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Abstract

The unification of Indonesia under one national language
was intended to bring together a diverse national population
speaking a wealth of regional languages.  The implementa-
tion of a singular national and official language that belonged
to none of these regional populations was to bring all citi-
zens together on equal footing, as bahasa Indonesia would
be at once everyone’s national language, yet one that no-
body spoke as a native language (Keane, 2003).

While ideally such a plan for implementing a national
language might seem attractive, statistics have shown that
there remains a lack of access to the national language, which
is the only language used in public school settings and in the
majority of nationalized media (Heryanto & Hadiz, 2005).
It is claimed here that without such access, it may be the
case that not all citizens in Indonesia are receiving their
Universal Human Right to education (United Nations, 1948).

After a discussion of the history of bahasa Indonesia
as the national and official language of Indonesia, the ar-
ticle moves on to discuss recent developments in language
theories in hopes of offering an approach to improving na-
tional language policies, and thereby working toward en-
suring access to education throughout Indonesia.

Key words: Bahasa Indonesia, language policy, language
plan
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INTRODUCTION

Ariel Heryanto describes the installation of the national
language of Indonesia as follows: “Bahasa Indonesia is a product
of language planning, engineering, and Development programs
par excellence” (1995, p. 5). The rebellion of Indonesian nation-
alist groups against antagonistic colonial structures originated in
an Indonesian elite class who were educated in Dutch, a language
through which they gained access to Western texts that not only
promoted colonial ideologies but also confronted them and pro-
vided alternatives to them (Lowenberg, as cited in Kaplan &
Baldauf, 2003; Heryanto, 1995).  The Sumpa Pemuda of 1928 led
the overthrow of the Dutch colonial system in power over the
Indonesian archipelago, and subsequently built their own nation
with the knowledge they had gained through their Western educa-
tions.  Therefore, while the education of Indonesia’s new leaders
did provide the basis for the country’s eventual liberation into a
unified nation, it also set the stage for their liberation directly into
the Western ideological framework of the modern nation-state.
Heryanto locates Bahasa Indonesia as a primary example of this
ideological assimilation:

As with nationalism, the idea of a ‘modern’ and ‘Devel-
oped’ language was essentially derived from Western world
views.  Programs for language Development among the
Indonesian nationalists operated within the known model
formerly presented by the colonial bureaucracy and schol-
arship.  The chief difference was that the nationalists
worked for a nationalistic cause (1995, p. 3).

With this broad stroke description of the historical and con-
temporary contexts of Indonesian language policy and practice
presented above, it seems fitting to attempt to understand the state’s
influence, and lack thereof, on shifts in language ideologies and
language access within the country.  First is an attempt to under-
stand contemporary Indonesian language ideologies through the
lens of Ruiz’s (1988) conceptualization of three possible language
orientations in a given polity: language-as-problem, language-as-
right, and language-as-resource.  The Indonesian nationalist move-
ment was founded on the basis of equality through the use of one
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unified language, a language that would guarantee equality for all
due to its ‘tool’-like nature as nobody’s native language.  It would
also be transparent in translation with other globally important
languages, such that, as stated earlier, the chances for recognition
by the global community would not be hindered by translation
difficulties.  This formulation of the premises behind using a uni-
fied national language seem, on the surface, quite positive and
inclusionary (Tollefson 2002; Silverstein, 1998). As Kelman states,
“A common language contributes to the development of social
institutions that meet the needs and interests of the entire popula-
tion and to the participation of all segments of the society in mean-
ingful social roles.  In so doing, it helps to create widespread in-
strumental attachment to the system” (1971, p. 32, italics added).
Kelman additionally claims that it brings citizens together “senti-
mentally”; thus, in the process of state-wide unification, as Shore
& Wright explain, the instatement of a language as official, at the
national policy level, serves to represent—and further construct—
a nation’s identity, “the entire history and culture of the society
that generated [it]” (1997, p. 6).  A policy is “‘a rhetorical com-
mentary that either justifies or condemns;…a charter for action;
and…a focus for allegiance’” (Buckley, 1989, p. 184, cited in
Shore & Wright, 1997, p. 6).

In terms of national cultural unification, Keane explains
the premise of the establishment of Indonesian as the official na-
tional language, reinstating “opacity between languages [to be-
come] a means of resisting domination and fostering autonomous
agency” (p. 511); what’s more, its all-inclusive nature internal to
the nation has been treated as ideal for the creation of a univer-
sally egalitarian, accessible and shared language tool: “Unlike a
Herderian notion of language as belonging to a specific people,
Indonesian does not, in principle, exclude any potential speak-
ers” (2003, p. 518).  This interpretation paints language, a ‘some-
thing’ that belongs to a specific people, as potentially both unify-
ing and threatening: opacity, while favorably working to separate
Indonesia from its former colonizers, would threaten to prevent
the unification of all Indonesian people across groups speaking
various regional languages, and thus this singular language tool
in bahasa Indonesia could unify the state under one official lan-
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guage.  In terms of interstate relations, however, bahasa Indone-
sia would simultaneously serve to rid the Indonesian people of
the threat of colonial languages through its opaque differentiation
from the language of the colonizer, and yet at the same time be
instilled by language planners with some sort of translucence—a
semi-opacity enabled by its ease of translation from and into other
languages—to ensure that though unified under their own lan-
guage, Indonesia would never be cut off from communication with
the rest of the world (Keane, 2003).

PLANNING BAHASA INDONESIA: CORPUS, STATUS, AND
PRESTIGE

The advantage envisioned by the Indonesian leaders of the
nationalist movement who chose to identify Bahasa Indonesia as
the sole national language was based on the fact that this lan-
guage was almost nobody’s mother tongue, all speakers would
have an equal opportunity to learn the language, and no group
would enjoy more or less access, privilege, or identification as
the sole culture representative of the country of Indonesia (though
this is questionable, as an educated elite seems to have been using
a High variety of Malay for some time by this point (Kaplan &
Baldauf, 2003)).  It is thus the separation of Indonesian from lo-
cal identity, the supposed equalization of access to and communi-
cation through the language, and thus its instrumentalization,
through which speakers came to assert their unity (Kelman, 1971).
Efforts were thus taken, as the Indonesian nation-state was estab-
lished, to engage in the status, corpus, and prestige planning
(Liddicoat, 2007) of bahasa Indonesia.

In terms of corpus planning, beginning in the 1940s the
Indonesian government held a series of Indonesian Language
Commissions to deal with language planning and policy.  Since
1975, a centralized National Centre for Language Development
has been housed in the Ministry of Education and Culture, “with
responsibilities to conduct basic language research, and research
on teaching for Indonesian and the regional languages, to develop
dictionaries and terminology, and to monitor the planning pro-
cess” (Kaplan & Baldauf, 2003, p. 90).  For bahasa Indonesia,
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lexical and grammatical standardization and innovation is said to
be aimed towards transparency of translation, both internal and
external to the nation, such that internally there would be no pos-
sibility of mistranslation or misunderstanding between citizens,
and externally there would be no risk of losing meaning through
translation, for, according to Keane, “if [nation-external global
powers] fail to translate [one’s] words correctly, they may fail to
recognize him” (2003, p. 523).

Between the Commissions and the National Centre, the
Bahasa Indonesia lexicon, orthography, and grammar have been
regulated, with new words generally introduced to keep up with
development toward external global forces.  By the 1980s, approxi-
mately 500,000 new words were claimed to have been added to the
Indonesian lexicon (Alisjahbana,1971, cited in Kaplan & Baldauf,
2003); though Dardjowidjojo (1998), an author involved in the
writing of more recently updated versions of the official grammar
of Indonesian, has claimed that by 1991 the official Indonesian dic-
tionary had just 72,000 words in it.  As stated above, Indonesian
corpus planners have preferred direct translation to borrowing words
from other languages, and thus the government enforces a rejection
of loanwords in bahasa Indonesia (words in the fields of science,
technology, and education contradictorily, however, have been bor-
rowed en masse from Western languages (Kaplan & Baldauf, 2003;
Dardjowidjojo, 1998).  Heryanto (1995) noted governmental ex-
pressions of disapproval of the use of loanwords in provincial con-
texts, and in Jakarta he noted government policies subjecting the
creators of public signboards with foreign words on them to mon-
etary fines (see also Dardjowidjojo, 1998).

In terms of status planning, the language, as already men-
tioned, is the official national language of Indonesia, so desig-
nated in the Constitution of 1945.  Since the state’s inception it
has also been the language of state-controlled media and newspa-
pers.  These two information forums have recently been priva-
tized, but Heryanto & Hadiz (2005) make no claims about the use
of languages other than Bahasa Indonesia in national print and
screen media. Bahasa Indonesia is also mandatory in education
from primary to university levels, though the “Education Act No.
30, 1989, [stated] that the vernacular languages can be used in
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schools as a means of instruction at the elementary stage if it is
deemed necessary” (Dardjowidjojo, 1998, p. 44).

Finally, concerning prestige planning, the government has
taken a very strong stance towards the creation and maintenance
of very high prestige for Bahasa Indonesia, though this is usually
to the detriment of local languages.  According to Heryanto, “Re-
gional languages and arts are to be respected, but only in so far as
they enrich the national language, arts, culture, and identities”
(1995, p. 38, italics in original). Dardjowidjojo points out that
there have been attempts to translate local traditional forms of
cultural ceremony and entertainment into the national language,
but that such attempts have been rejected by the people of those
respective regions, and thus have remained in the languages in
which they were originally created (Dardjowidjojo, 1998).

Given such attempts to translate local traditions into the
singular national identity, it is presumably desired that communi-
ties will transition out of their local languages and cultures into
the singular national language and identity. There is also a shared
pride in the fact that the country claims as its national language a
non-European one; the state has also held “good language” cam-
paigns, using the state-run media to encourage Indonesian citi-
zens to “Use Good and Correct Indonesian” (1995, p. 38); and
there is one, and only one, nationally celebrated month per year,
Bulan Bahasa, or Language Month, used to promote Bahasa In-
donesia.

Given such passionate promotion of bahasa Indonesia as
“bahasaku, bangsaku”, it is necessary to note a contradiction:
this national language, “in principle available to anyone” (Keane,
2003, p. 506), is purported to be spoken at home by a mere 10
percent of the Indonesian population. Additionally, a positive cor-
relation has been noted between proficiency in English language
and proficiency in Bahasa Indonesia (Heryanto, 1995).  This seems
to signify that Indonesian remains a language used by an elite
class of Indonesian citizens, and that the purported ideal of equal
access for all citizens is not a reality.
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LANGUAGE RIGHTS AND PROBLEMS

The modern Indonesian state has interpreted language and
culture in very contradictory ways: first, the inseparability of lan-
guage and culture—in a Herderian, one language-one nation
sense—creates a threat of separatism and nonuniformity due to
opacity of translation. Thus, the nation unites under one single
language in order to prevent separatism. Second, this same in-
separability, uniting people under a shared and singular Indone-
sian culture, purposefully divides them from the rest of the world;
most importantly their former colonial oppressors. The state’s
monolingual unification under a universalized language that may
“rain down over all of them” (paraphrasing Woolard (2008)), both
unites them from within and divides them away from that which
is external to their new nation. Confoundingly, however, because
there is always this Other “without”, whose enormous power and
influence must still be catered to, the corpus planning (Liddicoat,
2007) of the language, as described above, has been undertaken
in the interest of transcending the language’s opacity:  the lan-
guage is to at once be moulded into a translucent language entity
that keeps Indonesia in clear and easy communication with its
Others, while it simultaneously excludes those Others and inter-
nally unifies Indonesia. Finally, and most contradictorily, the one
nation-one language inseparability of language and culture is in
fact entirely separable and separate, with the entire premise of the
implementation of Indonesian as the national language based on
the idea that it is nobody’s language.  It is thus in a sense attached
to no Indonesian person’s identity by origin, yet it is simultaneously
created as every Indonesian person’s identity.  In the end, it thus
becomes an emblem, a tool, manipulated toward the identity con-
structions and manifestations deemed appropriate to the state rul-
ing body and the people who support it.

Furthermore, it becomes a good, or a material resource that
the state proposes to use with everybody, and thus presumably
provide for—or give to—everybody.  From the standpoint of the
modern state, then (and as seen among most of them), it is thus
both “sentimentally” and “instrumentally” (Kelman, 1971) inef-
ficient to provide more than one of these languages, where senti-
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mentally it threatens to divide, and instrumentally it simply costs
more to activate more than one of any type of material resource.
Members of the Indonesian leadership thus have chosen a mod-
ern state model in keeping with that which was created and em-
ployed by their colonizers before them, and which is still the most
widely accepted state model, by ‘efficiently’ making use of a single
language tool available for all to unite under (Heryanto, 1995).

As stated above, though, with this national language “in
principle available to anyone” (Keane, 2003, p. 506), being the
home language of only 10 percent of the population, it seems that
Indonesian remains limited to elite classes, and thus not truly
equally accessible for all.  Additionally, a positive correlation has
been noted between proficiency in English and proficiency in
Bahasa Indonesia (Heryanto, 1995).  Since access to English is
widely understood to result from a certain capacity to pay to get
it, this must still be the case for access to Indonesian as well, and
thus to educational opportunity.  As Marginson & Sawir (2005)
state, “…to access capacity needs capacity.” The state, while
proudly claiming Indonesian to be everyone’s language, and by
claiming to provide or even attempting to provide universal pri-
mary level education through the medium of bahasa Indonesia
(Dardjowidjojo, 1998), has not been able to ensure its citizens the
capacity they might need if they are to receive their Universal
Human Right (UNESCO, 1948) to be educated—whether it be
through bahasa Indonesia or not.

So what is the state’s responsibility in implementing an
education system and a national language that all have equal rights
to access, but that very few have equal capacity to access?  De-
spite the “…widely held assumption that policies are usually
adopted in order to enhance communication, to encourage feel-
ings of national unity and group cooperation, and to bring about
great social and economic equality” (Tollefson, 2002, p. 4), the
officialization of national languages often results in exactly the
opposite scenario. To engage with this question then requires a
critical approach that “explores the links between language poli-
cies and inequalities of class, region, and ethnicity/nationality”
(ibid.).
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MOVING FORWARD:
FROM PROBLEM TO PERFORMATIVITY

Recently, Sinfree Makoni & Alastair Pennycook (2006)
identify that there is all too often a lack of fit between ostensible
language problems and the languages promoted as part of the so-
lution” (p. 2).  The rub lies in the very belief that there is such a
thing as a language in the first place:  with the invention of lan-
guages came ideologies about languages (ie “one language-one
nation”).  And furthermore, our talk about language—the language
tool, language in written form, anything that makes out of lan-
guage/-ing a material code, with grammatical form, tends to re-
duce language away from its social life (Pennycook, 2006) and
into this material essence that can be passed around a community,
a nation, a world.

Applying this to Indonesia, then, I have above described
the “problem of the creation of the language problem”, where
Indonesia, with its “miraculous” (Fishman, 1978, cited in Sneddon,
2003) language invention, truly provides the quintessential con-
text for the type of analysis that Makoni & Pennycook suggest.
The above references to ‘the’ Indonesian language; the material
resource that people have been ‘given’ the right to ‘have’ and
‘share’, is exactly what requires reconsideration.

As Michael Silverstein states, “The language community,
and hence its language, can be seen as a precipitate of sociocul-
tural process” (1998, p. 402).  Reconsidering language in terms
of its underlying social processes, then, we may begin to under-
stand the social changes that have been occurring co-phenom-
enally with the change in language use in Indonesia. Under this
description, a described change in second person pronoun usage,
from a collection of “over 50 different second-person pronouns
in use in the small town of Salatiga,” to the “successful promo-
tion of Anda,” is simply symptomatic of a functional shift among
a certain range of Indonesian society members: we witness not
just a language change, but a major increase in mass media com-
munication which executes a new function of “communicat[ing]
to a mass and abstract audience” (Heryanto, 2006, p. 52). Fur-
thermore, the massive increase in “English borrowings” in the
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vocabulary of Indonesian college students (Hassall et al., 2008) is
an indicator of the positive affect shared by some upon encoun-
tering or using these semiotic symbols.  The negative affect shared
by others over this same phenomenon shows resistance from other
sectors of society. Each symbol is representative of social influ-
ence that some accept with great excitement and which others
lament and resist. Thus we see that neither the processes nor the
emotions underlying and accompanying the language can be ana-
lyzed outside of human contextualized interaction:  not even mem-
bers of the same community use linguistic forms for the same
functions, nor do they associate with them the same sentiments.

For Heryanto, then, the commodification—the creation of
a good—that took place upon the establishment of an institution-
alized national way of communicating created rights, issues of
(non-)equity, and a “…new privilege to consume what is scarce”
(2006, p. 54).  Thus, when someone uses a certain systematic way
of performing language—or rather, of languaging (Pennycook,
2006 uses “Englishing”)—this is not just their use of a language;
it is a performance of a certain status and a certain amount of
access; not to language, but to namely education.

Looking at language performance, then, provides new ways
of understanding access to language and education, and thus mov-
ing toward the improvement of state-level language policies.
Analyzing performativity can help to reveal language form and
use as representative of access to the institutions the state estab-
lishes and regulates, and it also reveals the spaces where people
can—and already do, in some cases—take control of their own
identities and positions in society through languaging.  Such in-
creased awareness on the part of both citizens and government
may create better understanding and more efficient improvements
in citizens’ access to education, by enabling improvements in ac-
cess where they are specifically necessary.
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