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Enggano:
State of the art

• Enggano is an endangered language spoken on 

Enggano Island, Indonesia

• It has for a long time gained a reputation as an 

“aberrant” language in the western Indonesian area 

and in the Austronesian context:

• Much of its vocabulary cannot be traced back to Proto-Malayo-

Polynesian (PMP)

• displays quite unusual sound changes

• e.g. PMP *anak > OEngg. e-ara > MEngg. iar ‘child’

• e.g. PMP *taliŋa > OEngg. e-kadiha > MEngg. karih ‘ear’

• e.g. PMP *lima > OEngg. ʔadiba~ʔalima > MEngg. arib ‘five’
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Classification of 
Enggano

• The history of the classification of Enggano has taken as 

many turns as its phonological history (cf. Krauße 2021)

• In the first detailed collection of Enggano vocabulary and 

texts, Helfrich (1916) did not comment on the genetic 

affiliation of Enggano

• Lafeber (1922) identified several regular sound 

correspondences in words and affixes in Enggano and 

other Malayo-Polynesian (MP) languages, concluding that 

Enggano is an MP language.

• For Kähler (1942/45), who collected a large amount of 

Enggano field data in the late 1930s, the MP classification 

was an established fact, but he considered Enggano

“mixed” from Philippine-Sulawesi and Simalur (all MP)

• Kähler’s dictionary (1987) contains PMP reconstructions 

for some Enggano lexemes
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Classification of 
Enggano

• Doubts about the AN status of Enggano were raised by 
Capell (1982:6), based on typology and lexicon:

• Enggano is a “remnant of these pre-Indonesian languages, which does 
indeed have Indonesian loanwords, but which remains non-
Austronesian.”

• Nothofer (1986) presented a number of sound 
correspondences between Enggano and other Barrier 
Islands languages

• Crowley (n.d., p. 57) provides a sketch grammar of Enggano
and states that “Enggano syntactic patterns very close to 
those reconstructed for proto-Austronesian”

• Capell’s (1982) doubts were echoed by Blench (2014) 
without sound arguments

• In spite of the fact that Capell’s and Blench’s evaluation was 
based on many flawed assessments about cognacy (or lack 
thereof), it has been – and as of now still is – accepted by the 
editors of Ethnologue (but not in Glottolog)
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Classification of 
Enggano

• Recent research has put these doubts to a final rest 
(Edwards 2015, Smith 2017; 2020, Nothofer 2021; Billings & 
McDonnell 2022)

• Currently 179 established PMP reconstructions for Enggano
(work in progress)

• While the possibility of a non-Austronesian lexical stratum 
from an unknown source remains, the lexical and 
morphological core of Enggano is firmly Austronesian

• But how can we explain that Enggano has been viewed as so 
“aberrant”?

• We take a look at the lexical material since the 19th century.

• Reasons:

• Obvious mistakes in the wordlists

• Reinterpretation of the spoken word

• Taboo vocabulary or semantic shift

• Other reasons not covered by our presentation:

• Many dialects in the past

• Substratum of pre-Austronesian?
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Evidence for 
Austronesian

• Phonological evidence:

PMP *m > MEngg. b

PMP *t > MEngg. k~ʔ

PMP *-V(C)# > > OEngg. -V# > MEngg. –Ø

PMP *l > OEngg./MEngg. d/r

PMP *d > OEngg./MEngg. d/r

PMP *ŋ > OEngg./MEngg. h

PMP *ə > OEngg. o > MEngg. ė /ə/

PMP *R > OEngg./MEngg. Ø

PMP *mata ‘eye’ > OEngg. e-baka > MEngg. (e-)bak_

PMP *Rumaq ‘house’ > OEngg. e-_uba > MEngg. iub_

PMP *taliŋa ‘ear’ > OEngg. e-kadiha > MEngg. e-karih_

PMP *dəŋəR > OEngg. ka-doho_-i > MEngg. ki-dėhė_

[based on Lafeber (1922:21-24), Nothofer (1986:99-102, 20), and Edwards 

(2015:63-69)] 6



Evidence for 
Austronesian

• Morphological evidence

• Enggano and Nias have retained many PMP functional 

morphemes, while Malay lacks many of these

• This shows that the label “aberrant” is only partially justified 

for Enggano

PMP Enggano Nias Malay

actor voice (simple) *<um> bu-/<ub> mu-/<um> -

actor voice (extended) *maN baN- maN- məN-

patient voice (past) *<in> di- ni- -

patient voice (general) *-ən -o -ö -an

locative voice (general) *-an -a -a -an

locative voice (dependent) *-i -i -i -i

causative *pa- pa- fa- -

genitive case marker *nu u- N- -
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Wordlists for 
Enggano

(based on Schmidt 1988:10)

Author and year No. of words

Boewang 1854

van Rosenberg 1855

van der Straaten & Severijn 1855

Walland 1864

Francis 1870

Oudemans 1879

Helfrich & Pieters 1891

Modigliani 1894

Helfrich 1916

Stokhof 1987 (by van der Noord 1895)

Capell 1982

Kähler 1987

Nothofer ms. [1986]

Kasim et al. 1987

Yoder 2011

Pak Aron elicitation 2019

21

154

201

250

91

150

1012

537

1100

1436

61

~3500

~1400

211

837

747
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• Boewang 1854: written in Dutch, mostly numerals and village 

names

• several numerals seem to be wrong

• ampapa ‘four’ contains an unetymological 
m, which is not attested anywhere else (cf. 
PAN *Səpat > PMP *əpat)

• akie akiena ‘six’ is difficult to explain but 
attested until today, probably 3+3

• aliema adoea ‘seven’ = 5+2 (but also 300?)

• apa joepa ‘eight’ = 4 and 4 (< apa ijo apa)

• apa apa adoea ‘ten’ = 4+4+2

• adoea taka tapoeloe ‘hundred’ must be 
wrong: 2 persons (=40) + 10

• tapoeloe is probably a loan from Malay 
sepuluh ‘ten’ (Edwards 2015:79) 9



Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• van Rosenberg 1855: collected in 1852, written in Dutch, includes 

many verbs, nouns and numerals

• striking: several reduplicated nouns
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• van Rosenberg 1855: collected in 1852, written in Dutch, includes 

many verbs, nouns and numerals

• striking: several reduplicated nouns

• jaramatrego ‘stand’ and matrego ‘sit’ seem to 

have the same root

• jaramatrego ‘stand’ and jarapoerpoera ‘walk, run’ 

seem to have the same prefix

• Kähler (1987) gives kamã-hẽku ̃ ‘sit’ (MEngg. hẽk)

• leaves the prefix unexplained, possibly yára’a- for 

NEG.IMP, yielding ‘don’t stand’ for ‘sit’
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• van Rosenberg 1855: collected in 1852, written in Dutch, includes 

many verbs, nouns and numerals

• striking: several reduplicated nouns

• bakoe bakoe ‘stone’ appears to be AN (cf. PMP 

*batu), but later wordlists only show forms of ʔea

• could ʔea be a lexical replacement of pãkũ?

• Kähler (1987) has pãkũ~eãpãkũ ‘anchor’ and 

explains that stones were used as anchors by the 

Enggano people → semantic shift or taboo?

• The etymology of ʔea is not known but 

Modigliani (1894) gives eèa for ‘coral reef’ (cf. 

Malay batu karang)
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• van der Straten & Severijn 1855: collected in 1854, written in 

Dutch, longest list so far, includes nouns, verbs, numerals, and names

• striking: some reduplicated nouns but different 

transcription from van Rosenberg
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• Comparison of van Rosenberg 1855 & van der Straten & 

Severijn 1855, based on the words for ‘night’ (and ‘day’) 

and ‘earth’

• General root of these expressions is lopo, meaning 

‘earth, soil, environment, country, land, weather’

• ‘Night’ was probably translated as ‘the earth is dark’, 

which would be ka-pо̄pо̄̄̃ e-lopo according to Kähler

(1987)

• The first part is missing in the transcription, perhaps 

only the second part was clearly audible

• tikodo ilopo for ‘night’ can be interpreted as ki-kodo

e-lopo ‘the earth swallows’
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• Comparison of van Rosenberg 1855 & van der Straten & 

Severijn 1855, based on the words for ‘night’ (and ‘day’) 

and ‘earth’

• The words moena and mona for ‘moon’ appear to 

be AN (cf. PMP *bulan)

• Only attested in these two sources, any later 

publication has /e-kanoa/ (Kähler 1987: ẽ-kãnə̃ãĩ

‘moon, month’) → semantic shift or taboo?

• Walland (1864) has both: kanoeah for the “high 

language” and moena for the “low language”
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• Walland 1864: collected in 1854, written in Dutch, longest list at that 

time, includes nouns, verbs, numerals, and even sentences

• striking: the only author who makes a difference between 

“high language” and “low language”
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• Walland 1864: collected in 1854, written in Dutch, longest list at that 

time, includes nouns, verbs, numerals, and even sentences

• striking: the only author who makes a difference between 

“high language” and “low language”

• There has never been a register system in Enggano
or any other Sumatra language, but it is worth 
investigating this list

• bakka-kaha ‘sun (HL)’ literally means ‘eye of the day’, 
while bakka-moenai ‘sun (LL) is unclear, perhaps 
‘eye of the moon’?

• opposition of ééah ‘stone (HL) and pakoe-pakoe
‘stone (LL) as discussed before exists here

• seems to be dialectal variation rather than a register 
difference, e.g. apoeah ‘fire (HL)’ and obie ‘fire (LL)’ 
are both from PMP *hapuy
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• Walland 1864: collected in 1854, written in Dutch, longest list at that 

time, includes nouns, verbs, numerals, and even sentences

• striking: the only author who makes a difference between 

“high language” and “low language”

• Most HL words are still in use today, while LL are 
not:

“high” MEngg

kanoeah kanu ̇a ‘moon’

ééah ie ‘stone’

koh kėh ‘mountain’
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• Walland 1864: collected in 1854, written in Dutch, longest list at that 

time, includes nouns, verbs, numerals, and even sentences

• striking: the only author who makes a difference between 

“high language” and “low language”

• Most HL words are still in use today, while LL are 
not:

“high” MEngg

kanoeah kanu ̇a ‘moon’

ééah ie ‘stone’

koh kėh ‘mountain’

“Low” forms:

moena, pawah - not preserved
pakoe-pakoe - potentially with shift of meaning 19



Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• Oudemans 1879: written in Dutch, comparative list including 

nouns, verbs, numerals and adjectives in Enggano, Nias and Mentawai
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• Modigliani 1894: collected in 1891, written in and sorted by Italian, 

comparative list including hundreds of words and expressions in Malay, 

Nias, Toba Batak, and Enggano; spelling based on Italian
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Analysis of the 
old wordlists

• Capell 1982: “collected on other occasions”, written in German with 

a German orthography

• several entries of the list are wrong because the German 

meanings are displaced (WW = Wurm & Wilson 1975)

e.g.:

bupe, pe ‘give’

kauwə ‘good’

qapo ‘hair’

udu, ulu ‘head’

(ki)dehoi ‘listen’

kaidəhaudə ‘hot’

→ lexeme for ‘house’ missing
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Kähler (1940, 1975)

Possible reasons for language change in the time from 1854 (Boewang) to 1938 (Kähler):
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Kähler (1940, 1975)

Possible reasons for language change in the time from 1854 (Boewang) to 1938 (Kähler):

• Levelling of dialect variation due to resettlement 

(e.g. the sound [f] occurred in the dialects of the southern coast)
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Kähler (1940, 1975)

Possible reasons for language change in the time from 1854 (Boewang) to 1938 (Kähler):

• Levelling of dialect variation due to resettlement 

(e.g. the sound [f] occurred in the dialects of the southern coast)

• Lexical and structural influence from Malay
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Kähler (1940, 1975)

Possible reasons for language change in the time from 1854 (Boewang) to 1938 (Kähler):

• Levelling of dialect variation due to resettlement 

(e.g. the sound [f] occurred in the dialects of the southern coast)

• Lexical and structural influence from Malay

• Word taboo

e.g. Moko-eit’i (‘Many-words’), eit’i ‘word’ → epanau ‘speech’
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Conclusion

• We are in the fortunate situation of having quite a few and relatively old wordlists for 

Enggano, which is clearly Austronesian.

• However, it seems that the language has changed drastically not only from the 19th century 

(Old Enggano) to today (Modern Enggano) but also from PAN to Old Enggano.

• While the morphology has a high retention rate, the retention of AN vocabulary is quite low 

(Edwards 2015:75-76 calculates 21%).

• While some words in the old wordlists can be identified as being short phrases, many others 

seem to not have survived.

• We hypothesize that the low retention rate results from an existing taboo in the past when an 

important person died (cf. Kähler 1975:v).

• In such cases, new words or perhaps words from other dialects were used for old concepts. 

This is reflected in Walland’s list with “high language” (used when a taboo was in place →

word survived) vs. “low language” (old word before the taboo → word became obsolete)
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for their feedback on several Enggano expressions

Mėk em neah!
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