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Developing an orthography for 
Onya Darat (western Borneo)

Practical and theoretical considerations 

URI TADMOR

Abstract
Onya Darat is a language spoken, with great dialectal variation, in the interior 
of western Borneo.  It is the southernmost member of Land Dayak, a branch 
of the Austronesian language family. This article reports on the development 
of a writing system for Onya Darat.  In addition to five vowels and 19 simple 
consonants, Onya Darat also exhibits three series of complex oral-nasal 
segments: prenasalized oral stops, preoralized nasals, and postoralized nasals. 
An analysis of the Onya Darat sound system reveals that of these three series 
only postoralized nasals are distinctive and therefore need to be represented 
in the writing system.  The proposed orthography, developed with the aid of 
native speakers, represents all and only the phonemes of Onya Darat without 
resorting to diacritics or special characters. 
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1 Orthography development1

Developing an orthography or writing system for a language is rather 
different from developing a systematic transcription. A transcription - whether 
phonemic or phonetic, narrow or wide - is aimed first and foremost at serving 

1 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the International Conference on 
Minority Languages, Central University for Nationalities, Beijing, 23-26 November 2007.  I am 
grateful to Ardy Suhardi and to the people of Balai Berkuak without whose help and generosity 
this paper would not be possible.
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