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Editors’ Note 
 

This international seminar on Language Maintenance and Shift II is a continuation of the previous 

international seminar with the same theme conducted by the Master Program in Linguistics, Diponegoro 

University in July 2011. We do hope that the seminar with this theme can become a yearly program of the 

Master Program in Linguistics, Diponegoro University, as we see that this topic still needs our serious 

attention due to the inevitable impact of globalization on the life of indigenous languages. 

 

We would like to thank the seminar committee for putting together the seminar that gave rise to this 

collection of papers. Thanks also go to the head and secretary of the Master Program in Linguistics 

Diponegoro University, without whom the seminar would not have been possible. 

 

The table of contents lists all the papers presented at the seminar. The first five papers are those presented 

by invited keynote speakers. They are Prof. Dr. Hanna (Balai Bahasa Provinsi Sulawesi Tenggara, 

Indonesia), Prof. Dr. Bambang Kaswanti Purwo (Atma Jaya Catholic University, Indonesia), Dr. 

Sugiyono (Language Center, Indonesia), Peter Suwarno, Ph.D (Arizona State University), and Herudjati 

Purwoko, Ph.D (Diponegoro University).   

 
In terms of the topic areas, there are 33 papers on language maintenance, 24 papers on language learning, 

19 paper on sociolinguistics, 15 paper on pragmatics, 8 papers on discourse analysis, 8 paper on 

morphology, 2 papers on syntax, 2 papers on translation, 1 papers on psycholinguistics, 1 papers on 

phonology, and 1 papers on semantics.  
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Universitas Sarjanawiyata Tamansiswa Yogyakarta 

hazekpras@yahoo.com 

 

Abstract 

By the end of this century, according to Unesco, more than 3000 languages people in 

various parts of the world use for communications today will disappear. In Indonesia, 

Unesco notes that 137 local languages are in the state of endangeredment. The causes for 

such a cultural change are varied from geographical to political, from sociological to 

linguistic, and from philosophical to pragmatic. An important aspect of the extinction of a 

language is the disappearance of certain philosophical and cultural values contained in the 

language expressions which are very relevant with the dynamics of the society needing more 

effective instruments for maintaining its identity against globalization values. 

 With all the background in mind, this paper tries to investigate a number of steps a 

multilingual country like Indonesia could possibly take to enhance the preservation of 

indigenous languages by researching their philosophical and cultural values and 

formulating policies for future action plans. The basic assumption is that in every language 

there are living values the speakers believe and maintain from time to time. However, time 

changes and the language changes, too, to cope with, among other things, newer values 

coming from outside and the need to be accepted in wider communities. In the process of 

exchanging linguistic and cultural phenomena domination and submission take place as a 

consequence. Therefore, dominating languages would place a certain language as a receiver 

of the exchange and this is where the state of endangeredment begins. In cooperation with 

international organizations like Unesco and local universities the government must take an 

initial plan to maintain the submitting language from further unexpected situations. 

 The big number of Indonesian endangered local languages necessitates attentions 

from the central government to make a national campaign for preserving indigenous 

languages thorugh a more intregrated national cultural strategy. This must be the first test 

case for the combination of educational and cultural affairs under a new ministerial roof. 

 

Introduction 

The estimation that “if  nothing is done, half of 6000 plus languages spoken today will disappear by the 

end of this century” (Unesco) should be a serious warning for those who are concerned with the 

preservation of human civilizations belonging to various peoples that have developed sophisticated 

cultures through centuries. The disappearance of those languages, mostly vernaculars, would mean the 

loss of priceless human historic records and achievements in which local wisdoms are taught and learnt 

from generation to generation.48 Such a happening is mainly due to the fact that nothing remains the same 

over times.  

Human beings change because they are dynamic. Consequently, cultures change. Languages are 

parts of cultures: when cultures change, so do languages, or vice versa.  Of course, there are major and 

minor reasons why those things change. As to languages,  major changes “often occur in response to 

                                                           
47 Presented at  International Seminar on  Language Maintenance and Shift II, Diponegoro University, 

Semarang, July 5-6, 2012.  
48 There are three important reasons why people must be concerned with the preservation of those 

endangered languages. They are “1) The enormous variety of these languages represents a vast, largely 

unmapped terrain on which linguists, cognitive scientists and philosophers can chart the full 

capabilities—and limits—of the human mind; 2) Each endangered language embodies unique local 

knowledge of the cultures and natural systems in the region in which it is spoken; and 3) These languages 

are among our few sources of evidence for understanding human history” (Malone). 
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social, economic and political pressures” (Nicole Mahoney). This explains why almost half of the world’s 

languages are in danger during the globalization era following the end of a long and tiring tension 

between two opposing powers –the West and the East- in the Cold War context. In this globalization era, 

there is an epicentrum of a new universal culture spreading its values all over the world through any 

possible means including “social, economic and political pressures.” Most countries are placed in the 

peripherals of the new culture. The recent political changes in middle-eastern countries like Egypt and 

Libya are good examples of what would happen to their local languages in near future because the 

adoption of a more democratic system of governments in those countries brings also new cultural values 

and  linguistic aspects. In such a situation, significant changes might take place and in the long run 

endanger their vernaculars because of culutral assimilations happening in line with the more open and 

transparent governments which provide more opportunities for the people to participate in various socio-

political roles which are mostly accessed through both printed and electronic mass media. The language 

of the mass media has a very significant role in the process of such a linguistic transition.  

Minor changes to languages have something to do with culutral adaptations, especially those 

related to the efforts of the local languages to cope with new technologies and all their cultural aspects. 

Such cultural borrowings are always accompanied by technical terms which are not available in the local 

languages. Therefore, the addition of foreign aspects into those languages is inevitable. In this kind of 

situation, the use of the local languages is not endangered because there is nothing threatening in any 

aspect of the local people’s lives except the need for adapting their local languages to recent technological 

progresses and developments. 

 
Language extinction and its causes 

Language extinction is a very serious cultural case49. It is not only a loss in a particular cultural richness, 

but it is also a discontinuation of a civilized community which has participated in shaping the universal 

culture of human beings. Therefore, to prevent more languages from disappearing, it is important to do 

researches to clarify and confirm the assumptions of the possible causes of such a language extinction as 

follows: 

1. Geographical : when a community lives in an exclusively remote area not accessible to external 

parties, while its younger and more educated generations choose to stay where they are educated, get 

jobs and submit themselves into new cultures, it is very probable that the community “vanishes” with 

all its linguistic and cultural aspects. 

2. Political : when a linguistic community, due to political affiliations or transformations, is to adopt 

foreign cultural and linguistic values, it is very probable that the language is formally under political 

pressures and its use is minimized or banned. 

3. Sociological : when social mobilitiy instruments like formal education and job opportunities tend to 

be modernized and traditional values tend to be reduced into occasional ceremonies, local languages 

lose their basic stands for the people to use. 

4. Linguistic : a close encounter to foreign languages brought about to the indigenous languages 

through exchanges of people moving from and into the community, mass media communications, 

and technological apparatuses intensify vocabulary borrowings and grammatical adjustments. If 

nothing is done to manage such a linguistic transaction, in the long run the role of the indigenous 

languages diminishes in the context of both internal and external communications. 

5. Philosophical : the widespread of the new values of globalization50 through various social, economic 

and political means implement younger generations of almost all nations with philosophical values 

different from their older members. This, in addition to the rapid nature of technological and 

communication changes, shape a globalizing philosophy which puts also a pressure on local 

languages from developing naturally as they were before. 

6. Cultural : because of globalization, all the aspects of cultural life experience changes especially in 

the way how people communicate through languages, arts, family ties, and traditions. This gives a 

very serious impact on indigenous languages as the most immediate counterpart of the globalization 

process. 

                                                           
49 In terms of oral languages, the effects of a language extinsion is much more serious. “When an oral 

language is lost, it takes with it all the knowledge that the people possessed. When the last speaker dies, 

there is likely to be no trace at all of their existence” (Riza). 
50 There seems to be a comparatively reasonable correlation between the “increase” in globalization 

activites and the loss in human languages (Malone). 



International Seminar “Language Maintenance and Shift II” July 5-6, 2012 

425 

Research findings in those areas of investigation would be very useful in determining how extensive is 

the endangerment of an indigenous language. In turn, the scale of endangerment is used to manage the 

possible policies that both government and society can be involved in successfully. 

 

Indonesian cases of endangered languages 

There are forty three biggest  local languages in Indonesia spoken by more than 200 thousand 

people and seventeen of them are spoken by more than one million.51 From the total number of 

Indonesian indigenous languages, 746 at present52, such a list of biggest local languages signals a fact that 

there are still more local languages spoken by less than 200 thousand people. At the top position of these 

languages is Javanese with 84.3 million speakers in 2000, but this is not to say that the language has no 

problem with its future. The most serious problem with all the biggest local languages is the domination 

of Bahasa Indonesia as lingua franca which is formally taught from kindergartens to colleges, while the 

indigenous languages are taught as local contents from elementary to high schools.53 As a result, more 

and more younger people cannot learn the local languages sufficiently and thus they cannot use the 

languages properly. In addition, a recent trend of teaching English language to toddlers and kindergarten 

students becomes another serious obstacle for fostering the vernacular linguistic base among children. 

Therefore, 137 of 746 local languages in Indonesia are in danger of disappearing and most of the 

endangered indigenous languages are found in eastern parts of the country in which infrastructure and 

suprastructure are another problem needing more attentions from concerned parties (Unesco). 

 Numerous studies and documentaions of indigenous languages have been made by both 

Indonesian and foreign experts. Taber (1993) made a very thorough investigation of the vernaculars in 

Southwestern Maluku. Soriente and Inagaki (2012) investigated Kalimantan languages very carefully. 

Such studies and other documentation efforts help much in mapping the vernaculars for future 

conservation. However, more comprehensive and detailed investigations on philosophical and cultural 

contents of each of the local languages need to be done in order to prepare a solid base for future 

conservation and development plans. All the results of the investigations are formulated into national 

grand strategies to anticipate the speed of globalization increases that in all respects influences the ways 

how local people are exposed to external cultural aspects and values. Cooperations with international 

institutions or organizations like Unesco are also needed, in this case as parts of the strategies. The sooner 

the grand strategies are set up and implemented, the better it will be for the conservation of endangered 

indigenous languages. 

  

A More Integrated National Cultural Strategy 

The need for a more integrated national cultural strategy stems from the fact that, as Leavitt (47) 

puts it, “the characteristics of one’s language can affect other aspects of life and must be taken into 

account.” The language that people use through mass media as a means of globalization campaigns has 

avery significant impact on the audience including local people who are supposed to maintain their 

indigenous language. They learn more from the mass  media in coping with modern developments of life, 

therefore they are very vulnerable to external language exposures which to some extent bring unexpected 

changes to the local language. If such kind of linguistic borrowings is not anticipated and managed very 

carefully for the sake of national cultural and philosophical heritages contained in endangered indigenous 

languages, this nation would lose its basic assumptions of national identities. 

Indonesia is blessed for its richness and diversity in local wisdoms in the forms of philosophical 

and cultural values. The “increase” in globalization activities threatens those values, therefore, Indonesian 

people and government cannot leave the conservation of endangered indigenous languages to “market 

                                                           
51 Lewis lists Indonesian vernaculars from Javanese with more than eighty million speakers to Ambonese 

Malay which is spoken by approximately 200 thousand people to some local languages spoken by not 

more than five persons. The source of information he uses in listing the indigenous languagesranges from 

surveys done in 1982 to the latest cencus of 2010. 
52 Formal records of Education and Culture Ministry show that out of 746 local languages 10 of which 

have disappeared, 30 languages are spoken by less than 40000 people (“potential of disappearing”), 

fifteen of which is spoken by not more than 1000 people (Sugiharto). 
53 Lauder (qtd. in Riza 114) claims that “there is evidence from census data over three decades that the 

growth in the numbers of speakers of Indonesian is reducing the numbers of speakers of the indigenous 

languages.” 
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mechanism” in which “free fight competition” is its way of life. The reunion of education and culture in 

one ministry gives a new hope for a more strategic national development in both fields. Therefore, a 

national cultural strategy can be embedded into the national education system. A parallel strategy of 

culture and education development plans in the context of preserving endangered indigenous languages is 

as follows : 

 

 

In the first level of the strategy, there should be a meeting of mind between those who are in charge in 

both education and culture developments at national levels to set up a synergy in planning their long-term 

goals. This level of strategy is very important because national budget for funding operational 

implementations is decided. In the second level, synchronizations between themes of national cultural 

strategy and vision and missions of education national system are arranged the ouputs of which are 

national contexts for researching (endangered) indigenous languages and national curriculum which is 

especially designed for preserving core values of national identities. In the third level, interactive 

coordinations among indigenous languages, local content curriculum, local wisdoms and cultural aspects 

contained in the indigenous langugaes to be conserved under certain formulation. The implementation of 

the parallel strategy begins with pilot projects in chosen areas and the following step is empowerment and 

development. 

Conclusion 

Due to urgency in setting up a more intregrated national cultural strategy in relation with the significant 

number of endangered indigenous languages (137 of 746 vernaculars or 18.36%) it is high time for the 

ministry of education and culture, especially vice minister of culture, to work hard synchronizing 

development strategies at national levels to be implemented with sufficient funds, human resources, and 

qualified research findings. The combination between these three aspects is very important in anticipating 

worsening situations that might happen to the endangered local languages because of the rapid “increase” 

in globalization.  
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