
OBSERVATIONS ON TYPOLOGICAL EVOLUTION IN INDONESIAN LANGUAGES 

NATALIA ALlEVA 

1 .  The pres ent ob servat ions deal with the language struc tures expres ­
s ing s ubj e c t , obj ec t  and attribut ive re lations ; a s  the comparison o f  
these s t ructures makes the e s s ence o f  synt act ical typology , this paper 
c an be cons idered to deal with th� prob lems of s yntac tical typo logy . 

Thi s  view on the es s ence of syntact ical typology is based on I . I .  
Mes chaninov ' s  concepts o f  the variou s  type s of language s truc ture , 
thes e  types being :  the nominat ive type , the ergative type , and the 
pos s ess ive type . I must stres s that the s t udy o f  the poss es s ive type 
is  important , not only for the c orrect int erpretation of c ontemporary 
language systems , but especially for the s t udy of the e volut ion of 
language types . 

It has already b een st ated in the literature , that the anc ient 
pos s e s s ive struc tures in s ome instance s  might have b een recognised as 
s ource s  for the nominat ive and ergative struc t ures of the modern lan­
guages .  I hope t o  show b elow that the typical s tructures of modern IN 
language s have als o developed from the pos s e s s ive s truc tures . I am 
not the first to s tate thi s ,  but I wish to att rac t at t enti on to this 
fac t  again and to give more argument s in s upport .. 

2 .  The I N  languages are ab s olutely deprived of c as e  forms in the nouns ; 

the sub j e c t  and obj ec t  re lations b etween verb and noun are rendered b y : 

a )  verb morphology ( affixes of trans i t ivity and vOice , incorporated 
pronoun forms marking subj e c t  or obj ec t ) ;  

b )  synsemant i c  words* ( s ynt ac tical part i c l e s  marking s ub j ect and 
obj ect re lat ions b etween verb and noun ) ; 

c )  word-order ; 
d )  different subordinate and ab s o lute forms in pers onal pronouns . 

* 
auxiliary words 
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Method "d"  is  the mos t  general one in I N  languages . The synthetic 

( "a " ) and the analytic ( "b "  and " c " )  methods have different weight in 

different languages .  

3 .  Verb and noun as cat e gories in the IN l anguages are very near to 

e ach other - even to the impo s s ib il ity of distinguishing t hem otherwise 

than in a concrete s entence . This s imilarity exists  despite the 
apparent differentiation of the s e  cate gorie s  by paradigms of verb al 
forms rendering s yntact ical relations . Among Soviet authors L .  Shkarban 
has c learly shown this feature in her works on Tagalog grammar , while 
A . P .  Pavlenko has made s ome int eres ting observat ions on the basis of  
Indone s ian and Sundanese language material . 

I t  s eems obvious to me that s uch interrelation of the verb and noun 
in IN languages is determined by the IN pronoun system;  in many lan­
guages the s ame forms of personal pronouns which s erve to expre s s  the 
po ss essor ( the s ubj e c t  of pos ses s i on )  in the noun group , are used with 
the verb to render the sub j ect of act ion . 

4 .  In t he c as e  of root-words with verbal meaning the two kinds of 

construc t ion may not be di fferent iat ed ; these are the s tructure s c on­
t aining the r e lations ( a )  ' the action - the subj e c t  of action ' and 
( b ) ' the posses sed obj ec t  - the sub j e c t  of pos s e s s ion ( the po s s e s sor ) ' .  

Example s : 

Malay : d a t a n g n y a  = d a t a n g  ' to come ' + n y a  ' hi s ,  h er ' ,  short pos s e s s ive 
form of the pronoun , 3rd pers o n ;  cf . r uma h n y a  = r um a h  'hous e ' + n y a  
( ib id . ) • 

Tagalog : s a b i  mo ,. s a b i ' to say,  t he s aid word ' + mo 'y our ' ,  short 
form o f  the pos s e s s ive pronoun ,  2nd pers on ; cf . b a h a y  mo = b a h a y  ' house ' 

+ mo ( ib id . ) .  

Bugis : t e amu  ,. t e a  ' to b e  no t wanting ' + m u  'you,  your ' ,  short pronoun, 
2nd person ; cf . bo l a mu ,. b o l a  ' house ' + m u  ( ib id . ) .  

5 . 1 . When analys ing derived verbal forms with differ ent voi c e  meanings 
we can again trace the connec tion with pos s e s s ive constructi ons of  the 
nou n ,  b ut this connection is of  a different character for the pas s ive 
and the non-pas s ive verbal forms . 

Tagalog ( with o ther Phil ippine languages ) i s  most  relevant in this 
res pe c t ;  with the affixed and affixed-reduplicated forms of the passive 
voice the actor is expr e s s ed in each case by the s ame means as t he 
pos se s s or ;  these means are the full and short forms of pos s e s s ive 
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pronouns and t h e  s yntac tic al markers n g , n i na ( the last two b e i ng used 
when the actor is expre s s ed b y  a nou n ,  and not a pronoun ) . Examples :  

( a ) P i n u p u n i t  mo a n g  p a pe l ko 'you are tearing my pape r ' 
( b ) A n g  i yo n g  p i n u p u n i t  a n g  p a p e l  ko 'wha t you are t earing i8 my paper ' 

( c ) P i n u p un i t  n g  b a t a  a n g  p a p e l ko ' th e  chi �d i8 t e aring my paper ' 

a n g  p a pe l ko 'my pap e r ' ;  p i n u p u n l t  'i8  b eing torn ' ;  mo and i yo n g  'your ' ;  

n g  b a t a ' of a c hi �d ' ;  n g  i s  a marker of p o s s e s s ion , c f .  p a y o n g  n g  b a t a 

'a c hi �d ' s  umbre � �a ' .  

5 . 2 .  In s ome I N  languages a number of pas s i ve verb al forms are made 

with the help of prefixes coinc iding with the prepos itions of place or 
direc tion ; for such forms the parallelism with the ' preposit ion-noun ' 
cons truc t i ons can easi ly b e  s e e n ,  for example : 

Malay : d i d e n g a r  ' to be heard ' ,  d i d e n g a r - n y a  ' to be heard by him ( her) ' ;  

cf . d i r um a h  'in house ' ,  d i r u ma h n y a  'in  h i8 hous e ' .  

Sunda : d i ha ka n  'to  be  e a ten ' ,  d i pe g a t ' to b e  gra8p e d ' ;  c f . d i  i ma h  'in  
h o u 8 e ' ,  d i i ma h n a  'in  his hou8e ' .  

Exactly the same phenomenon t akes place in the Bugis language ( which 
is  not at all c los ely related to Malay ) ; the morpheme r i  s erves as 
prefix of the pass ive voice and als o  as prepos it i on of place . This 
also takes place in o ther languages . 

In Sundanese and Baline s e  there is a prefix ka , building pass ive 
and medial verbal forms and at the s ame t ime there is  a prepo s it ion of 
dire ction ka , for example : 

Sunda : k a t i p u ' to be de ceive d ' ,  ka kebon  ' t o  the garden ' .  

Bali : k a p i s i n g g i h  ' to b e  g � o rifi e d ' ,  ka  p a k e n c a n  ' to the court ' .  

5 . 3 .  Such phenomena o f  t he b i func tional charac t er of the morphemes d i ,  
r i ,  and ka  t e s t ify t o  the c lo s e  connection b e tween verb and noun and , 
in s ome instance s , t o  the conne c t ion b e tween the verbal morphology and 
the noun pos se s s ive construct ions . Similar fac t s  r egarding the b i­
funct ional nature of s ynsemant ic morphemes added t o  the parallelism 
b e tween noun pos s e s s ive cons tructions and verbal pas s ive forms oc cur 
in s ome other cognate languages in connection with other syns emant ic 

morpheme s . 
The versatile and widespread character of this phenomenon which 

therefore b elongs to the indigenous s tructures of the nuclear grammatical 
system o f  I N  language s makes it  pos s ib l e  to pos tulate the evolut ion of 
the IN verbal pass ive forms from the noun pos se s s ive construction . 
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6 . 1 .  For the verbal forms with non-passive meanings ( i . e .  active , 

media l , intrans it ive ) the connect ion with the cat egory of pos s e s s ivity 

can also be  t raced , but in quite another way . In all des cript ions of  

I N  languages known to me , types  of word-building by affixation are 

found with a s emant ic component of pos s es sion . This  s eman t ic component 

of pos s e s s ion should be understood as a s emant ic field compri sing the 

primary meaning ' to hav e ,  to p o s s es s ' and some s e condary meanings as 

' to produce i t ,  to acquire i t, to become i t ,  t o  be cons i dered as that ' 

( ' i t ' ,  ' that ' is the not ion rendered b y  the root morpheme ) .  

In a concrete derivative verb the s emant ic component of pos s e s s ion 

can be represent ed b y  its primary meaning 'to have, to p o s s e s s ' or by 
one of the above-ment ioned s econdary meanings ( this is  determined by 
the grammat ical form and the meaning of a concrete word ) . 

6 . 2 .  In verb s derived from SUbstantive root-morphemes ,  this s emantic 
component can b e  represent ed by two meanings : the primary one , and one 
of the s econdary meanings ; s o , the verb al prefix , j oined to a morpheme 

meaning ' chi ld ' , produces in many IN languages verb s with meanings ' to 
have a chi ld ( chi ldren ) ' , ' to give b i rth to a chi ld ' .  

6 . 3 .  I f  the s ame prefixes are j o ined to the morphemes w i th verbal 
meaning , t hen the derivat ive verb s have different sec ondary s emant ic 
c omponent s whi ch are yet  not in contrad i c t ion with the pr imary meaning 
of pos s e s s ion . 

6 . 4 .  In different IN languages the morpheme ma - and it s variant s m e - , 

ma N - ,  m e N - , m - , ma r - , ma g - , b a - , b e - , b a r - ,  b e r - , etc . ,  prevail as 

prefixes produc ing s uch non-pas s ive verb forms as were referred to 
above . 

A lthough the main inventory of syns emant ic morphemes in IN language s 
was formed rather long ago and remained relat ively uniform and stab le , 
it s hould not prevent us from s earching for pos s ib l e  genetic  relations 
of  the s ynsemant ic morphemes , in part i cular of affixes , to the root 

morphemes . It s eems quite natural to compare the above-ment ioned 
prefixes with the words meaning ' to have,  to p o s s ess ' .  

The first correspondence which always s eemed striking to me is  the 

Tagalog verb may ' to have ' ,  which also c ome s as a non-s emant ic morpheme 
in units of the kind may - s a k i t  'sick ' ,  from s a k i t  'i l lness ' .  

The s e c ond coincidence which may prove to b e  a correspondence was 
found by me in an Old Malay text . That is  the morpheme ma in the 
ins cript ion ' Minye Tuj oh ' ( of the 1 4 th century , in t he region of Aceh ) . 
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Ha is used there not a s  a prefix but a s  a word at t h e  end of a verse 
line and it rhymes . Here is  t he trans lit erat ion of the two lines with 

word-by-word translation acc ording t o  Stutterheim :  

( B l )  g u t r a  b h a ( r u )  b h a s a ( n g )  m p u  h a k  k a d a h  p a s e  ma 
h o u s e  Bharub ha have ri ght Kedah Pasai having 

( B 2 ) t a r u k k  ( ya )  t a s i h  t a n a h  s a m u h a  
sprout water earth a l l  

It say s  about ' the  Queen of t h e  Fai th Varda ( ? ) Rahma t t a l l ah /from/ 
the Hou s e  Bharu b ha ( ? )  whi ch has righ ts on Kadah and Pas e ,  having 
sprouts . .  , a l l over the w o r l d ' .  

Aft er Marrison ' s  art ic l e  ma is  usually t ranslat ed as 'w i t h ,  together 

wi th ' ( which also is  no t an affix ) .  In my opinion ma here take s the 
pos i t i on of a verb b efore a noun-obj ec t  t a r u k  ( or - acc ording to 
Marrison - b e fore homogeneous noun-obj e c t s ) .  

Therefore the syntactical struc ture of this s e gment of the text 
rather promp t s  one to trans late this ma by the verb ' h a v e ,  p o s s e s s ' 
e ither in predicative or in attributive func t ion . If ma and t a r u k  
hadn ' t  b een placed in different lines such a pair o f  morphemes would 
have b een very s imil ar t o  a prefixed verb . 

6 . 5 .  In this context it is interest ing t o  ment ion als o , b ut without 

drawing any definite conclus ions , that in s ome Mon-Khmer languages 
there are verb s b eginning with m- in the meanings of ' to hav e ,  to b e  

pre se n t ,  t o  be  ab l e  to ' ; these are : 

Modern Khmer : m E a n . 
Old Khmer : ma n .  
Spoken Mon : ma n ,  
Sre :  m a n . 

6 . 6 .  C onc luding this part of my paper I c an s ay with s ome confidence 
that a historic relationship can be traced from the affixal patt erns 
of the pas s ive and act ive verb s to the category of possess ion in gen­
eral and t o  noun pos s e s s ive constructions in part icular . 

7 .  In order to comple te the picture I would like to note the fol lowing 
fact . In many IN languages there are trans it ive verb construct ions of  
the ergative type with the nuc l e ar conj ugat ed ( personal ) verb -form . 
Such a verb-form cons is t s  ( 1 )  of a pronoun morpheme b elonging to a non­
pos s e s s ive s eries  and ( 2 ) of a verb -b as e without any of the ment ioned 
voice prefixes . In s uch forms the o ther way of verb -building may have 
materialised - the pure syntactical way , from the predi c at ive group . 
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8 .  Thes e different ways o f  evolut ion and formation of the verb category 
in IN languages are, so to s ay , very well ' se cured ' by the richne s s  of 
the pronoun system of IN languages . Many of them have three , or four , 

or five rows of personal pronoun forms , full and short , prepos i t ive 
and postpo s i t i v e ,  func t ioning as sub j ect , obj e c t  or pos s e s s ive attri­
but e markers ( s ee  Haaksma 1 9 3 3 ) . 

9 .  In s ome c as e s  the plain verbal patt erns used here are not r.uc lear 
and widespread s truc tures in the modern languages ( as Malay : t a n y a k u , 

d a t a n g m u ; Tagalog : � a y - s a k i t ) .  Such forms in a modern language system 
are peripheral rather than nuclear , but they can prove to b e  rudiment s 
of former systems and the res earcher must not abandon them . 

The patt erns used here pre s ent int erest ing mater ial for inves t iga­
tion of the inherent proces s e s  of verb-build ing in IN languages - from 
the plain diffus e word to which the verb -noun differentiation cannot 
be attributed , through pos s e s s ive and predicat ive syntac t ical groups , 
t o  the plain and then - to the more compl icated affixal verb patterns 
and to the v erb-noun different iat ions . 
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