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Introduc-on

• We present an explora)on of Enggano socio-
ethno-historical linguis)c dimensions 
shaping/influencing the current use, 
varia.on, vitality, and degree of 
endangerment of the Enggano language

• What insights learned, and what challenges 
forward?
• for applied sociolinguis6c research on minority 

language maintenance?



Demography 
and mobility

• There has been a recent accelerated influx of migrants affecting the 
demographic makeup of the native Enggano versus non-native Enggano 
population on the island. 

• This carries significant implications for the well-being and preservation 
of the Enggano language.
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).

Figure 2 Map of Enggano 

Island (© OpenStreetMap, 

Mapbox and Mapcarta).
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Intan Permata Sari/ Agama, Etnisitas dan Perdamaian di Pulau Enggano Provinsi Bengkulu 

Enggano). Hal ini karena program pemerintah untuk melakukan tuna karya pembukaan lahan, 
pembuatan irigasi bagi lahan kering, ekspansi penduduk, dan fasilitas kesehatan (Jaspan, 2018). 

Tabel 1 Populasi Masyarakat Enggano dari tahun 1866-1963 (Jaspan, 2018) 

Year Engganese Non-Engganese Total 
1866 - - 6420 
1884 870 44 914 
1900 543 - - 
1914 291 166 457 
1928 162 276 438 
1961 400 290 690 
1963 400 2800 3200 

 

Masuknya Agama ke Enggano 

Tahun 1902 agama Kristen masuk ke Enggano dibawa oleh misonaris Agust Lett yang diutus oleh 
R.M.G (Rheinche Mission Geselschaft) bersama guru Kristian Lumban Tobing. Setelah enam bulan 
menyebarkan agama Kristen ada empat orang penduduk asli Enggano yang masuk Kristen yaitu 
Ahowadi Kaarubi Kapakuoda (Johannes), Kaparobi Kaitora (Manasye), Painaijo Kaahawao Kakorea 
(Paulus), dan Kaawao Kapunija Ehijobu (Daniel) (Hutapea & Simangunsong, 1994). Keempat orang 
inilah yang pertama kali memeluk agama. Lama kelamaan, agama Kristen mulai menyebar di Enggano 
dan menjadikan Kristen sebagai agama mayoritas sampai akhirnya saat ini bergeser menjadi minoritas 
setelah banyak pendatang Islam masuk ke Enggano. Data dari Kantor Urusan Agama tahun 2018, 
jumlah penganut Islam sebanyak 2887 jiwa (77,46%) dan Kristen sebanyak 840 jiwa (22,54%). 

Agama Islam pertama kali diperkenalkan tahun 1906 oleh seorang muslim dari Banten bernama 
Pak Sidin. Beliau menetap di Enggano, kemudian menikah dengan orang asli Enggano, dan menetap 
di Desa Kaana. Beliau, anak-anaknya, serta tokoh-tokoh Islam dari Minangkabaulah yang 
menyebarkan agama Islam di Pulau Enggano. Saat ini Islam menjadi agama mayoritas karena ada 
banyak pendatang muslim yang menjadi penduduk Enggano dan menikah dengan penduduk asli 
sehingga banyak penduduk asli yang berpindah agama menjadi Islam. Seperti yang dikatakan oleh 
informan: “Orang-orang Banten datang ke Enggano untuk mengembangkan agama. Islam ini mulai 
berkembang sekitar tahun 30-an, sudah itu ditambah orang dari kedatangan orang-orang dari 
Sumatera Barat. Masjid yang pertama itu ada di Pulau Dua, yang pertama didirikan oleh orang-orang 
dari Banten setelah Belanda pergi dari Enggano mereka pindah ke Kahyapu, kebanyakan orang 
Kahyapu itu asli orang Banten.” 

Islam pertama kali diperkenalkan di Pulau Dua (pulau kecil di seberang Enggano). Dahulu Pulau 
Dua merupakan pusat kehidupan di Enggano. Ada banyak toko dan sumber-sumber ekonomi yang 
dikuasai oleh Belanda sehingga pulau ini dikenal dengan nama ”Batavia kedua”. Di Pulau Dua inilah 
pertama kali mesjid didirikan. Setelah Belanda pergi, mereka juga pindah ke Desa Kahyapu dan 
memindahkan mesjid dari Pulau Dua ke Desa Kahyapu. Rata-rata masyarakat desa Kahyapu adalah 
orang-orang Banten yang menetap di Enggano. 

Meskipun agama sudah masuk ke Enggano dan semua masyarakat Enggano adalah pemeluk 
agama, mereka masih melakukan beberapa tradisi yang berkaitan dengan nenek moyang mereka, salah 
satunya tradisi sebelum perayaan hari besar atau pernikahan. Satu hari sebelum lebaran/natal/ 
menikah orang-orang Enggano menyiapkan sajian berupa makanan khas seperti ikan bakar. Mereka 
meminta izin kepada nenek leluhur, mohon keselamatan karena kami besok mau menikah. Selain itu 
ada pula tradisi tahunan yang dilakukan setiap 18 Agustus dengan tujuan keselamatan dan kedamaian 
masyarakat dan supaya tidak ada hama (sedekah bumi kepada leluhur). Akan tetapi kegiatan ini 
kemudian tetap dilaksanakan dengan menarik wisatawan datang ke Enggano. Pada tanggal 18 



Enggano clans & 
traditional socio-cultural 
structure

• Notable and unique in the Enggano clan 
grouping is the acknowledgment and 
assimila&on of newcomers into the 
tradi8onal clan structure:
• indigenous (asli) clans:  Kauno, Kaitora, 

Kaharuba, Kaharubi, Kaahua
• non-indigenous (pendatang) clans: Kamay

• Clan grouping: 
• an important social structure within the Enggano 

community, contribu6ng to their sense of 
iden)ty and belonging; e.g. 

• personal names show dis/nct clan affilia/ons, 
• dis/nct histories



• The adat leadership posi-ons/roles 
have changed over -me
• Pabbuki (epa’buk): Speaker/Leader of all 

clans
• Kap Dop: NaCve Enggano Camat, 

structurally parallel with Pabbuki
• Recently introduced (20XX?)

• Kepala Suku or Iur Ahau: Clan Leader
• Introduced in 1960s

• Pintu Suku (previously Kap Ka’udar): Sub-
clan Territorial Leader

Pabbuki 

Iur Ahau 
(Kauno) Iur Ahau (Kaitora) .........

Kap Dop (Camat)

Kauno
kaburu

.........Kauno
kadu̇a

Kauno
kapu'e

.............

Enggano clans & 
tradi2onal socio-cultural 
structure



Matrilineality

• Enggano society, like Minangkabau (Selinaswa6 2014), 
follows a matrilineal tradi6on: ancestral descent is traced 
through the maternal rather than the paternal lines. 
• Oral history: Nanipah (1st woman), who married to Kah Kamippa
• Matrilocal: a new couple with the husband moving to the wife’s 

ka’udar (i.e. the place where the wife lives)
• Iden8ty: personal naming system
• Property inheritance

• Modern flexibility: devia6on from tradi6onal matrilineal 
norms



Modern religion and the Enggano 
language & culture: Chris-anity 

• While the Enggano people still maintain their traditional (adat) 
belief system to a certain degree, their practices have been 
significantly weakened with the spread of modern religions 
(Christianity and Islam) to the island. 

• Christianity arrived in 1902 with the first church in Ki’iei (with the 
HKBP, Huria Kristen Batak Protestan), then in Pulau Dua (later 
moved to Malakoni) and Banjarsari (later moved to Meok)

• Currently mainly in the conservative 
villages of Meok and Apoho 

• Constitute only 21.71% (or 964 people) of 
the Enggano population, and all of them 
identify as Protestants 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1 KAHYAPU 673                   663            10          -                 -            - -         
2 KAANA 832                   824            8             -                 -            -             -         
3 MALAKONI 869                   786            83          -                 -            -             -         
4 APOHO 373                   157            216       -                 -            -             -         
5 MEOK 704                   195            509       -                 -            -             -         
6 BANJARSARI 989                   851            138       -                 -            -             -         

4,440              3,476       964       -                 -            -             -         
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).
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Island (© OpenStreetMap, 

Mapbox and Mapcarta).



Modern religion and the Enggano 
language & culture: Islam 
• Islam was introduced to the island in 1920 

through the migra6on of other ethnic 
groups as workers in Enggano, facilitated by 
the Dutch colonial government. The ini6al 
wave of migrants primarily originated from 
Java, par6cularly Banten. 
• Currently the majority of Muslims are in the 

northern and southern villages of Banjarsari, 
Kahyapu, Kaana.

• Over the years the Muslim popula8on has steadily 
increased, and become the dominant group 
(78,29%, or 3,476) of the total popula8on in 2023 in 
Enggano (Enggano District sta8s8cs, 2023)

The Muslim popula&on is typically iden&fied with 
the Kamay Clan, although there are also na8ve 
clans who follow Islam.  

• Moslems: mosques/
musholas
• Banjarsari (7)
• Meok (1)
• Apoho (1)
• Malakoni (3)
• Kaana (3)
• Kahyapu (5)

• Chris&ans, Churches
• Banjarsari (2)
• Meok (4)
• Apoho (1)
• Malakoni (1)
• Kaana (0)
• Kahyapu (1)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1 KAHYAPU 673                   663            10          -                 -            - -         
2 KAANA 832                   824            8             -                 -            -             -         
3 MALAKONI 869                   786            83          -                 -            -             -         
4 APOHO 373                   157            216       -                 -            -             -         
5 MEOK 704                   195            509       -                 -            -             -         
6 BANJARSARI 989                   851            138       -                 -            -             -         

4,440              3,476       964       -                 -            -             -         
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).

Figure 2 Map of Enggano 

Island (© OpenStreetMap, 

Mapbox and Mapcarta).



Modern religion and the preserva-on of 
language and culture 
• The introduc6on of modern religions has had a 

devaluing effect on the indigenous belief and 
knowledge 
• This has been well documented across the world; e.g. the 

case of the Vera ritual in Rongga (Arka 2010)
• Also related to the endangerment or maintenance of local 

language and culture

• Intriguing paYerns of how religions may be related 
to paYerns of language use
• Muslim villages in Maluku tend to retain their languages 

but not the Chris8an villages (Musgrave and Ewing 2006) 
• In Enggano, the local Enggano language is frequently used 

in sermon in mosques (par8cularly in Malakoni), not in 
churches
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).
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Mul$lingualism, contact and 
the dynamics of language use 



Methodology & data

Multiple methods
• Subjective reporting (by language consultants), 

collected by means of sociolinguistic 
Questionnaires
• 109 language consultants across the six villages

• Swadesh list: lexical and phonetic variations
• 6 senior adults for dialectal variations investigation
• 18 senior adults and teenagers for language 

competency
• Ethnography: 

• Engga Z Kauno, one of the project team members, is a 
native Enggano speaker 

• Enggano corpus: natural language use



Language use in the conserva-ve 
(Chris-an) village of Meok

3Hemmings et al.  
Language Documentation 
and Description  
DOI: 10.25894/ldd.329

Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).
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Mapbox and Mapcarta).
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Figure 1: Language use in the domesCc seIng in Meok Figure 2: Language use in the public seIng in Meok 

• The vitality of the Enggano language in Meok is generally robust: 
ü Enggano remains the primary language of communicaCon among the family 

members 
ü It also remains the language for in-group communicaCon in public, though 

Indonesian is dominant.



Language use in non-conserva9ve 
predominantly migrant (Moslem) villages: 
Banjarsari & Kahyapu
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Figure 4: Language use in the public setting in Banjarsari 
and Kahyapu 
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).

Figure 2 Map of Enggano 

Island (© OpenStreetMap, 

Mapbox and Mapcarta).

• The vitality of the Enggano language in these two villages is critically low, especially in the 
public domains: 
ü The dominant trend is to use  Indonesian (red bars), even in the in-group 

communication in public
ü Intergenerational transmission problem: in the domestic setting, a notable decline in 

the use of Enggano: its most frequent use is when speaking with grandparents.



Language use in Apoho & Malakoni: 
Domes-c seCng

Figure 5: Language use in the domesCc seIng in Apoho Figure 6: Language use in the domesCc seIng in Malakoni
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).

Figure 2 Map of Enggano 

Island (© OpenStreetMap, 

Mapbox and Mapcarta).

• These two adjacent villages assume some significance due to their status as centre of 
the district administraCon (Apoho, primarily ChrisCan) and the local business hub 
(due to the seaport, Malakoni)

• The vitality of the Enggano language in these two villages is relaCvely healthy 
especially in the domes&c seIng
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Language use in Apoho & Malakoni
Public seCng

Figure 7: Language use in the public seIng in Apoho Figure 8: Language use in the public setting in Malakoni
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).

Figure 2 Map of Enggano 

Island (© OpenStreetMap, 

Mapbox and Mapcarta).

• In the public sphere, however, the use of Enggano significantly low even for in-group 
communication, for which Indonesian prevails as the dominant language. 

• These two villages show the marginalisation of the Enggano language use, like the 
trend in non-conservative villages of Kahyapu & Banjarsari
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Language use in Kaana

Figure 9: Language use in the domesCc seIng in Kaana Figure 10: Language use in the public seIng in Kaana
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).

Figure 2 Map of Enggano 

Island (© OpenStreetMap, 

Mapbox and Mapcarta).

• Kaana: predominantly Muslims but a roughly equal propor&on of naCve Enggano 
and non-Enggano populaCon. 

• The marginalisaCon of the Enggano language use, even in the domesCc domain with 
mixed use of Indonesian & Enggano being dominant, followed by Indonesian

• Most frequently use of Enggano being in communicaCon with grandparents. 
• In the public sphere, Indonesian prevails as the dominant language (like in Kayapu & 

Banjarsari). 
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PaEerns of language use, language contact & 
social networks (cf.  Gumperz and Hymes 1972, Milroy 1987, Milroy and Milroy 1992)  

• Exploring the impact of language contact: assessing whether there is a correlaCon between the percentage of the 
populaCon that is naCve Enggano in different villages and the reported prevalence of Enggano language use in those areas 

• The use of Enggano: R (Pearson CorrelaCon Coefficient) values are r=.762 for public seIngs and r=.765 for domesCc 
seIngsè strong posi&ve correla&on 

• The use of Indonesian in both public and domesCc domains exhibits strong nega&ve correla&ons with the percentage of 
the naCve Enggano populaCon in various villages (r= -.8315 for public seIngs and r= -.979 for domesCc seIngs, 
respecCvely). 

Villages

Native 
Enggano 

Population 
(%)

Public 
Enggano Use  

(%)

domestic 
Enggano Use  

(%)

Banjasari&Kahyapu 12.02 3.33 13.33
Meok 71.79 30.00 54.55
Apoho 45.93 3.53 35.29
Malakoni 42.82 9.47 33.68
Kaana 51.36 6.67 15.24

Table 1: Proportion of native Enggano population and the 
corresponding  proportion of Enggano language use across villages. 

Villages
Native Enggano 
Population (%)

Indonesian use 
in public (%)

Domestic use 
of Indonesian 

(%)

Banjasari&Kahyapu 12.02 94.67 68.89
Meok 71.79 60.00 25.45
Apoho 45.93 91.76 40
Malakoni 42.82 81.05 40
Kaana 51.36 84.76 40.95

Table 2: Proportion of native Enggano population and the 
corresponding proportion of use of Indonesian across villages



Enggano Linguis-c Varia-ons 
and Dialect Con-nuum

Two dimensions: 
geographical/horizontal & 
intergenera7onal/ver7cal



Geographical/horizontal Varia7ons: Dialect Con7nuum
• Broadly two dialects can be conveniently dis-nguished:

• The conserva)ve Northern(-Central) Enggano dialect, with 
Meok being the most conserva7ve, and Banjarsari being less 
conserva7ve.

• The most non-conserva)ve Southern Enggano dialect, 
primarily spoken in Kaana & Kahyapu 

• They form a dialect con-nuum, with overlapping 
proper-es found in-between villages

• They exhibit dialectal differences in lexical, phone-c, and 
prosodic proper-es.

• There are also varia-ons related to genera-onal 
differences 
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).

Figure 2 Map of Enggano 

Island (© OpenStreetMap, 

Mapbox and Mapcarta).
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Geographical/horizontal Varia7ons: Dialect Con7nuum
• Lexical. The conservative variety, also the variety spoken by 

the senior adults/elderly, tends to feature native words that 
are often reflections of Austronesian words. 
• E.g., the word for 'mother' in the Conservative Dialect is [naj] (in 

Meok/Apoho) or [nan] (Banjarsari) (<PAN/PWMP *ina), whereas it is 
'[ə.mak(.ɛ)]' in the non-conservative Southern dialects of Kaana and 
Kahyapu.

• All young teenagers participating in our VOCAB test including those from 
the conservative villages of Meok, used [(ə)ma]; none of them used the 
native Enggano [na]. 

• Phonetic. In terms of vowel space, a noticeable feature is 
the shift or split of [+back, -high]: [o] vs. centralised V 
(schwa] 
• E.g., the word for 'down' changes from [itub] in Meok to [tɔp] in 

Malakoni and Kaana. Additionally, the word for 'you' varies, 
being [əʔ] in the northern dialect of Meok/Banjarsari, while it 
becomes [ɔʔ] in Kahyapu.
• This contemporary variation could have some historical dimension, 

with the split of old /o/ to have become centralised (a schwa) or 
remains [+back] (cf. Smith 2020): a variation already noticed in Old 
Enggano by Helfrich (1888).

• Phonetic, lenition: 
[b]/[d] (older speakers) vs. 
[m]/[r] (younger speakers)
• yub  vs. yum ‘house’ . 
• hiud  vs.  hiur ‘dust’ . 
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).

Figure 2 Map of Enggano 

Island (© OpenStreetMap, 

Mapbox and Mapcarta).
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Generational/social variations
• Gramma.cal: Possessive Construc.ons. 

• The conserva6ve variety (spoken by the senior 
adults/elderly: 
the morphological means of POSS

• The non-conserva6ve variety (across villages):
analy6cal means of POSS, influenced by 
Indonesian

Hemmings & Arka (2024)

Geographical/horizontal Variations: Dialect Continuum
• Lexical. The conservative variety, also the variety spoken by 

the senior adults/elderly, tends to feature native words that 
are often reflections of Austronesian words. 
• E.g., the word for 'mother' in the Conservative Dialect is 'naj' (in 

Meok/Apoho) or 'nan' (Banjarsari) (<PAN/PWMP *ina), whereas it is 
'[ə.mak(.ɛ)]' in the non-conservative Southern dialects of Kaana and 
Kahyapu.

• All young teenagers participating in our VOCAB test including those from 
the conservative villages of Meok, used [(ə)ma]; none of them used the 
native Enggano [na]. 

• Phonetic. In terms of vowel space, a noticeable feature is 
the shift or split of [+back, -high]: [o] vs. centralised V 
(schwa] 
• E.g., the word for 'down' changes from [itub] in Meok to [tɔp] in 

Malakoni and Kaana. Additionally, the word for 'you' varies, 
being [əʔ] in the northern dialect of Meok/Banjarsari, while it 
becomes [ɔʔ] in Kahyapu.
• This contemporary variation could have some historical dimension, 

with the split of old /o/ to have become centralised (a schwa) or 
remains [+back] (cf. Smith 2020): a variation already noticed in Old 
Enggano by Helfrich (1888).

• Phonetic, lenition: 
[b]/[d] (older speakers) vs. 
[m]/[r] (younger speakers)
• yub  vs. yum ‘house’ . 
• hiud  vs.  hiur ‘dust’ . 
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).

Figure 2 Map of Enggano 

Island (© OpenStreetMap, 

Mapbox and Mapcarta).

Northern Dialect

Southern Dialect

Table 11. Comparing Possessive Strategies 

 Possessive Suffixes Example Personal pronouns Example 

1SG -’ yuba’ u yub u 

2SG -b yubab ė’ yub ė’ 
3SG =de yubde ki yub ki 

1PL.INCL -k yubak ik yub ik 

1PL.EXCL =da yubda a yub a 
2PL =du yubdu ari yub ari 

3PL -r yubar hamė’ yub hamė’ 

 
 

Table 9. Possession Marking in Contemporary Enggano 

 Old Enggano Example Contemporary Enggano Example 
1SG -’(V)u euba’au -’ yuba’ 
2SG -bu eubabu -b yubab 
3SG =dia eubadia =de yubde 

1PL.INCL -ka eubaka -k yubak 

1PL.EXCL =dai eubadai =da yubda 
2PL =du eubadu =du yubdu 

3PL -da eubada -r yubar 
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Language vitality and endangerment

• Ethnolinguis6c vitality is defined as the extent to which a group 
is likely to behave as “a disAncAve and collecAve enAty within 
the intergroup seBng” (Giles, Bourhis, and Taylor 1977:308) 
and, 

therefore, the extent to which its language is passed on to the 
next generaAons (Pauwels 2016:37). 

• Research on ethnolinguis6c vitality is cri6cal in language 
endangerment as it has pracAcal policy implicaAons (e.g., for 
language maintenance and revitalisa6on).

• There has been other previous research on Enggano vitality, 
poin6ng out the fragility of Enggano vitality, also confirmed by 
our research reported here
• We present more solid evidence in qualita3ve and quan3ta3ve terms

applewebdata://A5B643C2-0517-4470-AE0C-FB170A8F4D33/
applewebdata://A5B643C2-0517-4470-AE0C-FB170A8F4D33/


Enggano Vitality:
the overall trend across 
domains 

• Q1: What is the (overall) present state of 
vitality for the Enggano language?

• Q2: Which factors have the most 
significant impact on the observed level 
of vitality mentioned in (1)? WHY?

• Method: 
• We interpret UNESCO’s (2003) scale as the 

scale of language endangerment and 
vitality shown in Table 1.

• Vitality Questionnaires & ethnographic 
information

A: Engg
0.32

B-C: non-Eng
0.68

Overall language use in Enggano
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broad domains, across villages
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A: Engg B: Ind&MixInd

Domestic 0.51 0.49

School 0.24 0.76

Public 0.21 0.79

Overall across domains 0.32 0.68



Enggano vitality in the domes1c and 
public domains across villages 

• The lowest vitality status/Grade: 
Banjarsari, Kahyapu, and Kaana.
• Expected, explainable:

• in terms of the demographic 
composi6on (i.e. cri6cally low 
number of na6ve Enggano people 
living in these villages)
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Vocabulary 
(Swadesh list) test
• The Enggano people in 

conservative villages have higher 
language competence than 
those in the non-conservative 
ones 
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Swadesh List Vocab  Test: Senior adults

Age Score
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Swadesh List Vocab  Test: Junior/teenagers  

Age Score

Geographical/horizontal Variations: Dialect Continuum
• Lexical. The conservative variety, also the variety spoken by 

the senior adults/elderly, tends to feature native words that 
are often reflections of Austronesian words. 
• E.g., the word for 'mother' in the Conservative Dialect is 'naj' (in 

Meok/Apoho) or 'nan' (Banjarsari) (<PAN/PWMP *ina), whereas it is 
'[ə.mak(.ɛ)]' in the non-conservative Southern dialects of Kaana and 
Kahyapu.

• All young teenagers participating in our VOCAB test including those from 
the conservative villages of Meok, used [(ə)ma]; none of them used the 
native Enggano [na]. 

• Phonetic. In terms of vowel space, a noticeable feature is 
the shift or split of [+back, -high]: [o] vs. centralised V 
(schwa] 
• E.g., the word for 'down' changes from [itub] in Meok to [tɔp] in 

Malakoni and Kaana. Additionally, the word for 'you' varies, 
being [əʔ] in the northern dialect of Meok/Banjarsari, while it 
becomes [ɔʔ] in Kahyapu.
• This contemporary variation could have some historical dimension, 

with the split of old /o/ to have become centralised (a schwa) or 
remains [+back] (cf. Smith 2020): a variation already noticed in Old 
Enggano by Helfrich (1888).

• Phonetic, lenition: 
[b]/[d] (older speakers) vs. 
[m]/[r] (younger speakers)
• yub  vs. yum ‘house’ . 
• hiud  vs.  hiur ‘dust’ . 

3Hemmings et al.  
Language Documentation 
and Description  
DOI: 10.25894/ldd.329

Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).

Figure 2 Map of Enggano 

Island (© OpenStreetMap, 

Mapbox and Mapcarta).

Northern Dialect

Southern Dialect



Intergenerational transmission: 
Questionnaire data, subjective reporting  
• A significant decline in language 

fluency
• Among the teenager 

respondents, a total of 25% 
reported not being fluent in 
Enggano
• with over half of them sta6ng that 

they do not ac6vely speak the 
language but have limited passive 
understanding.
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Intergenera-onal transmission: 
Vocabulary Test  

• More evidence for diminishing 
Enggano competence:

The divergent proficiency levels 
of the senior adults and 
teenagers across the Enggano 
villages.
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What’s the connec-on of language vitality, 
endangerment and linguis-c varia-on?

• Geographical dialects, 
forming a conAnuum: 
• Central(-northern) vs. southern Enggano
• Conserva-ve vs. non-conserva-ve villages

• Social varia2ons (i.e. sociolects), forming a 
conAnuum:
• Intergenera-onal: Senior adults vs. teenagers
• Social domains: domes-c vs. public

• Language a6ri2on/endangerment/vitality, 
forming a conAnuum
• Vibrant/high vitality vs. endangered/low vitality
• Language maintenance vs. language shiU

What can/should 
learn/do?

Geographical/horizontal Variations: Dialect Continuum
• Lexical. The conservative variety, also the variety spoken by 

the senior adults/elderly, tends to feature native words that 
are often reflections of Austronesian words. 
• E.g., the word for 'mother' in the Conservative Dialect is 'naj' (in 

Meok/Apoho) or 'nan' (Banjarsari) (<PAN/PWMP *ina), whereas it is 
'[ə.mak(.ɛ)]' in the non-conservative Southern dialects of Kaana and 
Kahyapu.

• All young teenagers participating in our VOCAB test including those from 
the conservative villages of Meok, used [(ə)ma]; none of them used the 
native Enggano [na]. 

• Phonetic. In terms of vowel space, a noticeable feature is 
the shift or split of [+back, -high]: [o] vs. centralised V 
(schwa] 
• E.g., the word for 'down' changes from [itub] in Meok to [tɔp] in 

Malakoni and Kaana. Additionally, the word for 'you' varies, 
being [əʔ] in the northern dialect of Meok/Banjarsari, while it 
becomes [ɔʔ] in Kahyapu.
• This contemporary variation could have some historical dimension, 

with the split of old /o/ to have become centralised (a schwa) or 
remains [+back] (cf. Smith 2020): a variation already noticed in Old 
Enggano by Helfrich (1888).

• Phonetic, lenition: 
[b]/[d] (older speakers) vs. 
[m]/[r] (younger speakers)
• yub  vs. yum ‘house’ . 
• hiud  vs.  hiur ‘dust’ . 
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Most scholars now agree that Enggano is an Austronesian language (Arka et al. 2022; Dyen 1965; 

Edwards 2015; Nothofer 1986; Smith 2017, 2020).1 However, there is ongoing debate as to whether 

Enggano forms a subgroup with the Barrier Island languages and Batak languages of Sumatra, as 

claimed in Nothofer (1986), Smith (2017), and Billings & McDonnell (2022), or whether it is a 

primary branch of Malayo-Polynesian, as claimed in Edwards (2015). There are six main villages 

on Enggano, all located on the north coast of the island, as shown in Figure 2.

These include Enggano-speaking populations as well as non-Enggano speaker populations. As 

a whole, the language can be considered endangered, but the degree of endangerment varies 

(Arka et al. 2022). The language is most vital in the central villages: Meok, Apoho, and Malakoni. 

In northern and southern villages, non-Enggano populations are higher, which has resulted in 

increased influence of Indonesian, the national language of Indonesia, more code-mixing, and 
higher rates of language shift towards Indonesian in those villages.

Enggano has a relatively long history of documentation. The earliest records were collected during 

the Dutch colonial era in the mid-nineteenth century, and consist of word lists (Boewang 1854; 

Helfrich 1893, 1916; Helfrich & Pieters 1891; Oudemans 1879, 1889; van der Straaten & Severijn 

1855; von Rosenberg 1855; Walland 1864; as well as the Holle list, collected in 1895 and published 

in van der Noord 1987) and some texts collected by Helfrich (1916). Based on a seven-month 

stay between 1937 and 1938, Hans Kähler produced the most comprehensive documentation to 

that point, consisting of a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940), a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 

1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1975), and a dictionary published posthumously as 

Kähler (1987). More recent linguistic work includes an unpublished word list collected by Bernd 

Nothofer in 1986 which formed the basis for historical work (Nothofer 1986); materials produced 

by government agencies in Indonesia, including the word list and grammar sketch produced by 

Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa [Center for Language Development and Cultivation] 

(Kasim et al. 1987; Nikelas, Rasyad & Semi 1994); the dictionary produced by Kantor Bahasa 

Provinsi Bengkulu [Regional Office for Language in Bengkulu Province] (Riswari et al. 2021); and 

word lists/example sentences in several linguistic theses (Butters 2021; Wijaya 2018; Yoder 2011).

1 See Capell (1982) and Blench (2014) for earlier claims that Enggano is a non-Austronesian language with 

borrowed vocabulary from Austronesian neighbors. The debate rests on the fact that Enggano seems to have a 

surprisingly low cognate percentage with other Austronesian languages; in part this perception is the result of 

unusual sound changes in forms that are in fact Austronesian, coupled with lexical replacement of some forms for 

the purpose of taboo avoidance (see Nothofer 2021).
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Final remarks & future research

• What has been done language: findings?
• Language documenta6on, and researching linguis6c and 

related non-linguis6c aspects of Enggano, including the 
socio-ethnolinguis6c issues of linguis6c varia6on and 
vitality, as reported in this paper.

• Analysis & insights: what ma>ers & why?
• Impact of language and culture contact on the wellbeing 

of language
• compara6ve research on the broader language ecology in 

rela6on to the ethnolinguis6c vitality of minority speech 
communi6es (e.g., emblema6c ethnolinguis6c iden6ty).



Dis-nc-ve iden--es: 
between language and religion
• Interconnec)on of dis)nc)ve religious and ethnolinguis)c iden))es 

with vitality: weak (Enggano) vs. strong (Loloan Malay)
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QUESTIONS/CHALLENGES FOR LANGUAGE CONSERVATION: 
FUTURE (RESEARCH) PROJECTS

• EmblemaAc ethnolinguisAc-religious idenAty?
• To what extent do (modern) religions affect the well-being of local 

languages?
• How can we exploit or take advantage of religious iden--es in the 

context of the preserva-on of indigenous languages?
• What are the best ways of giving the local religious 

communi-es/actors a more prominent role in language/cultural 
maintenance?

• Social variables affecAng language vitality/maintenance
• ‘small’ with rela-vely healthy vitality: what is the minimum 

threshold of speakers for maintaining robust language domains?
• What sociolinguis-c ac-on research can be done for long-term 

community engagement and capacity building?



Thank you

Terima kasih
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