river whi ch o ffers a route of communication to the 

rest  of  the Sepik . The advent of the road from Angoram t o  Wewak could 

cause change s in prest ige in the future . 

The central village in the language appears t o  be Mansep , which i s  

centrally located within the language , and i s  a l s o  a member of the more 

prest igious dialect . It i s  one of the largest villages , has a council­

lor , and the people intermarry with most of  the other southern vil lages . 
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N O T  E S 

1 .  The survey was done by Phi l Staalson , Arden and Joy Sanders , 

members o f  the Summer Ins t i tute of Lingui s t i c s , from January 2 6  t o  

February 5 ,  19 7 7 .  

2 .  Names used for these languages are those used by D . C .  Laycock 

( 19 7 3 : 15-1 7 ) . 

3 .  There i s  danger in p lacing too much weight on lexicostat i s tical 

dat a ,  especially at the language family leve l  ( Sanders 1977 ) . However , 

typological features are much more diffi cult t o  quant i fy , so lexico­

statist ical data are being inc luded as we ll . 

4 .  This village is located in a more swampy area than the rest  of the 

village s ,  and the people have more int eraction with the Murik Lakes 

people ( Nor language family ) ,  so this might be part of the reason for 

their fee ling of being different . 

5 .  Laycock ( 19 7 3 )  clas s i fies the Bungain and Gapun languages as the 

Gapun Stock/Fami ly , in the Gapun Sub-Phylum of the Sepik Ramu Phylum . 

We would hypothesise  that it may actually belong in the Torric e l l i  

Phylum ( as a separate famil y )  o n  the bas is  of  the subj ect marking b y  

pre f i x ,  espec ially the third feminine w - prefix which i s  almost diag­

nos t i c  of the Torricelli Phylum . 

6 .  Population figure s for this paper were acquired at the Wewak 

Provincial headquarters , November 1976  figures . 

188  
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7 .  This might repre sent a typical pattern i n  Papua New Guinea where 

villages were enemies , intermarried to e st ablish peace , but continued 

to fight . 

8 .  Thi s would support the theory that when the Ndu Family came north 

they split the Torricelli Phylum ,  as Tuanumb i is west  of  the Urimo 

language . The language family could then have been forced to move 

eastward . 
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APPENVIX A 

Ba s i c  Word l i s t  

The maj ority of these items were elic ited i n  each village . The 

items listed were taken mainly from the Standard S . I . L . Wordlist , with 

changes as indicated under Methodology ( Section 1 ) . 

Nouns :  

Body Parts : 

head , lip , nose , eye , neck ( throat ) ,  belly ( out side ) ,  s kin , knee , 

ear , t ongue , toot h ,  breast , hand , foot , shoulder , e lbow , thumb , 

bone , b lood 

Anima l s : 

man , woman , bird , dog , boy , girl , baby + ,  feathe r ,  wing , p ig ,  

cassowary , wal laby , flying fox , rat , fro g ,  fish , egg , meat , fat o f  

meat , louse , crocodile , turt le 

Other nouns : 

road , stone , firewoo d ,  smoke , sago , sun , moon , star , c loud , rain , 

wate r ,  tree , leaf , grass  s kirt , s ago that c h ,  l ime , mosquito , fathe r ,  

mot her , o lder brother ( of a man ) , name , t aro , yam , banana , b e t e l  nut , 

axe , kni fe , arrow, net bag , house , earth ,  mountain , ocean , beach , 

swamp , bark ( t ree ) , seed , morning , afternoon , night , garden , green 

coconut 

Pronoun s : 

I ,  you , he , we two ( exc 1 ) , you two , they two , we ( ex c 1 ) ,  you ( p1 ) , 

they 

Numbers : 

one , two , three , four , five , ten 

1 9 0  



DEFINING THE CENTRES OF THE MARIENBERG LANGUAGE FAMILY 191  

Adj ective s :  

good , bad , long , short , heavy ( stone ) , light ( st one ) , cold ( water ) , 

hot ( water ) , old ( c lothing ) , new ( clothing ) , b l ac k ,  white , all , 

wet ( firewood) , dry ( firewood ) ,  full + ,  b i g ,  little ( small ) ,  old 

( man ) 

Adverbs : 

yesterday , tomorrow , ye s ,  no 

Verbs : 

a dog bites a man , he s it s ,  he stands , he eats sago , he sees + ,  

he come s ,  he drinks water , he sleep s , he kills , he dies , fire burns , 

a b ird flie s ,  he runs , he falls down , he hit s a dog ,  he coughs , he 

laughs , he is hungry 

Note : + indicates words which should be either e l iminat ed in future or 

made more specifi c . 

Items 174  t o  186  on the St andard S . I . L . Wordlist were gathered in 

one or two villages in each language . These items are phrases and 

sentences designed to give a s ample of the grammar . They include t ime 

words , number ( of men ) , obj e ct s ,  indirect obj ect s ,  negat ive s ,  and 

adj ectives . 
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APPENV I X  B 

Sample Soc iological Quest ionnaire and Discuss ion of Que s t ions 

Thi s  soc iological questionnaire was deve loped after a workshop on 

Language Variat ion and Survey Techniques directed by Gary Simons at 

Ukarump a ,  Eastern Highlands Province in December 19 7 6 .  At thi� t ime 

it was pointed out that soc iological information can give many c lue s 

to attitude s t owards neighbouring villages and languages ,  and probably 

int e l ligib i l ity . A negat ive attitude t owards a neighbouring village 

may mean that the people will expre s s  difficulty in understanding 

them, even if they speak a l inguis t i cally c lose dialect . 

Although there were more quest ions on the quest ionnaire than listed 

here some of them were rarely aske d ,  so wil l  not be ment ioned . Que s­

t ions will be presented in sections , with discuss ion of each set of  

que st ions following . It was found that some quest ions were not im­

portant for this area , although t hey might be for another area . 

I .  MARKETS : Where a r e  t h e  m a r k e t s  i n  t h i s  a r ea ? When a r e  t h e y  h e l d ?  

These que s t ions are des i gned t o  find out what contact t he p eop le have 

with surroundong villages , and especially language group s .  Other good 

que stions to ask would be , Wi t h  whom d i d  y o u r  a n c e s t o r s  t r a d e ?  Wha t 

d i d  t h e y  t r a d e ?  For this area t rade did not seem to be very important . 

I I . SINGSINGS : When y o u  h a v e  a s i n g s i n g  who come s ?  Do y o u  go t o  

s i n g s i n g s  i n  o t h e r  pl a c e s ?  W i t h  whom d i d  y o u r  a n c e s t or s  h a ve s i n g s i n g s ?  

W e  found it best to begin w i t h  the que s t ion of ancestors ' s ingsings 

first , as some people were reluctant to admit that they s t i l l  had s ing­

s ings . Another alternat ive would be t o  use the term ' party ' ,  as they 

may be more c ornmon now in some areas than the t raditional s ingsings . 

192 
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I I I . ENEMIES : Who were y o u r  a n c e s t o r s ' s  en emi e s ? 

Here it is important t o  stress ' ancestors ' so that the person does 

not feel defensive about their pre sent at titudes toward their ' ances­

tors ' enemies ' .  Men are more likely t o  give a response to this que s t i on 

than women . 

IV . SCHOOL : Where do y o u r  c h i l d r en go to s c h oo l ? H o w  man y go from 

t h i s  v i l l a g e ?  H o w  many years do they go t o  scho o l ? 

The se questions are designed to evaluate the educat ional level of  

the people . They are an indicat ion of out s ide contact and initiative . 

If there are people with higher educat ion these will be mentioned 

proudly by t hem . 

V .  GEOGRAPHIC : wha t a r e  t h e  t h r e e  c l o s e s t  v i l l a g e s ? H o w  l on g  a wa l k  

i s  i t  t o  t h e s e ?  

These were collected to compare distances according t o  t h e  map with 

attitudes about distance . A friendly neighbouring village will be 

c ons idered t o  be ' c lose ' regardless of  the distance . On the other hand , 

enemies will b e  a ' long ' distance despite p o s s ible geographic proximity . 

VI . MARRIAGE : ( 1 ) W h e r e  w e r e  y o u  born ? Where wa s y o u r  spo u s e /mo t h er /  

fa t h er born ? ( 2 )  F r om w h e r e  do t h e  m e n  h e r e  g e t  t h e i r  wi v e s ? H o w  ma n y  

h a v e  come from e a c h  o f  t h e s e  pl a c e s ?  ( 3 ) Where do t h e  women i n  t h i s 

v i l l a ge go a s  wi v e s ? How m a n y  h a v e  gone to e a c h  of t h e s e  v i l l a ge s ?  

The first two quest ions were int ended as census type dat a ,  to find 

out from one or more persons specifi c  information . Somet imes this 

shows up int erest ing relat ionships with other villages which are not 

ment ioned in que s t ion sets  two or t hree . These questions show up 

patterns of exchange of wives : what the dire c t ion of flow i s ,  by an 

indicat ion of re lat ive numbers . For example , in the village of Tring , 

ten wive s were said t o  come from Wau and none went there . 

VI I .  SOCIOLINGUISTICS : Wh a t  i s  t h e  n a me of y o u r  l a n g u a g e ?  Who ( wh i ch 

vi l l a g e s )  s p e a k  t h i s l a n g u a ge ? Who spe a k s  a l i t t l e  d i fferen t l y ?  A r e  

y o u  a b l e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  a n d  r e p l y ?  Wha t o t h e r  l a n g u a g e s  a r e  a r o u n d  

h e r e ?  A r e  y o u  a b l e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e s e ?  If so - a r e  y o u  a b l e t o  r epl y ?  

The focus here i s  t o  determine whom they consider s peak exac t ly the 

same as themselves , and whom they consider speak somewhat di fferent ly . 

We found that when we asked in the first vil lage of a language , we got 

a rather general response . But once we had asked que s t ions in a coup le 

o f  village s ,  we seemed t o  get more specifi c  information . Generally we 
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found concurrence between villages as t o  who spoke exact ly the same , 

who spoke somewhat di fferent ly , and who spoke very different ly . The 

village o f  Mandi was the only one in which different people said that 

the vi llage belonged to different languages .  This may be because the 

village i s  a mixture of two languages living t ogether . 

I f  the people did not vo lunteer other languages that were around 

t hem, we suggested nearby villages which we thought might be a dif­

ferent language . We found it best to ask men quest ions about other 

languages ,  and especially i f  they can understand them , as they are 

more likely to have out side contact than woman . This can give an idea 

of the prest igious language , i f  there is a large amount of b i l ingual i sm 

in one direct ion . We found c laim t o  mut ual understanding in both 

dire c t i ons by some villages where women from different languages had 

intermarried . 

There are some questions which we did not ask regularly , but which 

could be helpful : 

1 .  Wha t  v i l l a g e s  a r e  i n c l u d ed i n  t h e  l oc a l  c o u n c i l ?  Where i s  t h e  

c o u n c i l  l oc a t ed ?  

This gives an idea o f  the structure o f  the local government , and 

which villages may have more prestige by having the presence of the 

counc i l . 

2. W h e r e  d i d  y o u r  a n c e s t o r s  come from? Where d i d  t h e  peopl e i n  t h i s  

v i l l a g e  come from o r i g i n a l l y ?  

We found that there were p laces where people j ust t o ld u s  where 

the village had come from, and this was help ful in checking hypotheses 

about historical migrat ions . The lexicostat i s t i c s  usually confirmed 

their origin story , so we feel it would be valuable to inc lude these 

queries more systemat ically . 

3 .  Where a r e  y o u r  ga r d en s ?  

Thi s  que stion would confirm data c o l lected i n  number two above , as 

a recent movement of a vil lage to a new s ite could mean that their 

gardens are quite a distance . This i s  the case with Yaugiba who moved 

onto Kamasau land aft er World War II . Their gardens are s t i l l  located 

near Namareb , their ancestral location . 
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Typo l o g i c a l  Features - Ac tor Pronoun s and Verb Prefixes 

Buna 

Bungain 

Kamasau 

Mandi 

Muniwara 

Elepi 

Urimo 

Actor Pronouns 

s ingular dual plural 

n a  n a  n am ( b u )  
n o  n u  n u ( m )  
d i n  n u n  n u n  
u n  i n  i n  

n a  n a ( w e )  n a ( y t p ) 
n u  n u  ( w i )  n u ( y i p ) 
n i m i  ( ye )  m i { y i p ) 
w i  

I)e  belt i 
n u  n u  
n i n i 
n i n i 

n a k  n a u  nam  
nok  n u  nom  
n a  ( k ) rna m a k  
wo ( k ) ko kok  

n a k  n a  n a m  
n o k  n u  n o m  
n a  ma n m a k  
( k ) wo kwo kwo 

n a  
n u  

y i t bem 
n u  n u  
n i n i 
n i n i 
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1 
2 
3masc 
3 fem 

1 
2 
3masc 
3 fem 

1 
2 
3masc 
3fem 

1 
2 
3masc 
3fem 

1 
2 
3masc 
3fem 

1 
2 
3masc 
3fem 

1 
2 
3masc 
3fem 

Verb Prefixes 

s ingular dual plural 

k- b- b-
kw- kw- kw-
n - m- m-
k/w- k- k-

k- b- p -
y / kw - w- w-
n - m- m-
w- 5 - 5 -

k - p - p -
y / kw - w- w-
n- m - m -
w - r - r -

n -
w -

;, m - p -
;, m- p-
n - m- m-
w- k- k-

n - b - b -
;, m - m -
n - m -
w - w - w -

k - p -
k - w - w -
n - m- m -
w - r - r -
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